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Journey, Rediscovery and Narrative:
British Travel Accounts of Argentina (1800-1850)
Readers are travellers, they move across
lands belonging to someone else, like
nomads poaching their way across fields
they did not write, despoiling the wealth of
Europe to enjoy it themselves.1

In August 1831 the Beagle was ready to sail for the coasts of South America.
This expedition, like so many others, had a position open for someone who could
double as an officer and as a naturalist. However, the obsessive Captain FitzRoy
had another requirement. The suicide of the ship's previous commander had left
him with disturbing premonitions. FitzRoy wanted a scientist, but - beyond that he longed for a cultivated man with whom to pass the time in the isolated
conditions that awaited them.
FitzRoy hired a recent Cambridge graduate in Divinity who was also a
frustrated student of medicine. His name was Charles Robert Darwin. Darwin
returned to England in 1836. The next year, he began to organise his notes into a
'Journal of Researches'. This was the original title of The Voyage of the Beagle,
whose three volumes, the official account of the voyage, finally appeared in
1838.
Darwin's narrative is a brilliant evocation of an encounter with a natural
world (the Americas) in all its variations: its majestic forests, sublime mountain
ranges, and rustic villages. In his descriptions, Darwin subjected the populations
to pre-Victorian anthropology, while comparing the natural cosmos to the
peaceful English countryside in which he had grown up.
The structure of the narrative consists of remarks on life aboard ship,
scientific observation, and humanistic comments. The tone is one of direct
experience in keeping with that canon of travel writing: the diary. In this respect,
the holistic format Humboldt had invented in his Personal Narrative continued
to have a marked influence on later literary treatments. This story, like the others,
is both ordinary and extraordinary. I will myself address the latter.
British travellers' chronicles of the Rio de la Plata, which were published
between 1800 and 1850 and known in Europe as Travel Accounts, abound in
descriptions, experiences, and travel narratives arranged in the form of adventure
stories, the style of which is often tedious, repetitive, and confusing. In the past
1

Michel de Certau, L'invention du quotidien, vol. 1, Arts de faire (1980), new ed.,

ed. Luce Giard (Paris: Gallimard, 1990), p. 251.

few years, important studies have succeeded in focusing and clarifying the genre
and revealing its historical and literary characteristics.
It constitutes a narrative corpus that emerges from an intercultural space and,
at first glance, seems to be nothing more than an attempt to provide an objective
description of indigenous societies.2 Nevertheless, imbued as they are with the
desire for exploration and knowledge characteristic of the time and of its
enlightened mentality, the texts transcend the requirements of description. In
addition to new information, a certain perception and a sensibility arise in the
wake of the travellers' experience. That experience connects the cultural universe
of the authors - and their readers - to the Argentine reality. The accounts were
one way of harmonising the conflicts inherent in this encounter.
This investigation will attempt simultaneously to explore the development of
these chronicles in three fields: the configuration of a new community of readers;
the voyages and their creation of Argentine images; and the relationship between
the accounts and the first national narratives. In sum, the aim of this work is to
analyse the travel literature historically and to trace some features of the cultural
history of society in the Rfo de la Plata region in the first half of the 19th century.
During the 18th century the demand for information about South America
increased. London publishers began to profit from the accounts of visitors to
foreign lands. Among the first to appear were Frazier (A Voyage to the South
Sea, 1717) and Juan and Ulloa (A Voyage to South America, 1758), and these
also became the most popular.
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the widespread diffusion of
Humboldt's writings demonstrated the international interest in the Travel
Accounts. English translations and the original French versions appeared
simultaneously (for example, Marcus Carey published an early translation by
Maria Williams in Philadelphia in 1815).3 The publication of travel books on
South America reached its peak between 1815 and 1830. These accounts,
whether excellent, run-of-the-mill, or trivial, became immensely popular and a
number of them sold very well. Head's chronicle of Argentina (1825) was one of
the most impressive successes. A few years later Edmond Temple (1830) wrote a
similarly successful book, in which he confessed: 4I would be happy if the whole
world were to gallop through my books as rapidly as one gallops through Head's
notes, and with half the pleasure they provide.' 4 Around the middle of the
century, this enchantment waned. Civil wars in Chile and Argentina, the battles
for Uruguay and the imminent revolution against Pedro II in Brazil created a
sense of disillusionment. Businessmen and investors begin to look towards the
2
In reference to the colonial discourse, certain authors propose a perspective which I
find deterministic, treating the travel accounts as mere expressions of British
expansionism, like traded goods. See Kristine L. Jones (1986).
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A good summary on the scientific legitimacy of the travel accounts and European
curiosity about the region can be found in Tom B. Jones (1949).
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Temple (1830, Introduction).

