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Introduction

Buenos Aires is a city that refuses to be reduced to postcards. To walk its streets is to
participate in a living, breathing performance—one where echoes of fandangos waft
from the doorways of peeling mansions, and old men share mate on sun-dappled
plazas as murals bloom across concrete. Most visitors experience fragments of this
rhythm along the grand boulevards or in orchestrated tango spectacles, but the true
heartbeat of Argentina’s capital thumps insistently, sometimes quietly, in places maps
rarely name.

This book was born from a fascination | could never satisfy as a mere traveler or
casual observer. Buenos Aires beckoned with its contradictions: European and
indigenous, ordered and anarchic, refined yet riotous with color and creativity. Each
barrio harbors its own codes, flavors, and lore, which together compose the unseen
soul of the city—a spirit revealed not in famous landmark tours, but in the patchwork
of everyday moments, chance encounters, and traditions fierce with meaning. My
hope is to unlock those moments for you, inviting you to slip behind the city’s well-
practiced mask.

Unlike a conventional guide, “Backstreets and Boulevards” is both an armchair voyage
and an incitement to look deeper if you wander here yourself. Think of these pages as
a series of open doors: to a family barbecue in a leafy park, an all-night poetry reading
in a half-forgotten café, a market where strangers become friends over plates of
empanadas or cheese-stuffed fugazzeta. You’ll meet local characters—artists, football
fanatics, abuelas, and newly-arrived immigrants—who animate the city, their stories
painting the kind of vivid portrait that a checklist never could.

You will find, too, a city where food, music, art, and protest are everyday acts of
creation. Each chapter pairs reportage, cultural exploration, and culinary discovery
with the textures of lived experience. We'll lose ourselves in backstreets fragrant with
asado smoke, follow the pulse of street art that shouts or whispers along the walls,
and attend festivals that stretch until dawn. We’ll explore how traditions persist, how
daily life reforms itself under the pressure of history and hope, and how Portefos
continually renegotiate what it means to belong to this city.

If you dream of understanding Buenos Aires beyond the surface—if you’re curious
about its triumphs and struggles, its revelry and memory, the taste of its hot
afternoons and the hush of its midnight avenues—this book is your companion. My
promise is to be your guide, confidant, and fellow explorer as we seek together the
moments, flavors, and faces that reveal the city’s vivid, unseen soul.
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Prepare to enter Buenos Aires as its residents do: not as spectators, but as
participants. The most captivating city stories, | have found, wait not on the main
avenues, but just around the corner, on the next block, down the next backstreet.

Let’s begin.
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CHAPTER ONE: Barracas: Murals, Labor, and the Art
of Reinvention

Tucked away in the southeastern quadrant of Buenos Aires, far from the polished
gleam of Recoleta or the ceaseless buzz of Palermo, lies Barracas. Its very name,
derived from the Spanish word for "shacks" or "barracks," whispers of its humble
origins along the banks of the Riachuelo River, a place of rudimentary constructions
for storing hides and agricultural products, and even, some historians suggest,
housing enslaved people in the 18th century. But Barracas has always been more than
its name implies. It's a barrio of layered histories, where industrial grit meets artistic
flourish, and the echoes of labor struggles resonate alongside the vibrant rhythms of
daily life.

In the 19th century, Barracas surprisingly transformed into a desirable address, home
to some of the city's wealthiest families. Grand mansions lined Avenida Santa Lucia,
then the main link between the city center and the Riachuelo. This period of
prosperity, however, was tragically cut short in 1871 by a devastating yellow fever
epidemic. The disease, incubated in the damp riverfront areas, forced the affluent
residents to flee north, leaving their elegant homes behind. Overnight, Barracas
became a working-class stronghold, a place where waves of immigrants, particularly
Italians, found new homes and livelihoods.

Today, Barracas still largely retains its working-class character, a testament to its
enduring spirit and the resilience of its people. While many of the factories that once
dominated its economy have closed since the 1980s, their imposing structures remain,
some converted into lofts, others into bus terminals, and a few still operating,
providing a tangible link to the barrio’s industrial past. This industrial heritage lends
Barracas a raw, authentic edge, a stark contrast to the more manicured
neighborhoods. Here, you're more likely to stumble upon a no-frills parrilla serving up
sizzling cuts of meat to hungry workers than a chic boutique.

