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BUENOS AIRES MARKETS

Markets tour (Sundays)

Buenos Aires is a city of plazas and parks, a city of open spaces where the porteños love to walk, meet for coffee and browse among the stalls of the markets that are always to be found on weekends in the larger squares.  We suggest making a day of three very different open-air markets: the art market at the colourful Caminito street in La Boca, followed by a browse among the antique stalls of San Telmo and finishing with a stroll around the stands of handicraft articles in the sloping gardens of the Recoleta.

La Boca 

Start your tour on a Sunday morning in La Boca, a picturesque district of Buenos Aires which sits on the river mouth of the Riachuelo as it joins the estuary of the River Plate –hence its name, boca = mouth.  

Caminito, “que el tiempo ha borrado, que juntos un día nos viste pasar,” Caminito, worn away by time, which once saw us passing by together (1926, lyrics by Garbino Corría Peñaloza, music by Juan de Dios Filiberto).
This is where the famous Caminito street lies, scarcely 100 metres long, yet very much an emblematic post-card of the city.  Designed by the Italian-Argentine artist Benito Quinquela Martín at a disused rail port terminal just beyond the iron cantilevered Puente de la Boca which bridges the river, it is a short yet busy pedestrian alley of brightly-painted houses which cluster above the cobblestones.  The sheets of corrugated-iron shimmer with glossy blues, reds, yellows and greens and recall the original colours of the leftover paint with which the dockworkers painted their homes in the 19th century.  Below these precarious structures, a man in a trilby hat and a white silk scarf knotted around his neck intones one of the best-known of all tangos, Caminito, as his fingers rhythmically knead the bandoneon, originally the Genovese version of the accordion.  Perhaps there will also be a couple of dancers clasped together, lost in the intricately subtle moves that the music demands…

While in surrounding streets you can buy souvenirs to suit all tastes, in the Caminito street itself there are a number of good oils and watercolours for sale, painted by local artists and depicting classic scenes from Buenos Aires life as well as more abstract forms of art.  Expect to bargain for these, for not only is the conversation that stems from this a national pastime, it is also considered to be good manners.

San Telmo 

From La Boca go to the celebrated antiques market in the old district of San Telmo, whose narrow cobbled streets and colonial architecture conjure up the essence of Buenos Aires a hundred years ago.  The fair is held every Sunday from late morning until late afternoon in Plaza Dorrego, a large raised square packed with stalls selling anything from beer coasters, old magazines and other curious knick-knacks to crystal goblets, chandeliers and Victorian gold jewellery.  Once again, the bargaining proviso holds in good stead.  

In the surrounding streets, performance artists sing and dance tango, hold puppet shows and pose for interminable periods of time as living statues.  Behind them, entrances to art galleries and yet more antique and curiosity shops invite you in to finger worn chamois gloves, admire marble statues and pore over postcards of Buenos Aires in the 1950s. 

La Recoleta 

Continuing northwards, it is probably time to head to the Recoleta district for a cup of tea at La Biela on the corner of presidente Quintana Street and the pedestrian esplanade of R. M. Ortiz.  This is one of the best places from which to people-watch, seated outside on the esplanade under the vast leafy shade of the ancient gum trees.  At weekends, the gardens of the surrounding Plaza Francia, styled on the Parisian Bois de Boulogne, are host to hundreds of stands selling handcrafted wood, alpaca or horn mates; tapestries and belts embroidered with native Indian designs; silver-set rings, pendants and other jewellery of green and white onyx or rodocrosite, the pink-veined quartz typical of the north; leather-tooled belts and bags; the ingeniously hand-carved masks and animals from the northwest, and much more.  

MATADEROS (The Gaucho Market)

At weekends, the streets ring to a medley of different sounds. At the gaucho market Mataderos, local music groups from the provinces perform the songs from their native towns and villages, a gato from San Juan or a zamba from Tucumán.  The assembled multitude of enthusiasts, many wearing gaucho attire which is quite common out in the country, parts to form couples who dip, bow and smile as they follow the steps from the traditional folk dances.  Further along the street, dressed in their Sunday best, the gauchos from the neighbouring cattle-market compete in races and other demonstrations of skilled horsemanship. 



