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Abstract

The literary review SUR was one of the most important and influential publications in Latin America in the twentieth century. From the very moment of its creation, in January 1931, SUR would become inseparable from the figure of its founder, Victoria Ocampo. Scion of an established oligarchical family, Ocampo defied the prejudices of her class and the conventions of Buenos Aires contemporary society in order to take the reins of one of the most successful and lasting cultural enterprises of Argentina in the twentieth century --SUR, magazine and namesake publishing house, promoters of cultural excellence and literary talent at home and abroad, under whose aegis countless encounters, conferences, debates, and all kinds of cultural activities were organised. Unlike most contemporary publications of its kind, which were usually shortlived, Ocampo's review occupied a privileged place in the realm of Argentine letters over more than four decades of regular publication, becoming the reference point against which other cultural movements and expressions necessarily measured themselves in those years. This study analyses SUR's trajectory during the period between General José Félix Uriburu's military coup of September 1930, that put an end to the populist government of Hipólito Yrigoyen, and the military coup that toppled the populist regime of Juan Domingo Perón in September 1955. Throughout, special attention is given to the place of America in the formation of SUR’s identity. 

Perhaps the most striking aspect of SUR's evolution during this period was its progression away from aesthetic experimentation towards ethical reflection and –finally-- full-blown political commitment, as the boundaries between these three spaces dissolved in the whirlwind of momentous historical events, both on a national and international level. From the vantage point of culturally privileged elite minorities firmly ensconced in the liberal tradition, the SUR group perceived artistic and cultural production as an expression and affirmation of the freedom and will of the individual, which in their eyes constituted the very essence of human existence. Determined to fulfil what they saw as the 'civilising' mission of their enterprise by "publishing the very best" –a task which they deemed incompatible with any form of political or partisan commitment--, Victoria Ocampo and her group strove to remain outside the political fray. However, this was to prove impossible in the politically-charged climate of the thirties and forties. As self-appointed –and, in their opinion, natural-- custodians of the lofty manifestations of the human spirit, they felt dutybound to safeguard civilisation from the onslaught of the 'barbarous' forces of Fascism, Nazism and totalitarianism which threatened intellectual freedom and the higher ideals that SUR was committed to defend and perpetuate. Unable, then, to remain indifferent, their cultural elitism translated into an ethical stance which, by force of events, inevitably assumed an increasingly militant political dimension. The following pages trace the changes in SUR's discourse in the course of the journal's inevitable confrontation with ideologically opposed elements within Argentina's intellectual field –namely, the right-wing Catholic press and the nationalists of the Argentine right, at the extreme end of the cultural spectrum-- against the backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, the European conflict and the Peronist dictatorship of the masses.

The ease with which the people of SUR glided between different spaces was also crucial to their understanding of the concept of identity. SUR's detractors have often criticised the journal's cosmopolitanism and apparent disregard for 'the national.' Such criticism is characteristic of a monolithic conception of identity. The 'grupo SUR,' by contrast, accepted the complex interplay of the three foundational elements of their identity –Argentina, America, and Europe-- as an integral part of that identity, in a fluid process in which the three complemented each other instead of being mutually exclusive. The present study demonstrates the way in which each of the three components of SUR's world (the Western world) acquired different dimensions in relation to the others by virtue of the changing historical circumstances, but all three were always present to varying degrees and in one form or another.

Made by Argentinians for an Argentinian public, SUR was first and foremost and Argentinian magazine, at the same time personal enterprise and cultural project of an heterogeneous group of writers who shared a certain attitude towards Argentina, towards culture, and towards literature. At a time when the European model faltered and America was compelled to turn its gaze in the direction of its own shores for inspiration, SUR emerged as a cultural alternative of intra- and intercontinental scope that gave expression to the cultural currents stirring on both sides of the Atlantic. A synthesis of America and Europe, Ocampo's review, originally conceived as a cultural bridge between the Old and the New World, would become one of the leading exponents of Argentine culture during the critical years of the European debacle, ultimately carving a place of equality for American letters in the Olympus of Western civilisation. This research examines SUR's progression away from the aesthetic experimentation and rather deliberate Americanism of the early issues, through reflection upon the essence of the Argentinian condition and vindication of the American heritage as a viable and legitimate cultural alternative to the collapse of Europe during the war years, until the realisation of a cultural project made in Argentina, but American in scope and of universal relevance. 

