_Qisl??

L". ,g\

et s._,ﬁaa_---—....1 d

Enrique Policastro (1898-1971):Ombues ( private collection )

Rl car Frglb

MARTIN FIERRO THE GAUCHO
Introduction

When José Hernandez was born in 1834, Argentineeni@sing a period of nearly twenty years' dictstigy
under Juan Manuel de Rosas, which was to be sumtdwgda further period of political confusion arndlc
wars. The work and the life of Hernandez are closelolved with this stage of his country's history

The River Plate Provinces had achieved independeniceSpain in 1810-16; in the following years Raray,
Bolivia and Uruguay separated into their presenhfoand the Argentine nation was defined. Repuhblica
government was decreed but there was conflict iheeform it should take, between the opposing gsuaf
Federalists and Unitarians. As a rough distincttba:Federalists, in favour of a federation between
independently governed provinces, were the proainandowners andaudillos(leaders) supported by "the
people" -- representing the old order from Colotiiaks, when the land was divided into immensetestdhe
Unitarians, in favour of centralized governmenthABBuenos Aires as capital, represented largely the
commercial and intellectual interests of the aitygre accessible to European liberal ideas. Inateel820's,
increasing confusion under Unitarian rule led tale-over by Rosas, a Federalist governor of Bugires
province who, however, had by 1835 establishedsopal dictatorship over the whole country.

Buenos Aires did not become the official capitabhogentina until 1880. Until the mid-eighteenth ety the
colony had faced towards the older cities in thehrwest, nearest to Peru, the seat of Spanishmrraldirect
trade across the Atlantic was allowed, and BueriossAvas a small backward town, isolated by hurelcéd
miles of the flat treeless pampa inhabited onlybgonquered nomadic Indians. It first became aakipi the
late eighteenth century when Spain made a sepécat®yalty of the River Plate countries; it had th
advantage of contact with Europe across the Atabhtit its right to be the seat of government waguted by
the other provinces -- hence years of civil warthtieefore and after the static period of Rosasantyy.

Hernandez took an active part in these struggisdifé stretches from the last years of the olchiseeudal
society prolonged by Rosas, to the 1880s when essgn the form of railways, enclosure of land with
barbed-wire fencing, large-scale immigration, ei@s approaching its peak.



Hernandez's parents both came from establishediebfamilies: chiefly Spanish but including Frerehd
Irish ancestors; Argentine for at least three gatnans. His father was not rich and worked as Hecdealer,
travelling frequently between distant ranches. Aather's family, Puerreydon, was a prominent oogsé Jwas
born on their property on the outskirts of Buena®#, and brought up there by his grandmother whide
parents were away in the country. He had both Waitaand Federalist relations; when he was sixrfuher's
family, as opponents of the Rosas regime, weretbte emigrate, and he then stayed with his pdterna
grandfather and attended a private schoal.

His mother died when he was ten; at about this imbecame ill and was sent on doctors' ordeiisgalith

his father, who was working on huge cattle ranclvegh of Buenos Aires. He got well, learnt to réshel grew
exceptionally strong. Here he joined in the tradil life of anestancia(ranch) and the gauchos who worked it
-- experts with horses and cattle, the childrethefpampa whose spokesman he was to become. Ttreesdne
lived on were close to Indian territory: Hernandezst have encountered both the friendly Indians wbiked
with the gauchos, and the hostile tribes whosesraad! continually to be fought off.

This life continued until he was eighteen, whenfaieer was killed by lightning, leaving him withyaunger
brother. In the same year, 1852, Rosas was dejposkd period of intermittent civil wars set in, &émost the
next twenty years. During this period Hernandeak fpart as a soldier and as a journalist on the cidhe
Federalists, but chiefly, and apart from partyitps, in defence of the gauchos and country peaplese way
of life was being destroyed by conscription, negland corrupt local government.

The fall of Rosas led to a confusion of loyaltieith battles first between pro- and anti-Rosas Falds, then
between Buenos Aires (largely Unitarian) and thaefralist provinces. Hernandez first joined the Rasas
militia; later in Buenos Aires city he joined tharty in favour of reconciliation with the Federal@ovinces,
and wrote for that party's newspaper. A few yeatey lthe Buenos Aires government changed, and ke wa
forced to leave for the Federalist rival capitaPatana in Entre Rios province to the north-easte He lived
for the next ten years (1858-68): working firsh@nual labour (he was a huge, black-bearded, gende —
"like a strong-man in a circus", his brother ddsed him); later at various posts in the Federgbsiernment,
including stenographer to the Senate; and alwaydyming newspaper articles and pamphlets. He ndairrie
Parana in 1863, and eventually had seven children.

Hernandez fought for the Federalists in the safidmttles leading to their eventual defeat; asuarjalist he
criticized his own party when necessary as wellialently attacking the Unitarians. During thisrioel he can
be thought of now as an antithesis in ideas to Batm the great Unitarian president and educdigina
Hernandez as champion of the values of the primitfe based on the land and its work; Sarmiento as
representative of change and civilization in thedpean (or North American) manner.