One of the most compelling reasons to explore Barracas is its extraordinary street art.
Buenos Aires is globally recognized for its vibrant urban art scene, and Barracas is a
prime example of why. Unlike many cities where graffiti is seen as vandalism, here,
artists often only need permission from property owners to create their works,
fostering a thriving open-air gallery.

Leading the charge in Barracas'’s artistic reinvention is Calle Lanin, a narrow,

cobblestone lane that has been transformed into a living canvas. This initiative began
with local artist Marino Santa Maria, who started decorating his own studio with
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colorful mosaic tiles. His neighbors were so captivated that they soon joined in, and
now over 35 houses on the street are adorned with vibrant, swirling patterns of mosaic
tiles, each an individual expression of the people living within. On a quiet weekday,
Calle Lanin is a serene explosion of color, a hidden gem often overlooked by tourists
rushing to more famous spots.

Beyond Calle Lanin, Barracas is home to an even grander artistic achievement: "El
Regreso de Quinquela" (The Return of Quinquela). This colossal mural, painted by
Alfredo 'El Pelado' Segatori, is recognized as the longest mural in the world created by
a single artist. Spanning an impressive 2,000 square meters (approximately 21,500
square feet) along calles Lavadero and San Antonio, it's a profound homage to Benito
Quingquela Martin, the revered local painter famous for his vivid depictions of La Boca
and the lives of its port workers.

Segatori's masterpiece is a fusion of Quinquela Martin's well-known works, brought to
life with freehand aerosol. What makes "El Regreso de Quinquela" particularly special
is its deep connection to the community it inhabits. The mural incorporates over 70
portraits of local residents and factory workers, their faces woven into the fabric of the
artwork, making them an integral part of the narrative. This collaborative spirit, born
from conversations between the artist and the neighborhood, truly embodies the
unseen soul of Barracas - a place where art is not just admired, but lived and breathed
by its people.

Exploring Barracas on foot reveals its layered past and present. The grand, Gothic
edifice of Iglesia Santa Felicitas stands as a striking landmark. This impressive church,
inaugurated in 1876, carries a dramatic and tragic tale. It was built not by the Catholic
Church itself, but by the family of Felicitas Guerrero, a young, wealthy widow who was
tragically murdered by a spurned lover in 1872. The story of Felicitas, a figure of
beauty and immense fortune, is steeped in local legend, with tales of her haunting the
church or her burial site in Recoleta Cemetery. Guided tours, offered monthly, delve
into this captivating narrative, offering a glimpse into a dramatic episode of Buenos
Aires's past.

Barracas also offers a more down-to-earth side of Portefo life. Its local restaurant
scene is dominated by traditional parrillas and modest cafes, places where you’ll find
authentic flavors and local prices, far from the tourist crowds. A spot like Parrilla de la
Familia offers a quintessential neighborhood experience: gruff grill masters, generous
portions of meat, and a distinct lack of tourists. For those seeking a slightly more
upscale yet still authentic experience, Avenida Caseros, situated on the border of San
Telmo and Barracas, presents a charming option with its European-style architecture
and patio dining.

Beyond the dramatic narratives and vibrant art, Barracas reveals itself in the everyday
rhythms of its residents. It's a family-oriented and humble neighborhood where life
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unfolds at a calmer pace. Parrillas often set up their stations along the streets, filling
the air with the enticing aroma of grilled meat. Small cafes, like the enduring La Flor
de Barracas, are gathering places for working-class men, where conversations flow
over beers and coffees. At night, Barracas settles into a quiet calm, a stark contrast to
the city’s more boisterous districts.

This barrio, though often overlooked by typical tourist itineraries, is a microcosm of
Buenos Aires's soul: a blend of resilience, artistic expression, and a deep connection to
its historical roots as a working-class district. From the initial "shacks" along the
Riachuelo to the industrial boom, and now its artistic rebirth, Barracas has continually
reinvented itself while holding onto its unique identity. It’s a place where history isn't
just preserved in museums, but etched onto the walls of its buildings and told in the
stories of its people, offering a glimpse into the unseen heart of a city that constantly
evolves.
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