Since the study explores SUR's evolution within its historical framework –both internal and external—over a span of several decades, a chronological sequence is followed, according to the principal milestones of the period: the ideological struggles of the thirties and the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), the Second World War (1939-1945), the postwar years and the first Peronist regime (1945-1955).

The first chapter establishes the national and personal context that preceded the birth of SUR, as well as the development of the literary tradition to which it belonged. More importantly, it accompanies Victoria Ocampo's emancipation and metamorphosis from a patrician and wealthy hostess into a professional 'woman of letters,' about to embark on a successful career that would culminate with her deservedly occupying Alberdi's seat as the First Lady of the Argentine Academy of Letters. 

A brief overview of Argentina's history from the turn of the twentieth century sketches the rise of the oligarchy and the birth of the liberal elites' myth of Argentina of "eternal progress," as well as the rise and fall of radicalism, precipitated by General José Félix Uriburu's military coup of 1930, which brought to an abrupt end the carefree expansiveness of the 1920s. Among the many changes wrought by the rise of the middle classes and the consolidation of new popular sectors, a new reading public and a new market for new forms of cultural production were created. The need for diversification, coupled with the intellectual ferment and artistic experimentation of the literary vanguards, helped to transform the craft of writing into a solid profession. The emergence of 'the professional writer' on the cultural scene coincided with the proliferation of new periodical publications that provided him plenty of vehicles for expression. SUR would install itself comfortably within this tradition, and would soon become one of its leading exponents. 

The major difference was that SUR had a woman at its helm, certainly a rarity in the male-dominated enclave of Argentine professional letters. The fact is that Victoria Ocampo had to surmount enormous obstacles on her way towards personal and financial independence. In a first mistaken move towards what she hoped was liberty from the constraints of background and social convention that she craved, Ocampo had traded the gilded cage of her childhood for the much less attractive cage of a grey and repressive marriage. Marriage and adultery were almost synonymous in Ocampo's life. During her honeymoon, she met the love of her life, and later it was he who encouraged her to look for self-fulfilment in writing. Her first incursion in the field, under a pseudonym in order to spare her family the embarrassment of having a writer for a daughter, was not well received by the doyens of cultural taste and decorum. She remained undeterred, and received encouragement from her friend, the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset, who in 1924 published one of her essays, to which he added a complimentary epilogue of his own. During that crucial year, Ocampo also had the opportunity of spending many precious moments with the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore, whom she had admired since childhood. Not long afterwards, she began corresponding with the German philosopher Hermann von Keyserling, founder of the School of Wisdom in Darmstadt, and in 1929 set out for Europe in order to meet him (it was not a success). These three men, all renowned intellectual luminaries, exerted an important influence on her life. During that same trip of her disastrous encounter with Keyserling, however, Ocampo met the French writer Pierre Drieu La Rochelle, who introduced her to the effervescent world of European bohemia and brought her up to date on the latest cultural trends in Europe. By the time Ocampo returned to Buenos Aires and met the American intellectual Waldo Frank, on his visit to Buenos Aires in 1929, she was well disposed to consider his proposal of founding a magazine of intra and intercontinental scope.

SUR saw light exactly a year after the death of Victoria Ocampo's father, a coincidence that seems to underscore the consolidation of the personal and professional process of emancipation undergone by this unconventional and contradictory woman, who was to prove more than able to handle the reins of  the new cultural enterprise for over forty years. The publication of the magazine signalled the end of Ocampo's prolonged apprenticeship at the side of intellectual masters of the stature of Tagore, Ortega y Gasset and Keyserling; the time was finally ripe for her to assume her new role as cultural promoter and editor of the literary review that was to leave an indelible mark on the Argentinian and Latin American cultural landscape. 

SUR was born at the beginning of 1931, on the eve of one of the bleakest periods in Argentine history. Uriburu's coup of 6 September 1930 had rocked the foundations of Argentine society and inaugurated an 'infamous decade' characterised by the curtailment of political freedom, economic difficulties in the wake of the Great Depression, growing conservatism and electoral fraud. Disoriented but seeking to comprehend the roots of the process that had so brutally burst the bubble of the liberal myth of progress, Argentine intellectuals turned their gaze inwards and set about trying to unravel the threads that made up the core of their 'Argentinidad.'  

