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         In Argentina, Romanticism is associated with the literary and political programs of 
the so-called 1837 Generation, a group of intellectuals led by the poet Esteban Echeverría 
that were committed to transform the culture of their nation through their writings. Their 
purpose was to fight the government of Juan Manuel de Rosas and to continue the 
emancipation started in May 1810, when the creoles revolted against the Spanish domain but 
could not achieve a meaningful cultural revolution, according to this group’s view. However, 
before the arising of this Romantic movement, which may be considered an import of French 
Romanticism via Echeverría, the region of Río de la Plata –later known as the main part of 
the Argentine Republic– saw Britain as a desirable model for the future nation; furthermore, 
economic, political, and cultural exchanges were frequent between the two countries during 
Britain’s Romantic Period. Is it possible then to think that the cultural discourses associated 
to British Romanticism could have had an earlier impact in Argentina, through the networks 
that Rioplatenses and Britons forged in the first decades of the nineteenth-century? With this 
question in mind, the aim of my doctoral research is to study the cultural relations between 
these two countries in a temporal arch that initiates with the British Invasions to Buenos 
Aires in 1806 and 1807, and concludes with the publication of Echeverría’s poetry book Los 
consuelos in 1834, which conventionally signals the emergence of Romanticism in 
Argentina. By focusing on a pre-Romantic time in Río de la Plata, I intend to distinguish the 
actions, concepts and ideologies linked to British Romanticism that moulded the conditions 
for the nation’s romantic future. 
         One aspect of this investigation is focused on the Argentinean travelers that went to 
Britain during the revolutionary years. Mariano Moreno, who was the secretary of the 
recently established Junta of Buenos Aires and is regarded in the Argentine imaginary as a 
hero of the Revolución de Mayo,2 departed to London in January 1811 as the leader of a 
diplomatic mission that aimed to make an economic and political alliance with the British 
Government. But Moreno never made it to his destination; he died at sea two months after 
leaving the country. It is important to mention that the conditions of this trip were not entirely 

                                                
1  Daniela Paolini is a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Buenos Aires Argentina, researching the 
cultural networks between Argentina and Britain during the Romantic Period. For this project she was awarded 
in 2017 with a grant by UBA to fund her doctoral studies. Paolini is a member of the Instituto de Literatura 
Hispanoamericana, where she participates in a research group of Nineteenth-Century Literature of the Southern 
Cone. She has several presentations in congress and conferences, and has published articles in specialized 
journals, and a chapter in an upcoming book on Gothic in Latin America. 
2  In 1808, during the Peninsular War, the king of Spain Fernando VII abdicated in favor of Napoleon 
Bonaparte, who installed his brother Joseph in the Spanish throne. Against this French occupation, a Council of 
Regency was set up demanding the recognition of Spanish colonies in America. In Buenos Aires, a group of 
lawyers and military officials decided to reject this new government and established a Junta to govern in place 
of Viceroy Cisneros, who at first was appointed president of the Junta. Finally, on 25 May 1810, Cisneros 
resigned and the Primera Junta was established, beginning the Revolution that led to the independence of 
Argentina in 1816.  
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promising: before leaving, Moreno was being criticized by other revolutionary actors about 
his radical measures, and the president of the Junta, Cornelio Saavedra, accused him of being 
a local version of Robespierre. In this context, the diplomatic mission had the purpose of 
distancing Moreno from the conflict, which is why he departed feeling mortified by the 
thought that his public conduct was being questioned. This situation aggravated his ill 
physical state and, after having a toxic amount of a medicine, Mariano Moreno passed away 
on 4 March 1811. 
         Two months later, his brother Manuel Moreno –a young revolutionary who was part 
of the expedition as Mariano’s secretary– arrived in London. He was still mourning the death 
of his brother, but was willing to replace him in the command of the diplomatic mission. 
However, the Goverment of Buenos Aires never assigned him this role so, instead, he ended 
up having a dispute with a former secret envoy of the Junta, Manuel Aniceto Padilla, who did 
had the power to lead the mission, though Manuel accused him of being a British spy and of 
stealing Mariano’s documents. Padilla, in response, said that Manuel’s conduct in London 
was indecorous and irresponsible, since he had tried to present himself to the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs without proper introduction, and had not even acted as someone who had 
recently lost a relative, assisting to the Opera and enjoying other entertainments of city life.3 