United States and the Orient in search of greater stability and security. Despite
the sympathies occasioned by the birth of the new nations of South America, it
came to be perceived as a dubious region, where chaos prevailed.
Almost all the titles and most of the authors in this genre can be identified
with literary forms that acquire a 'conscious exoticism' associated with the new
expansionist movement. It is no longer a matter of writing the history of the
colonial wars, but of telling adventure stories from personal experience and
inventing rare and exquisite curiosities.
At that time, certain bourgeois values were translated into fiction as
individual formulas for knowledge, virtue, wealth and progress, creating in turn a
community of readers that included (as one of the devices for social control) the
popular classes. In this narrative form, productivity and the circulation of
individuals and signs occurred in an altered, yet recognisable, whole that utilised
a system of representations, a system of truths, that was structurally similar to
realism. Due to their educational value, the travel chronicles form part of this
new literature. Ever since Montaigne's essays on the education of children, travel
narratives have been considered to be an effective pedagogical instrument.
Unmarred by nostalgia, melancholy, or aberrations, their paramount feature is
observation, and this is also true of the Travel Accounts.5
In these accounts, which introduced an extensive inventory of 'national
customs', an important part of the national identity of the new countries of the
Americas emerged for the first time in written form. Was this merely a literary
form of neocolonialist discourse? In broad terms, and from a cultural
perspective, all colonial discourse is based on three elements imposed on the
colonised society: the practices of daily life, language, and legal norms. During
the conquest and colonisation, in the case of the English, this domination was
symbolised by the turf and twig ceremonies characteristic of the 16th century.6
The rhetoric of gardening, the custom of fencing in properties, and the ritual
celebration of fertility were part of these ceremonies. At that time, Anglo-Saxon
appropriation did not require dramatic conquests; all that was necessary were
gestures that could be perceived as genuine acts of possession.
In the eighteenth century the previous operations intended to legitimise
dominion no longer sufficed. In order to be understood as such, possession
required a new set of actions. Commercial expansion superimposed some new
rules of the game on older English traditions: the new features being science,
exploration, and narration. There was now a new 'planetary consciousness',
defined by the dramatic temporal and spatial expansion of European cosmogony
and cosmography and an orientation towards the exploration of continental
interiors, with natural history as its instrument. This new consciousness later
became the central element in contemporary Eurocentrism.7
See Abbeele (1992, p. 85).
See Seed (1995, pp. 4-5).
See Pratt (1992, Chapter II). On the concepts of distance and time, see Helms

The exploration and documentation of the interior territories replaced the
maritime paradigm prevalent during the first three centuries of European
expansion. The exploration of the interior became the greatest challenge to the
expansionist's energy and imagination. This clearly had a direct effect on the
travel narratives. Here were new objects and new forms of knowledge/
possession. From now on, no expedition would be complete without a written
account.
Travel and narration blend into one. From the second half of the 18th century
onwards, the inventories required by natural history became mandatory even on
non-scientific expeditions. Natural history, Condamine asserted, can reduce a
whole region to a system of variables in which each value must be designated, if
not in quantity, at least through a clear and delimited description. Therefore it
became possible to establish a system of identities that corresponded to existing
natural entities, even in their differences. 8
Like all colonial discourse, the Travel Accounts were elaborated on the basis
of a dichotomy between culture and nature. Scientific inquiry implied a cultural
device that subsumed the culture and history of other societies into the natural
universe. Once again, natural history provided the model, removing specimens
not only from their organic or ecological relationships, but also from their
cultural context. Peoples were deprived of their history. The Travel Accounts
fulfilled, in part, the essential task of mediating between the scientific world and
the general public, lending social significance to this cultural operation.
For all of these reasons, the travel account became 'naturalised' and
standardised. The educated ambience incorporates the human tone, organising
two contrasting and complementary languages for all travel literature: one
scientific and the other experiential. Thus, 19th century travel discourse (travel
motivated by commercial expansion) is the favourite son of natural history and
the Enlightenment. Humboldt and his thirty-volume Travel Accounts became the
paradigm for travel narratives, and his texts were the most prominent
interlocutors in the process of redefining the Americas. Views of Nature and its
sequel, Views of the Cordilleras, contain a repertory of Latin American images.
Three of them in particular canonise the representation of the new continent: the
abundance of tropical jungle (the Amazon and the Orinoco), the snowy
mountains (the Cordillera and the Mexican volcanoes), and the vast interior
plains (the plains of Venezuela and the Argentine pampas). Ever since, part of
the European imagery of the 'new continent' has been framed by nature. One
could say that in the 19th century the Europeans reinvented the Americas as a
geography. This is the ideology underlying the later development of the travel
narrative.
The Enlightenment idea of the utilitarian voyage was no longer embodied
(1994, pp. 355-77).
8
Condamine's report, presented to the AcadSmie Francaise in 1745, was swiftly
translated into various languages (Condamine, 1748, p. iv).