Meanwhile, on the international arena, the world crisis of 1929 and the collapse of the European liberal model had forced the two Americas to look to themselves in their search for identity, while in Europe intellectuals strove to redefine their role, inspired by Julien Benda's and José Ortega y Gasset's rejection of the massification of society and politicisation of public life. Inevitably, the new situation reopened the old debate in the Latin American nations over whether to accept North American hegemony or look for a national alternative. Thus, SUR was born at the precise moment when the national quest for answers coincided with the international demand for an American cultural alternative, as well as with Victoria Ocampo's personal need for a life project of her own. In a sense, SUR constituted an attempt to satisfy all three.

Chapter two describes the conception, gestation and birth of Ocampo's journal and the formation of the group, with its distinct characteristics, and examines the contents of the first ten numbers, emphasising the naïve Americanism that informed them. Special attention is given to the foundational letter to Waldo Frank, the American intellectual who first conceived the idea of an inter-American publication and persuaded Ocampo to make it a reality. In the absence of an explicit declaration of principles, typical of similar publications, the letter set out the general purposes and, more importantly, served to locate the review within the cultural field, establishing the place which it aspired to occupy and defining how the group saw themselves in relation to others. It left no doubt that SUR was intended to act as a cultural bridge between the Americas (Argentina being obviously American, in the wider sense) and Europe, and made it equally clear that Europe could not but remain an integral part of their world. As always, the three fundamental elements of SUR's world (the Western world) are present: Argentina, riding on America's back, and America in constant dialogue with Europe. 

Understood as a personal enterprise and hence inseparable from the figure and preferences of its founder, SUR settled comfortably and firmly within the Eurocentrist liberal tradition that begat it. Elitist and designed to "maintain and defend literary standards," its oft-reiterated apoliticism, the insistence on the superiority of art over life, and its manifest cosmopolitanism would later give rise to heated debates, becoming the target of the bulk of the criticism levelled against SUR in the course of the journal's prolonged existence. SUR debuted precisely at the moment when new cultural projects and a redefinition of the role of the intellectual attempted to combat the disorientation produced by Yrigoyen's fall, Uriburu's coup and the readjustments demanded by the world crisis. Unlike other Americanist cultural projects such as Amauta in Perú, which approached the Peruvian national question as a class struggle, SUR aspired to salvation exclusively through culture and shied away from concrete sociopolitical analysis. It would not take long, however, before the looming historical cataclysms made it impossible for SUR to maintain its mantle of neutrality. 

Chapter three deals precisely with the growing politicisation of SUR and the continued quest for a true Argentinian identity. During the thirties, the Catholic Church gained strength and influence in Argentina, as did the militant and xenophobic 'nacionalista' groups, whose pro-Fascist sympathies and blatant anti-Semitism were largely inspired by the Church. These groups opposed not only what they saw as "the Semitic invasion of the country," but also bemoaned Argentina's economic dependence on foreign markets, particularly the British, and sought to turn the clock back to the pre-immigration days of Argentina's glorious Hispanic past. Instead of looking backwards, SUR's essayists, led by Eduardo Mallea, offered a different alternative, opting for introspection and individual reflection in their metaphysical search for the essence of the Argentinian national character. To the materialistic excesses and falseness of the "visible Argentina" of the cities, which he rejected, Mallea opposed the pure and honest living of the "invisible Argentina" of the country, firmly rooted in the land itself. The authentic Argentina, therefore, lay not in a return to the past –as revisionist nationalist historians proposed-- but in the future, in the realisation that the road to universality passed through the (painful) discovery and fulfilment of the essential Argentinian/American ethos. The legitimisation of the redeeming potential of Argentinian/American culture as a viable option at a time when the European centres of civilisation stood neutralised by the crisis was perhaps Mallea's greatest contribution. 

The close alliance between Church circles and the nationalists manifested itself most clearly in the right-wing Catholic press –Criterio, El Pampero, Crisol, Pueblo, Sol y Luna—that gave ample space to the anti-Semitic diatribes of activist clerics such as Gustavo Franceschi, Julio Meinvielle, and Virgilio Filippo. By contrast, SUR was cosmopolitan and staunchly anti-Fascist, and appeared to pursue a manifestly philo-Semitic line that became even more pronounced during these years. Their paths were bound to collide. The clash with Criterio –avowedly the voice of Argentinian Catholicism— over SUR's endorsement of Jacques Maritain's integral humanism, against the background of the Spanish Civil War, forced SUR to abandon its declared apoliticism and make a public stand. This set Ocampo's journal on a collision course with the nationalists, the Argentine Church and the government, that would climax during the Second World War. In a deliberate effort to combat the nationalists with their own arms, SUR borrowed heavily from Jacques Maritain, Nicolás Berdiaeff and Emmanuel Mounier's unorthodox personalist Christian discourse, basically a synthesis of religion and democracy.

