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Culture

Buenos Aires lives and breathes a peculiarly cross-cultural approach to the arts: the patrician families of the 19th century were determined to turn Buenos Aires into the Paris of South America and encouraged all manifestations of European sensibility, from the imposing architecture of the Palermo Chico and Recoleta mansions in the Louis XVI style, which includes the magnificent National Museum of Decorative Art as well as the Colon Theatre, to all forms of artistic expression.  The wealthy invested in collecting classical, romantic and impressionist European art while distinguished orchestral conductors, composers and soloists of the likes of Klemperer and Bohm, Strauss and Stravinsky, Caruso and Callas delighted the bejeweled throngs of the immigrant bourgeoisie to the strains of Verdi and Puccini.  At the same time, local artists and musicians were developing their own style, inspired by the social and geo-climatogolical features which were helping to shape the nation. Scenes from the city and countryside, painted by artists such as Benito Quinquela Martín whose oils of everyday life in the docklands of La Boca now fetch hundreds of thousands of dollars.   

Cultural City Tour

Buenos Aires today offers tourists and locals a broad choice of opportunities to enjoy its artistic and cultural heritage; its 57 museums house permanent and visiting collections of classical and contemporary art while the Colon Theatre is itself a living museum, displaying the costumes and memorabilia of performances past and host to the world’s top orchestras, ballets, and opera companies of the present.  Begin your tour with a visit to the Colon Theatre before strolling round the cool avenues of the historic Recoleta Cemetery, where the country’s founding fathers and patrician families lie in style, including Eva Perón.  The tour ends with a visit to the Fernández Blanco Museum of Spanish American Art whose collection of colonial silverwork  is today considered to be one of the most representative and comprehensive in South America.  

The Fernández Blanco Museum of Spanish American Art

Isaac Fernández Blanco, the descendent of an aristocratic Spanish family that arrived in Buenos Aires in the 18th century from whose lineage sprang two governors of the province of Corrientes, inherited a fortune which he turned to the acquisition of the colonial art treasures of the day.  An engineer by training, his passion for the violin led him to amass an exquisite collection of string instruments now on display at the Colón.  

In 1895 he began the task of collecting pieces which typified the contemporary culture of Latin America, in particular the history of Argentine life.  He gathered the silverwork, paintings, furniture, books and documentation of his era and presented it at his house in the centre of town which he opened to the public in 1922.  Subsequently he bequeathed it to the Municipality of Buenos Aires, which some years later in 1936 purchased the stately mansion of Carlos Noel, mayor of the City of Buenos Aires and built by his brother Martín in the 1920s on Suipacha Street. 

The Municipality converted the building into the Museum of Colonial Art, beginning with the impressive collection of European art, tapestries and ceramics built up by the Noel family and adding to it the Fernández Blanco collection in 1947.  In 1963 the Museum received the donation of the silver and art collection of Celina González Garaño, a family known for its interest in the country’s artistic traditions, and in 1991, her brother Alfredo and his wife María Teresa Ayerza also donated their collection of paintings to the Museum.  The building is itself a monument to the neocolonial style, a blend of Andalusian architecture with Peruvian details.  

The Ibero-American collection is today considered to be one of the most representative and comprehensive in Latin America; its selection of colonial silverwork boasts an astonishing selection of pieces from Perú and the area of the River Plate, enhanced by a number of artworks dating from the 18th and 19th century Alto Peruvian and Cuzcan schools as well as the decorative arts of the Republican period.  

The National Museum of Decorative Art

Declared an “artistic historical monument” in 1998, the museum is a magnificent neoclassical residence built at the beginning of the 20th century by the French architect René Sergent who worked with a select group of specialist European interior decorators craftsmen and landscape gardeners, importing the finest examples of wood paneling, marble, wood and plaster molding for their tasks from Europe.  

The mansion is a fine example of the French eclecticism in vogue in Buenos Aires in the 1900s, with its many reception rooms decorated in the style of different French periods, while the main hall is clearly inspired on Tudor lines.  The National Government created the National Museum of Decorative Art in 1937 when it acquired the residence and the art collection of Josefina de Alvear, descendant of one of the most distinguished families in Argentine cultural and ruling history, married to the Chilean diplomat Matías Errázuriz.  During Errázuriz’s many postings to Europe in the early 1900s while their mansion in Buenos Aires was under construction, the couple built up an impressive collection of European and Oriental artworks and antiquities which comprises a large part of the collection to be seen today. 

 It includes over 4000 objects, from Roman sculptures to contemporary hand-crafted silverwork.  The great attraction is the selection of European miniatures, portraits and landscapes spanning 400 years from the 16th to the 20th century.  Also worth noting are works by Corot, Manet, Rodin, Jacob Cuyp and El Greco, as well as a beautiful collection of Sevres porcelain. 