solely in the figure of the naturalist. Darwin himself, in both his complexity and
his functions, surpassed such a classification. The new narrator was primarily a
narrator/traveller: from one place to another; from one viewpoint to another;
from the known to the unknown; from common sense to the exceptional; from
obsessive reference to the past to a soothing and predictable future. Scientific
information, aesthetic concerns, and humanist vocations created a controlled
diversity. This rationality, along with some romantic inflections - subjectivity
dominated by a positivist spirit - shows the reader a recognisable and prestigious
otherness.
Nevertheless, it is not enough to indicate that the chronicles are basically the
projected image of the traveller's own ideological universe, nor can they be seen
- as Pratt maintains - as merely the vanguard of capitalism.9 To what extent can
this literature reveal the cultural processes associated with the social history of
reading?
The chronicles are part of a political, economic, and scientific enterprise that
is categorically and fundamentally cultural. They belong to a large-scale literary
project generated by the publishing revolution that provides certain specific
features of 'colonial discourse'. As a result of a communication circuit running
from author to reader, passing through the editor, the printed edition, and the
critics, access to the reading community is linked to an understanding of the
phenomenon of the book. Both critics and readers complete the cycle; their
influence on the author is both anterior and posterior to the act of writing. In
other words, an author does not write books, he or she writes texts. The space of
circulation between text, printing, reviews, and reading endows the object/book
with meaning.10
The authors are readers as well. Through their association with the reading
community, they themselves acquire ideas about genres and styles, respond to
criticism of their previous works, or anticipate possible reactions from the public.
They always address themselves to an average audience and to reviewers who,
by the second half of the 19th century, had begun to assume not only a presence
but a certain power. The circuit is fluid and permanent; and as a process it is
related to other economic, social, political, and cultural systems of the age.11
These are the specific historical forms that the so-called 'reading revolution'

9

I refer to the somewhat schematic notion that the travel narratives are only
colonialist expressions in literary form. For example, Jitrik (1969, p. 14) and. Pratt (1992,
pp. 115 ff).
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This model is analysed in Darnton (1990), Chapter 7. On the construction of the
meaning of the book, see Chartier (1992).
" In interpreting the origins of the French Revolution, Roger Chartier maintains that
it was actually more a cultural than an intellectual phenomenon. He mentions the new cult
of private life, the process of secularisation, the visibility of the popular classes, and
particularly the influence of literature on what Habermas terms the 'bourgeois public
sphere' (Chartier, 1990, pp. 25-35).

assumed. Until 1750, there were very few 'mass-consumption' books: the Bible,
almanacs, confessional works. These were read and reread. It was a case of an
intensive, almost reverential reading of a limited number of texts. The last decade
of the 18th century stimulated new types of curiosity that demanded new titles,
other genres and a variety of topics; the practice of reading spread and became
secularised. The taste for 'light' fiction and for newspapers in general coincided
with the habit of reading each text only once. The final point in this modulation
seems to have occurred at the end of the 18th century, with the emergence of a
mass reading audience that acquired extraordinary proportions during the 19th
century, as the publishing industry expanded and literacy spread.12 As Poovey
maintains, in addition to legal and scientific instruments, literary discourse and
the process of individuation of the author became fundamental ingredients in the
formation of the individual in the 19th century.13 This established new relations
between the reader and the author and between the author and the text, both
closely linked to the idea of 'authenticity'. From this point onwards, the reaction
of the reading community became one of the keys to understanding the way in
which the encounter between the world of literary representation and the
subjective world of the reader operated in modern society.14
Other cultural experiences, even in Europe, cannot compare to the lavish
history of reading fields in England. This commenced in 1557, when London
began to dominate the printing industry. Classical literature and humanism took
centre stage.15 After 1750, new literary genres began to flourish. This new
literary sensibility was oriented towards the historical context and towards the
public. Innovations towards the turn of the century included texts classified as
Arts and Sciences. Travel books and works on natural history tended to become
successful publications. They constituted slightly over ten per cent of the titles in
libraries in England, Germany, and the United States.16
Certain indicators suggest a remarkable familiarity with texts written after
1770. The averages for England, France and Germany suggest that about 50 per
cent of merchants, 35 per cent of artisans, and no less than 30 per cent of workers
owned text in one form or another: books, posters, pamphlets, or almanacs.17
The way in which reading took place also supports the theory that it was a
relatively mass and popular phenomenon. Although a high percentage of children
(estimated at close to 60 per cent of the population between the ages of five and
fifteen) were enrolled in schools, and children learned to read more rapidly than
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Although this model has been criticised as excessively simplistic, the idea is useful
for understanding the configuration of the new community of readers. The first to develop
it was Rolf Engelsing (1969, pp. 944-1002).
" Poovey (1989).
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Ricouer (1985, vol. 3, p. 230).
" Barber (1976).
16
For a comparative analysis of book production and the stock in public libraries, see
Ward (1974).
17
Darnton (1990, p. 163).