Incensed by SUR's publication of Maritain's texts, which derogated Spain's fratricidal war as a horrible sacrilege and totally debunked the Spanish Church's justification of the atrocities under guise of a holy war, Monsignor Franceschi, editor of Criterio and an ardent supporter of Francisco Franco's rebellion and of the Spanish Church, launched a virulent attack on SUR. The journal retaliated by declaring their abhorrence of all sectarian persecutions, be they racial or political. Obviously, SUR's protest was directed not just against the Francoist Falange, but was intended to include the Nazi persecutions and the Stalinist purges as well, and on a national level, also the veiled abuses of President Agustín P. Justo's Concordancia government. The group's opposition to all forms of oppression and authoritarian, dictatorial or totalitarian regimes is crystal clear and was to remain a dominant theme throughout the journal's existence. From this point on, SUR's political commitment would only grow stronger, culminating with the magazine's eventual positioning on the side of the Allies during the full-scale European war, in blatant defiance of the policy of neutrality doggedly espoused by the Argentine government. 

Between 1939 and 1945, the vicissitudes of the European conflict and its repercussions on all aspects of life in the American continent –north and south—provided the background that determined, to a great extent, the conduct of the various elements within the Argentinian intellectual field, both liberal democrats like Ocampo and her group, as well as the right-wing Catholic nationalists. In a context marked by the polarisation of the world between the forces of democracy and Fascism, the renewed drive towards Panamericanism and continental solidarity promoted by the United States, and the controversy over the question of neutrality that characterised Argentina's foreign policy, the rift between the two groups grew wider, with the former's open alignment with the Allies and the identification of the latter with neutralism, philo-Nazism and philo-Francoism. The pages of their publications provided ample proof of the schism.

Chapter four analyses the strategies adopted by Ocampo and her group in the face of the European debacle. These basically translated into unconditional support for the Allied cause and hemispheric solidarity, explicit denunciation of Nazism and Fascism, and blatant opposition to the policy of neutrality of the Argentine government, which they accused of operating under the influence of Fascist elements. With Europe exposing its ugly 'barbarous' face, the American option inevitably acquired renewed precedence as a legitimate point of reference for the past, present and future, while Argentina became a problem insofar as it reflected the conflict between American liberty and the dangers of nationalism and European Fascism. Thus, on an abstract level, where before it had borrowed from the personalist Christian discourse, this time SUR utilised elements from the Americanist discourse in order to buttress its position on all important issues. 

On a practical level, the de facto closure of Europe during the war served to enhance the cultural Americanism that SUR had practised since its inception. A great many more former and new American (North and South) and Argentinian writers were published, the review section abounded with the fruits of the editorial boom that had begun with the immigration of publishers during the Spanish Civil War, and several debates were organised which discussed matters that were of interest or concern to participants and readers from both Americas. This Americanist crescendo also owed much to the privileged relationship that SUR enjoyed with the Coordinating Office for American Matters thanks to the presence in Washington for two years of María Rosa Oliver, a friend of Ocampo's and a founding member of the group. Yet the most significant manifestation of the Americanist turn effected by SUR during these years was the elaboration, this time under the leadership of Jorge Luis Borges, of a new, very Argentinian and very American cultural alternative: their very own distinctive form of fantastic literature –a blend of literary artifice and metaphysical speculation-- that represented an attempt to impose order on a chaotic world and which, in the long run, would bring at least some members of the group the international recognition they craved. At a time when America rediscovered America amid the ashes of the European catastrophe, SUR rose to the occasion by creating a new literary universe, with a clearly Argentinian flavour, which secured the entrance of American letters into the fold of world literature on an equal footing.