These conflicts caused the mission to fail, and Manuel Moreno was forced to remain 
in the English capital with the intention of leaving as soon as he could. He finally stayed for 
eighteen months, until September 1812, and even though he describes himself –in the few 
remaining letters of the journey– as passing his time reading and learning the language in 
solitude, he did much more than that. During his London residency, he met other 
revolutionary delegates, who gathered around Francisco de Miranda –the promoter of 
Spanish American independences on British land–, and we might suspect though, not with 
the same intentions as his enemies, that he tried to seize the enjoyments London had to offer.4 
Could he have learned something about the active romantic figures of those days in the 
meantime? Perhaps he had the chance of attending Coleridge lectures on literature given in 
1811 and 1812, or he could have known Southey through his connections with José María 
Blanco White, an eminent Spanish liberal who was a friend of the poet. Is it possible that 
Moreno read or heard about the first two cantos of Childe Harold, published in March 1812? 
Although there is not enough evidence to confirm that Manuel Moreno was directly 
influenced by the works of British Romanticism, I will argue that his intervention in the 
London public sphere participated in the shaping of the cultural discourses that would later be 
recognized as characteristic of Britain’s Romantic Period. 
         Manuel Moreno felt that he was the natural successor of his brother’s ideals, related to 
building the conditions for the future independence of their country. This sentiment 
                                                
3  This accusation was in fact made by General Dumouriez, a protector of Padilla, in a letter addressed to 
Padilla and forwarded to Moreno. For more details on this diplomatic scandal, see Marcial Quiroga’s Manuel 
Moreno (1972).  
4  Manuel Moreno and Tomás Guido, the other secretary of the mission, had a lean budget, destined 
primarily to living expenses and English lessons, so maybe they didn’t have enough money to pay for 
divertissements. But if we compare the city of Buenos Aires –which was still described in the late nineteenth-
century as La Gran Aldea (The Big Village)– to London, the capital of modern industry, we can presume that 
these young Rioplatenses tried to live all the new experiences they could afford. For more information on 
Moreno’s networks with other Spanish American delegates in London, refer to María Teresa Berruezo León’s 
La lucha de Hispanoamérica por su independencia en Inglaterra, 1800-1830 (1989).  
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accompanied him throughout his first stay in London, during which he never abandoned the 
goal of forging ties between Río de la Plata and Great Britain. Like the Romantic 
contemporaries of his time, Manuel Moreno had to suffer the disenchantment of concrete 
political action and find means other than the diplomatic ones to fulfill the trip’s mission and 
vindicate the memory of his brother. In order to do so, Manuel got involved in London’s 
cultural realm to spread news from Buenos Aires in the British press, and most importantly, 
he wrote and published a biography –the first one ever written after the May Revolution– of 
his recently deceased brother, Vida y Memorias del Dr. Don Mariano Moreno (Life and 
Memoirs of Mariano Moreno) to reach both ends.5 I would like to focus in two aspects of this 
biography: how the writer shapes his audience by taking into account certain British view of 
the revolutionary event, and how he builds a heroic image of Mariano Moreno that can be 
related to the crisis of the romantic persona, in the way the text approaches the conflict 
between public and private life. 
         As the historian Noemí Goldman (2009) has argued, Mariano Moreno was so 
effectively associated with Jacobinism when he was still alive that this ideological instrument 
against him had an important impact in the way Historiography has connected the May 
Revolution and Moreno’s legacy with the Revolution in France. However, the political actors 
of that time, including the Morenos, were not so fond of associating their claims with the 
event that lead to Napoleonic Wars; in fact, at the beginning of the revolt, the decision of 
establishing an autonomous government was made by means of preserving Fernando VII’s 
domain in the region. It is true, though, that some of the revolutionaries were also eager to 
build up the conditions to concrete the Enlightenment ideals in their country, and Mariano 
Moreno was one of them. As Secretary of the Junta of Buenos Aires, he was responsible for 
enacting measures such as disabling commerce restrictions, reopening ports, and founding a 
National Public Library. Moreno was also in charge of communicating these events to the 
public, and of promoting the principles that sustained his Republican ideals in the 
Government’s official paper, La Gazeta de Buenos-Ayres; he published as well a translation 
of Rousseau’s Social Contract.6 Nonetheless, others actors were against Moreno’s more 
extreme measures like separating the Spaniards from State positions, suppressing presidential 
honors, and chasing and executing the reactionary opposition. Those who had a moderate 
concept of the Revolution accused Moreno of being an insurgent Jacobin, subscribing to the 
wide-spread idea that Robespierre was the cause of French Revolution’s deviation into 
despotism and terror. 