In 1869 Hernandez was able to return to BuenossAard started his own newspaper there, caldio de la
Plata; after a year this was closed by Sarmiento wherettvas a new Federalist rising. Hernandez fought w
the Federalists in their final defeat and aftavént into exile: first in Brazil and then in Montdeo, where he
worked as a journalist for the next few years —duy, across the River Plate estuary from BuenossAi
being always closely related to Argentina in pofitand sympathies.

He began his narrative podeh Gaucho Martin Fierran a Brazilian village, and continued it in Monidso
and in the small dockside hotels where he stayashvplaying secret visits to Buenos Aires to sedanisly.
The poem was printed very cheaply, in a yellowiamphlet full of misprints, in 1872.

*

Hernandez's poem aimed to speak to the countryg@@ofheir own language about their own troubletells
the adventures and opinions of an archetypal gasefiering the hardships and injustice of the tinfiesm a
contented life working on a ranch, the unsuspedierg is press-ganged into the ill-treated frontiditia; he
deserts to find his home abandoned and his fawsty becomes an outlaw, and finally escapes athess
frontier to try his luck living with the Indianst ik written in the words, images and proverbshefgauchos --
almost a sub-language of Spanish: humourous, cootisnand lyrical, in rhymed stanzas supposedhggo
the guitar, the gauchos' traditional instrument.

Argentine cultural circles were at this time rutigly orientated towards France; there had beehaobkof
"gaucho" poetry some years earlier, but this wasidered a rustic idiom for which the vogue hadspées
Martin Fierrowas ignored in the city but had an unprecedentedlpo success in the country, where it was



accepted as genuigaucho 48,000 copies were reprinted in the next sixgjgawas ordered wholesale by
provision stores deep in the country, read ande®@it local gatherings to those who could not.read

By 1874 Sarmiento was no longer President and Helehad returned to live in Buenos Aires. He virgiot
business with his brother, dealing in cattle amdlJaowned a bookshop; and took part in politicswas elected
Deputy in 1879 and later Senator.

The 1870s and 80s saw a wave of material chang&sgantina. The Indians were exterminated or résgbtt
railways spread across the pampa, a flood of inatimn altered the whole balance of the populatih a
swelled the capital to disproportionate size. Hedez continued as champion of the country peopibair
perennial struggle against a remote bureaucracg pditician he toured country districts, a muoked figure
who was popularly identified with the hero of hi@gn -- even in the city he was known as "Martieriféi’.

Popular demand led him to write the sequeb-Vuelta de Martin FierrdThe Return of Martin Fierro),
published in 1879. It was twice as long as thet faart, and (unlike some sequels) as good orrbétte more
varied and more serious, and perhaps more studliedin Fierro, from being a straightforward hesorthom a
series of adventures happen -- largely picaresgspite of their social message -- becomes a nujective
figure, older and wiser, with a universal dimensiaimost an Everyman.

The second part of the poem follows on from thet fivith the story of Martin Fierro 's life with &mdian tribe,
with his companion Cruz, who dies there, and Hisrneto his own country. After this come long sepa
stories told by Fierro 's two sons and by Cruz's(®oe the celebrated episode with old Viscadh&) the
curious lyricalpayada,or singing contest, between Martin Fierro andallehger (who turns out to be the
brother of the man Fierro killed in Part One); dindlly a concluding passage of aphoristic wisdamVuelta
had no more of a literary success, and no lesgpopalar one, than the first part. It was printe@ver-
increasing numbers, and by the end of the cenhenethad been more than twenty editions of thepavts
together.

*

Hernandez's concern with social justice for thechas is expressed as strongly as ever in the seeohdf the
poem. In other ways however, he had by that timg/gmearer to Sarmiento's "progressive" ideals §as
Sarmiento grew to have increased respect for theesaf the land and its people). In 1880, whenrBgeAires
was finally voted official capital of the nationgkhandez supported the motion in a long speeclonyr@ss,
urging the development of the country along thedinf the North American states, to take its place
international affairs. For this attitude he hasnbaecused of disloyalty to Federalism, but in thees speech he
warns against the obstacles created by excessityefpaling in a nation emerged so recently fromn tiitter
experience of civil wars. His positive loyaltiesn@ned consistent: it is always the land and itpfeethat he
urges to be considered foremost as the basis ofdfien's strength and wealth. In 1884, when heSesmator,
Hernandez was invited to tour the world studyinjledoreeding at government expense. He refusethen
grounds that improvement should begin at homejrestdad wrote a handbook of ranch management,
Instrucciones del Estanciere the other work of his that is still read, remoent ofMartin Fierro in its
aphorisms and good sense.

Hernandez died in 1886, aged fifty-two, of a hedtidck — caused, according to some accounts, lyyiohat
the state of the country. His last words, repoltgtiis brother, were "Buenos Aires, Buenos Airés...

