
'A Thing of Beauty, A Joy Forever'


If iron bars across a window bring to mind a prison, then you have never been to Buenos Aires; imagine twirling  vines,  flowers, fluttering fans and setting suns adorning every window, doorway and balcony.   From the most ostentatious Avenida de Alvear to the humblest street on the outskirts of town, the beauty, as well as the astounding variety of ornamental ironwork is striking.   


Buenos Aires's reputation of being the "Paris of South America" is due in part to the elaborate use of wrought iron which bear more than a passing resemblance to the streets of Paris.   As a result of exportation of grain and meat to the world market, Argentina at the turn of the 20th century was second only to the U.S. in being the "bread basket of the world."  Looking to France as the exemplar of culture, the nouveau riche sent their children to be educated in Paris and many of these children returned eager to transform Buenos Aires into a capital city modeled on the cosmopolitan cities of Europe. With wealth rivaling that of France at the time,  government officials and wealthy landowners  set out to create boulevards, such as the famous 9 de Julio, wider and grander than those in Paris, and lined the streets of Buenos Aires with apartment buildings, stores and hotels imitating the French Belle Èpoque style that was the rage in France at the time. Characteristic of the belle époche style was a predilection for balconies and the ubiquitous use of wrought iron in curving stairways, and front entrances decorated with rococo broken curves and baroque curlicue designs. 


But in the sheer variety of decorative ironwork in Buenos Aires, one can also discern the contributions of Italian and Spanish  immigrants, many of whom were also craftsmen who immigrated to Argentina. The Longobardes in Northern Italy, for example,  had a tradition of making beautiful wrought gates, using semi precious metals such as silver and gold inlaid within ironwork designs.  The use of  highly ornamental window grates can be traced back to Spanish 'rejeria'  -- the tradition of  the making of intricate iron grills to display and protect religious artifacts.  The influence of Spanish moors is also evident in the use of "khomasas"-- sculpted hands used as door knockers  which the moors believed  would symbolically protect the owners against bad luck. 


 Architects,  as well as individual craftsmen drew inspiration from ironwork styles popular in Europe at the time.  The most influential of these were the Arts and Crafts movement at the end of the 19th century, followed by  the Art Nouveau and Art Deco styles in the early 20th century. 


Initiated in England at the end of the 19th century, The Arts and Crafts movement, arose in reaction to the Industrial Revolution. Dismayed by what they perceived as a loss of quality and overemphasis on utility,  designers such as William Morris called for called for a return to the handicraft traditions of the middle ages, with its attention to beauty.  Design, according to Morris, should be" a thing of beauty and a joy forever." Advocating ornamentation for its own sake, designers in Arts and Crafts movement drew inspiration from the organic from nature, such as growing vines, flowers, leaves and even insects, such as the spiders you find over the door of the Natural History Museum.


  The hallmark of Art Nouveau style was the use of asymmetry in the placement of windows and doorways and the  use of  whiplash lines to suggest the organic processes of growing and vanishing.  Popular motifs in Art Nouveau, which found expression in decorative ironwork include vine and  wavy plant tendrils, roses and liles, peacocks,  as well as curving lines of the human female form.


A third international style popular in the 1920s and 30s, Art Deco  sought to express rather than eschew the industrial age through use of  more angular, geometric forms.  In ironwork, the influence of Art Deco is evident in the use of  crooked, zig-zag lines,  such as the lozenge, repeated in series progressive and complex outlines. 


Although in the streets of Buenos Aires one can find beautifully preserved examples of Art and Crafts, Art Nouveau and Art Deco styles  in the decorative ironwork,  Jorge Glusberg points outs that European designs were also transformed, by, among other things, each craftsman's individual artistic interpretation.  What is perhaps most striking about the variety of ornamental ironwork decorating in the streets of Buenos Aires is the way in which local craftsman  innovated upon various European design influences to create a fusion of styles that is uniquely Argentinean. 


"Herriero" Anthony Pituco is a typical of this kind of local innovation in design that continues today.  As a young man in Italy immigrated to Buenos Aires, shortly after World War II, and joined his older brother in the iron works business.   Like his brother, and now nephew, he works out of a small workshop  in the back of his house, where he designs fences, window grills, and balustrades, mainly for his neighbors. On a tour of his neighborhood he points to a fence he designed a few doors down, and proudly shows off a sun bursting over the top of the  front entrance to a local elementary school around the corner from where he lives. Although some of his design ideas are initially taken from catalogues, he strives to create a slightly different design each time, reflective of the particular tastes of each of his clients. Just as each person is different,  each ironwork design must also be unique. 


Perhaps what makes Buenos Aires ironwork unique is that individual  craftsmen, such as Pitucco, still produce small scale ironworks that are both craft as well as an art.  The magnificent variety of ornamental ironwork in the playful window grates, or a curvaceous wrought iron doorways and balconies in Buenos Aires today are a testament to the creativity of hundreds of anonymous craftsman and perhaps the best proof of  Morris's dictum, that  'a thing of beauty is indeed, a joy forever.'