When Manuel Moreno arrived to London in 1812, he was aware that if he wanted to 
catch the attention of the British eye, he needed to convey a more conservative image of his 

                                                
5  The original title is: Vida, y Memorias del Dr. Dn. Mariano Moreno, secretario de la junta de Buenos 
Ayres, capital de las provincias del Río de la Plata. Con una idea de su revolución, y de la de México, Caracas, 
&c. Por su hermano Dn. Manuel Moreno, oficial de la secretaría del mismo Gobierno de Buenos Ayres. 
Londres: en la imprenta de J. M’Creery, Black-Horse-Court, Fleet-Sreet, 1812. All quotes come from a 1968 
edition that follows the original publication. The translation was made by the author of this paper.  
6  Rousseau was prohibited in Spanish America since 1764, but Mariano Moreno had access to some of 
his works while he was studying in Peru. Besides the Social Contract, we know Moreno read, among other 
texts, the Discourse on the Arts and Sciences and Julie, or the New Heloise. Del Contrato social was published 
in two parts, first in 1810 and then in 1811, with the omission of a chapter on Civic Religion. This edition is the 
first Spanish translation in America and the second of all Spanish editions; according to Goldman (2016), 
Moreno probably made his translation comparing the first Spanish edition of 1799 with a French one. 
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deceased brother and of the movement that would lead to a future emancipation. Soon he 
learned that Britain’s position towards the revolutionary event was far from being 
homogeneous, although during the Napoleonic Wars there was a certain consensus between 
opposite parties to fight a common and external enemy. In addition to this, Moreno had the 
challenge of appealing to a Nation that was allied to Spain in the battle against Napoleon and 
that could not officially support the independence of Spanish American countries, despite its 
interest in expanding its commerce to that region. In this scenario, and after failing to 
establish a diplomatic agreement, Manuel Moreno found the reach he was looking for in the 
papers of the opposition, the Whig Morning Chronicle –where news of Buenos Aires were 
broadcasted– and later in the radical Monthly Magazine, which in 1813 would publish a brief 
translation of Moreno’s biography. This journalism was shaping and targeting an audience 
that was able to sympathize with the liberal principles that sustained the Spanish American 
cause. Moreno also got to publish fragments of an essay Mariano Moreno wrote, known as 
Representación de los Hacendados (The Representation of the Landowners), in which his 
brother advocated in favor of opening the market to trade with Britain, at a time the Río de la 
Plata was still a Viceroyalty. Blanco White’s El Español and The British Review and London 
Critical Journal were the periodicals that published and commented on this essay. In the 
latter, the Rioplatense was praised by a reviewer that called him the Burke of South America. 

Taking into account Mariano Moreno’s alleged similarity to Robespierre, this 
comparison with the Irish thinker, the Anti-Jacobin avant la lettre, is at least intriguing; The 
British Review primarily meant that Mariano was as rhetorically eloquent as was Edmund 
Burke, but Manuel quotes this equivalence in the beginning of Life and Memoirs of Mariano 
Moreno with a bigger purpose in mind: setting the conditions for a favorable reception of his 
brother and of Spanish American Revolutions in the British public. In Romanticism, 
Nationalism and the Revolt against Theory (1993), David Simpson points out that, in the 
beginning of the nineteenth-century, Burke started to incarnate a British identity based on 
tradition and common sense, as opposed to the abstract theories and rational thought that 
justified the horrors of French Revolution. Romantic writers like Coleridge and Wordsworth 
helped build this myth by conceiving Burke as a neglected prophet and as a heroic defender 
of British interests, in order to validate their own turns towards traditionalism and against 
Jacobinism. In the context of Napoleonic Wars, Britons shared a general sentiment of 
fighting against a tyrant in the name of Liberty, a cause they felt very much their own. 
Manuel Moreno was aware of this, and in a way he contributed to this nationalistic 
construction when he imagined his British audience as eminently conservative and gradualist 
in its appreciation of the revolutionary event. 