Living through a period of the virtual formation @fmodern state. Hernandez must indeed have siliffera
seeing unique chances frustratingly lost; in wieatéared most about, the land, he saw the extinofitime
gauchos' old way of life with no planned settlentertiake its place -- to this day in Argentina, tapital and
the interior are separate worlds, and their vastifisseek a true synthesis in government. Butughmut his
life, in a chronically unstable political scene wdhée was more often than not in the minority, lHedez
seems to have possessed the vital quality of pemsis: managing to survive, and taking any oppdstuo
press his cause regardless of the likelihood ofediate success. He, and still more his spokesmatirMa
Fierro, voice a spirit of the land that is stillidaeven though the gaucho's life as Hernandewkhbas
disappeared with the isolation that formed it.



AlthoughMartin Fierro continued to be reprinted, it was not establisiethe national classic it is today until
1913, when it was first studied seriously as anmmgpta of epic literature by Leopoldo Lugones, isesies of
lectures collected in his bod{ Payador(The Singer.). It is now firmly ensconced in theg@ntine school
curriculum, and is worked hard as a national instih. Quotations from it appear on advertisememirtings,
and it provides ornamental mottoes for suburbdasyikeditions appear continually, new artists tHate it, and
no critic escapes his obligation to opine on ihds become a classic: to be bored with, to regihat, or to
rediscover.
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Note on the Translation

The difficulties of translatind/lartin Fierro must be obvious. As it in written in a languagéque to its
geographical and historical circumstances, no diafanother language could be entirely approgriaven
with a similar background (as with North Americaawtboys, for instance); the inherited traditiongigien,
etc., would alter the type of images used.

In this translation (originally with a bilingual #in in mind) the aims have been, in this ord@) to follow
the text as closely as possible, especially inrtegery; (b) to make the translation read flueitlgurrent but
neutral (i.e. non-dialect and international) Ergligc) to keep a rhythm in the translation givargidea of the
shape and movement of the original. The poemiisanralmost entirely in six-line rhymed stanzaghw
almost invariably a strong pause at the end ofyesecond, fourth, and sixth line, so that the lifadisinto pairs.
In this translation those six lines are printedhase long divided lines: with very few excepti@ach long line
in English corresponds to two short lines in tharsgh, though for the sake of fluency the ordgrtoses may
be rearranged. This should help readers whose Spanlimited or who are unfamiliar with River Riadioms,
towards reading the original. For this reason tbaseness to the text was given priority over myto find
rhyme or strict rhythm in English (an English triation with these priorities reversed already existWalter
Owen's of 1933, which renders the poem's collogi&hent often very successfully, though arguablyits
poetic dignity).



The translation follows the original punctuatiorttwihe dashes which Hernandez used freely to naurkgs --
particularly before the last two lines of a stanteere a proverb often comes as a punch-line. Images been
translated directly wherever possible, though somest expanded to make the point of comparison&lear
Where there is any considerable departure fronotigenal, the literal translation is given in a acExceptions
are cases where there is a saying in English vei#hily precise equivalent meaning (e.g. "by the skimy

teeth" forcon el hilo en una pajaUntranslateable jokes (e.g. at 1/5/11) are é@xpthin notes, attempting to
show the type of humour in the original even ifréhis no equivalent. In general, words in Spanesletbeen
avoided except when they have no translation (ssplonchoandmatg, or have an important specific meaning
(criollo), with the names of some animals.

Frequently used general terms (gaucho, indian, panipistian) have not been given capital lett€apitals
have been used for abstract concepts (Law, Goveryrmewords alien to gaucho life that the narrabary be
emphasising, sometmes ironically. "Negro" (probdésgs offensive in Spanish) has been replaced lbgKbor
the humourous "darky", except for the protagooighe singing contest at 11.30 which has beendsfin the
original.

An earlier version of this translation, edited bg State University of New York, Albany, NY, wasbfighed in
1967, courtesy of the Pan-American Union in Wastomgwith illustrations by Antonio Berni. It hassalbeen
used for an edition in English accompanied by wimk#&rgentine painters, published by the Zurbaraliesy,

Buenos Aires, in 1996.

Pronunciation
The chief characteristics of pronunciation in Artjee (River Plate) Spanish are as follows.

c followed by e or i, and z, are pronounced gsisco, zorrJg.
Il (double I) and y pronounced 'zh' as French 'Hard as 'dg' in 'bridgeyd, criollo).

Other dialect pronunciations are frequently (negnmbly) imitated in the spelling of the originabem,

e.g: s for x ¢splicofor ‘explicd); f for sb ¢efalar for 'resbalar); j for sg dijustofor disgustd; j for f (juerte
for fuerte); gu for h guellafor huelld); gu for b Guenofor buend); gu for v gQueltafor 'vueltd); | for d
(alvertir for ‘advertir); also -ao for -adoeficontracfor 'encontradd. Words can be shortenédrtu for
'virtud', dotor for 'doctor’, inorar for ignorar', pafor ‘para, ay for ‘ahi', etc. )
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