to write, reading - particularly in England - occurred in workshops and in the
countryside, outside the confines of the classroom. Among the popular classes,
most were engaged in some form of work by the age of seven.18 Workers
generously shared the art of reading with each other.19 The process continued to
advance, and by 1840, when the trade in British books began a massive
expansion, the literary profession itself became the subject of numerous essays
and popular novels. And consequently its public, the readers, participated as
influential spectators in the stories of the new protagonists, the writers.
One of the 'functions' of the new literature was to identify a national
character, defining which elements were considered as those shared by all the
English (Englishmen). The idea of a national identity and a national literature
went hand in hand. One proof of this phenomenon was the emphasis placed on
laws concerning authors' rights, which verged on the patriotic.
A form of English identity sketched out during the reign of the Tudors and
further developed during the 17th century wars came to be represented by the
figure of John Bull. He was portrayed as businesslike, honest, brave, visionary,
and balanced - although somewhat xenophobic, simple-minded, and obstinate as
well.20 At this point another quality was added to the characteristics of the
archetypal Englishman: the habit of reading. The public lost interest in exotic
books and refined editions, while there was a surge of ordinary books that were
to become literary experiences for the 'common people'.
Towards the end of the 18th century, the English publishing world was in
rapid expansion. Up until that time, publishing houses, distributors, and
bookshops remained unfamiliar novelties to the public. Books, whether sold or
lent, were articles in the same category as medicines, theatre tickets or jewellery.
In 1774, James Lackington opened the first bookshop in London and soon
became a wholesaler. His strategy was to buy remaindered stock from printers in
bulk and reduce retail prices. To the disgust of many publishers, Lackington soon
became rich and very popular. The configuration of a community of readers was
also closely related to the monetary value of a book. The relative accessibility of
this object led to greater visibility for the authors, many of whom were delighted
to accept between five and thirty pounds - the average amount paid for advanced
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of Surrey and Middlesex are included, the urban area contained 17% of the total
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Britain were under the age of 15. Facts re-elaborated from Wrigley and Schofield (1981).
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classes, see Webb (1955); and Altick (1957).
20
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rights.21
The power of Utilitarianism was making itself felt. Publicists were enthused
by the philosophy associated with Jeremy Bentham and James Mill. In 1826,
Henry Brougham created the 'Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge'.
One of its principles was the theory that knowledge is synonymous with
information, particularly in the fields of applied science, mechanics, and the
growing spheres of manufacturing and communications. The movement later
culminated in the 'Association for the Defence of Literature', inspired by Charles
Dickens.22 Printers, books, and libraries were central to these ideals.
However, more pamphlets, newspapers, and magazines than books were
sold,23 and these rapidly became the most powerful medium of social
communication. At the same time, the thirst for bibliographical reviews meant
that two of these journals - the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly Review the former Liberal and the latter Conservative - became prominent, at least until
the mid-19th century (both sold more than 14,000 copies, a record for that
time).24 The zenith of the Travel Accounts (1800-1850) coincided with the
illustrious period of British Reviews dedicated to criticism. After 1850 the
Reviews became collections of miscellaneous information rather than significant
influences on public opinion.
These journals set out to employ criticism as a means of expounding on
topics of interest to the general public. Their readership was not confined to
specialists; the thematic range created a new figure: the general reader, someone
who read widely, seriously, and devotedly. Along with the literary revival that
produced new editions of the classics, the Reviews were the publishing
phenomenon that contributed to the creation of the book-oriented atmosphere of
London in the first half of the 19th century. The rapid growth of the Reviews
after 1800 helped to form a new and greatly expanded reading public. The
demand created by the new editors of the Edinburgh - Brougham, Jeffrey,
Homer, Sydney Smith - exceeded their capacity to meet it. Initially, they only
printed 750 copies of the Edinburgh Review. Its provocative liberalism, however,
21
During the first half of the 19th century, heated debates began over authors' rights.
In 1850, relations between authors and publishers were regulated by three types of
contractual agreements: sale of rights; commission based on the number of books printed;
commission based on sales. (Bonham-Carter, 1978, vol. I, pp. 32 ff.).
22
Within this movement, and in reference to books written in Spanish and published
in England, there was an adventurous publishing enterprise headed by Rudolph
Ackermannn, a mason and entrepreneur, inspired by his cultural interest in American
processes. See Ford (1982).
" Books cost, on average, 15 to 30 shillings (£0.75-£1.50). At that time, four pounds
of bread (the estimated daily consumption of a working-class family) could cost around
nine pence (0.75 shillings). The average cost of the Reviews was 8 shillings.
Consequently, books seem to have been relatively accessible for the solidly middle-class.
24
In the Edinburgh Review in 1831 Thomas Carlyle commented, with a touch of
irony, on the increased circulation of the Review as a symptom of modern consciousness
and the vertiginous times. Cited in Gross (1991 edition, p. 11).