In the biography, Manuel Moreno finds a common ground of ideas with the British 
reader when he describes the Spanish American struggle against Spanish oppressors as a 
defense of Liberty. According to his view, when the Españoles Americanos wanted to be 
better represented in congress assemblies, the Metropolis responded with acts of cruelty and 
repression that corrupted the colonies’ fidelity to their king. The British audience could relate 
to this situation comparing it to the Glorious Revolution, an event that Burke conceived as 
significantly different from the French Revolution, because the former was rooted in Britain’s 
tradition and mixed system of government. Manuel Moreno also transfers all the negative 
connotations of the revolutions to the Spaniards, who responded aggressively to the 
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legitimate claims of the Creoles; so he says that “it is necessary not to confuse the effects of 
the revolution itself with the events attached to it, and when we condole the misfortunes that 
are noticed in its course, we must attribute them to those who have been the first to adopt 
violent measures” (1968: 110-111). What I would like to remark is that Manuel Moreno uses 
his brother’s biography to build a discourse that is far from being conservative or in favor of 
reestablishing the Viceroyalty, but that also manages to transmit an appealing image of 
Spanish American Revolutions that is based on a dialogue with his British audience, 
imagined as moderate and Anti-French. Even though he writes in Spanish and he dedicates 
his book to the people of Buenos Aires, his statements are linked to an idea of a British 
public, defender of Free Trade, of Free Speech and of Liberty, who can sympathize with the 
Creoles’ attempt to fight for these principles. We can see how this operation is concomitant to 
what the Romantic writers are doing in their works when they make, as Jon Klancher (1987) 
has argued, their own “romantic” audiences. The one Moreno creates is not as specific in 
literary taste as the ones the Romantic poets are trying to make, but it is definitely a part of 
the contemporary construction of a nationalistic sentiment against the alleged French tyranny. 
This is the reading audience Manuel Moreno needs and therefore helps to shape. 

As might be seen from the analysis above, Life and Memoirs of Mariano Moreno is 
not only a biography, but an excuse to make some reflections on Spanish American 
Revolutions that could justify a future independence of Río de la Plata. I do not think, 
however, that by doing this Manuel thought he was departing from his main topic; on the 
contrary, given that he felt spiritually bonded to his brother, Manuel’s reflections were meant 
to be identified with Mariano’s convictions –and that has been the case, since the biography 
is usually seen as a reliable source to know the revolutionary actor. In a way, Manuel 
conceived his book as a vicarious concretion of his brother’s autobiography; the one Mariano 
would have wanted to publish in London.7 For that reason, I would like to include the 
Memoirs inside a body of autobiographical texts of the Romantic period, in which the self is 
represented as a model of Republican virtue that is also an expression of modern sensibility. 

In Rousseau, Robespierre, and English Romanticism (2003), Gregory Dart has 
noticed that, after French Terror corrupted the Republican ideal, the Rousseauvian “dream of 
virtue and transparency” (13) survived in the confessional writings of both conservative and 
progressive Romantic authors, like Wordsworth or Hazlitt. This survival, Dart asserts, is not a 
resignation or a denial, but a “transferred idealism” in which the autobiography functions as a 
“radical consolation for the disappointments of practical politics” (2003: 10). In a similar 
way, Life and Memoirs of Mariano Moreno is a written response to the frustrations of both 
brothers, who had to suffer personal defamation and political obstacles in their path to 
republicanism and emancipation.8 

                                                
7  This is implied when Manuel Moreno says, at the beginning of the Memoirs, he intends to copy the 
style of the Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, to whom Mariano was imitating in his career as a Republican 
man. In this sense, Manuel wants to complete with his work Mariano’s path to becoming a Rioplatense version 
of Franklin.   
8  Rousseau is not mention in the biography, which is curious, since Manuel talks about Mariano’s 
readings and names other French philosophers, like Montesquieu or Raynal. I believe he intentionally omits 
Rousseau because he knows how he is perceived as deeply connected to French Revolution. However, Manuel 
argues about contractualism and about the Rights of men in Rousseauvian terms, adhering to Mariano’s 
Republican thought.   