Nineteen forty-five was a decisive year in the history of the world and in the history of Argentina: at the same time as the world celebrated the end of the war and the victory of democracy over Fascism, Colonel Juan Domingo Perón took centre stage in Argentina, under a cloud of suspicion concerning his proto-Fascist tendencies. The SUR group perceived in Peronism the same dangers that they had formerly identified in Fascism, and for that reason they now transferred to the latter their bitter opposition to the former, with the difference that if before they had lived the danger from afar, as a second-hand experience, they now faced a much more visceral threat, the danger being that much closer. For Victoria Ocampo and SUR, the triumph of the Peronist masses was almost the same as having the forces of barbarism unleashed at their own doorstep. And they were terrified of being crushed by them.

 Chapters five and six analyse the paradox that SUR experienced throughout the decade of the first Peronist regime, between 1945 and 1955. Outwardly, vis à vis Europe, they greeted the end of the war with exultation and hurried through the newly-opened gates eager to bring themselves up to date on the European cultural scene, now rehabilitated after the Allied victory. At home, however, the authoritarianism of the new regime and their fear of what they perceived as the invasion of the Peronist 'masses' forced Victoria Ocampo and her group to retreat and adopt a defensive stance, maintaining an uncharacteristic but eloquent silence, pregnant with meaning. 

Chapter five witnesses the return of Europe to the pages of SUR: special issues devoted to French, English and Italian literature, war testimonies, the ghosts of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, a marked preoccupation with the problems of peace and the threat of nuclear war in the new world order... This, however, did not mean a decline of the Americanist thrust that had become so pronounced during the war years; quite the contrary. SUR continued to give ample space to both the Latin American and the North American presence, and even expanded the magazine and book review sections. With the difference that, once the need for hemispheric unity had disappeared with the end of the war, the traditional objective differences between Spanish America and English America had inevitably resurfaced and made it necessary for the journal to clearly distinguish between the two. Beyond that, the new North American predominance in the postwar world order meant that, while SUR could still identify with the United States in its opposition to Soviet totalitarianism, as a Latin American journal it could no longer support its imperialist designs elsewhere; in Korea, for example. In fact, from then on, the Latin Americanist discourse of SUR inevitably would be directed against the negative aspects of that particular America.

SUR could look towards Europe and towards America in order to broaden its horizons, but it never lost sight of its 'Argentinidad' and remained essentially an Argentinian journal. In the expansive atmosphere of the postwar period, the Argentinian presence in SUR could not but strengthen. Hence, the pages of SUR during these years reveal a greatly increased Argentinian protagonism, with many new contributors joining the established cast and writing about Argentinian themes. The key figure in this period was H. A. Murena, whose turn it now was to continue theorising about the essence of the national identity.   

Evidently, in the postwar years, SUR assumed its 'Argentinidad' with the same ease as it did its Americanism, in renewed communion with the liberated European continent. Only now they did so from a standpoint of equality that enabled them to admire certain aspects of North American and European culture, and at the same time criticise the expansionism, technification and massification of American society, as well as the various manifestations of European totalitarianism. Fully aware of its own worth, SUR considered itself as much a part and a product of the Western world as of America and Argentina.  

Although during the Spanish Civil War and World War II SUR adopted an explicit and clearly defined stand, in Perón's Argentina the group avoided any form of overt ideological or political confrontation with the Peronist regime. Instead, they mastered different forms of allusion as the (safest) means to express their discontent in the new national circumstances. The sixth and last chapter of this study explores the various protest strategies employed by Victoria Ocampo and her group in order to convey their resolute opposition to Perón's 'dictatorship of the masses' and withstand the repression that the government applied against them, concluding with a detailed description of the special issue with which SUR celebrated Perón's downfall and the end of the nightmare, as well as a bird's eye view of the incipient polemic with the emerging new criticism of the left.

Occupied with basic survival during the hard Peronist winter, SUR had not attempted to analyse or understand the historical phenomenon that had changed forever the power structures and face of Argentine society. In the first exhilarating moments of the "reconquest of the country," nobody realised yet that nothing would ever be the same and it appeared that SUR could reclaim its place in the intellectual field, satisfied with its performance during the difficult days of the "second tyranny." Little by litte, however, the changes would become visible at all levels, and gradually the inability of the military governments to eliminate Peronism, coupled with the increasing radicalisation of the sixties, produced a cultural climate in which SUR wielded less and less influence. Finally, in 1970, "after forty years," SUR ceased its regular publication and assumed an anthological character which it retained until several years after Victoria Ocampo's death in 1979. SUR had confronted and survived much in the quarter century covered by this study, without losing its characteristic imprint. At the dawn of the seventies, it was too much: different times, different generations, a different Argentina... 