attracted more and more readers. The Quarterly, which followed the Tory line,
took up the gauntlet, and by 1809 it had become the Edinburgh's arch enemy.
The popularity of both publications attests to the growing importance of readers'
opinions. In the age of Waterloo, the two Reviews had a combined circulation of
20,000, which translated (according to Elie Halevy's calculations) into a 'mass
readership' of over 100,000 readers.
We can assume - based on the level of demand - that the two Reviews
reflected and expressed the ideology of a vast sector of British society of the
period, a sector made up of a nucleus of comfortably-off proprietors, but with
branches among the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie and professionals.
Even in its first issues, the Edinburgh published several articles on HispanoAmerica. The editors were interested in the emancipation movement, Venezuela,
and the occupation of the Rio de la Plata region. John Allen, Lord Holland's
librarian, secretary and ideologue, wrote a memorable series of articles on the
region in which, in accordance with the editorial line, he reaffirmed his liberal
and anti-clerical convictions in favour of the emancipation process (a position he
began to modify in 1810).25
Around the same time, the editorial lines of both publications on these
matters began to resemble each other. In the Quarterly, Joseph Blanco White's
articles expressed opinions similar to those of Allen's later writings. Instead of
favouring independence, he recommended the abolition of restrictions on free
trade and a reconciliation with the 'motherland' with Great Britain as a
mediator.26 After 1810, the essays began to take the form of book reviews. The
Edinburgh devoted six articles to Humboldt's texts, two by Allen himself and the
remainder by two well-known scientists, John Leslie and John Playfair.27 The
Quarterly then published another series of reviews, this time by John Barrow,
which became classics of their genre.28
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John Allen, 'Depons-Voyage dans l'Am&ique', Edinburgh Review, VIII, pp. 37899 (July 1806); and 'Mercurio Peruano', Edinburgh Review, IX, pp. 433-58 (Jan. 1807).
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J. Blanco-White, 'Walton's Present State of the Spanish Colonies', Quarterly
Review, VII, pp. 235-64 (June 1812).
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The works of Jose Alberich (see Bibliography) have made it possible to identify
some of the authors of the reviews:
John Allen, 'Humboldt: Essai Politique sur la Nouvelle Espagne', Edinburgh
Review, XVI, pp. 62-102 (April 1810);
— 'Humboldt; Essai Politique sur la Nouvelle Espagne', Edinburgh Review, XIX,
pp. 184-98 (Nov. 1811);
John Leslie, 'Humboldt: Tableau Physique', Edinburgh Review, XVI, pp. 223-53
(April 1810);
— 'Personal Narrative', Edinburgh Review, XXV, pp. 88-111 (June 1815);
John Playfair, 'Humboldt's Researches', Edinburgh Review, XXIV, pp. 133-57
(Nov. 1814);
— 'Voyage de Humboldt: Astronomie', Edinburgh Review, XXVII, pp. 99-102
(Sept. 1818).