BARS Early Career and Postgraduate Online Conference 2020, “Romantic Futurities” 
 

6 
 

Manuel Moreno probably felt that he shared with Mariano the same unfortunate fate, 
as he found himself in the English capital being questioned –as his brother had been– for his 
public conduct. In a private letter to his friend Tomás Guido, he talks about his “unfortunate 
journey” describing London in winter, where “all the ground covered with a snow white 
carpet presents a new but gloomy prospect” (Quiroga, 1972: 53).9 There is a correlation 
between the “unbearable cold”, which forces him to stay “all day next to the chimney”, and 
his sad condition, as he confesses that “of all [his] current discomforts, loneliness bothers 
[him] the least” (Ibid.). The depiction of this snowy scenario manifests, in a discrete manner, 
a romantic sensibility, in the way Manuel shows a preference for solitary reclusion as a 
response to the attacks he suffers in the public sphere. In the Memoirs, Manuel states that his 
brother was also fond of the quietness of private life, and that he felt repelled by the ambition 
and the extravagances of those who were involved in public affairs. However, the biographer 
says that Mariano Moreno was impelled by “a burning zeal for justice” (1968: 48) to fight for 
the rights of his protégées, first as a prominent lawyer, then as a defender of the revolutionary 
cause. According to Manuel, Mariano did not participate in the events that lead towards the 
establishment of the Junta, but was called afterwards by the people to fight for them, a call 
Mariano could not ignore: “if I am needed –he said privately to his brother– I cannot deny to 
my country the sacrifice of my individual tranquility, my work, my fortune, and even my 
life” (146). In this sense, the secretary of the Junta is depicted as a civic hero that abandoned 
his private needs for the greater good. The biography thus poses a contradiction between 
social duty and personal preservation that constitutes the tragic fate of the individual, as 
Mariano’s commitment to the common cause was too great a sacrifice: Mariano not only lost 
his private interests; he also lost his life. 

We cannot say that the resignation of private life in the name of public interest is set 
apart from the Jacobin notion of civic heroism. According to Silvana Carozzi –in her book 
Las filosofías de la Revolución (2011)– in La Gazeta de Buenos-Ayres Mariano Moreno 
promoted a revolutionary discourse in which the citizen-soldier was praised and glorified as 
an example of virtue. But for Mariano’s biographer, the personal sacrifice of the illustrious 
lawyer was proof enough of his Anti-Jacobinism, because Moreno never tried to profit from 
his position and always acted with a “rectitude” so “extraordinary” that it would not have 
been plausible if he were an “insurgent” (1968: 176).10 In addition to this, Mariano’s sensitive 
character and his proneness to illness were not compatible with the nerves of steel the 
revolutionary epic required; the Secretary of the Junta died for his country not within the 
terms of war tradition, but rather those of disease and public defamation. Even if Mariano 
Moreno was a model of both private and public behavior, his society was not entirely 
prepared to receive the ideals he embodied. Manuel thinks his brother was a “rare genius” 
that was not fully understood in his own time, for he had to endanger his own life by 
confronting “an inept mob” that carried the “remnants of past vices” (200). While it is true 

                                                
9  Moreno’s private letters from London addressed to Tomás Guido –who only stayed in the English 
capital for a few months– are preserved in the Archivo General de la Nación Argentina. All the quotes come 
from a transcription made by Marcial Quiroga (1972), in his biography of Manuel Moreno. 
10  It might be said that this extraordinary rectitude is not so distanced of Robespierre, who presented 
himself as a selfless, austere, and scarified revolutionary. But the image of the Jacobean hero that circulated 
through the Creole society of that time is the one that predominated in Europe after Thermidorian Reaction; an 
image of Robespierre as a sanguinary and fanaticized monster (see Jordan, 1985).  
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that the biographer states that a few rotten apples –led by “pettiness and ignorance” (Ibid.)– 
are the ones to blame for his brother’s demise, his need to vindicate Mariano is in itself 
proving that the biography manifests a modern conflict –one related to the emergence of a 
complex society, in which the individual finds obstacles to leave a mark in the world.11 

The depiction of Mariano’s death in the Memoirs can be conceived as a chapter in the 
historic construction of the Romantic hero. In Manuel’s version of the story, the event is first 
anticipated by an ominous foreshadowing: “I do not know what dreadful thing is announced 
to me in my journey” (214), said Mariano before the departure, causing consternation in his 
brother. There were rumors at the time, which were never confirmed, that Mariano was 
poisoned by his enemies; Manuel subtly implies he shares this suspicion, when he tells that 
his brother accepted his death “with the serenity of Socrates” (Ibid.), whose death sentence 
was executed with poison.12 In the final scene, narrated in tears –which is how the biographer 
describes himself while writing those pages–, Mariano convulses in the floor of his chamber 
after the captain of the ship gave him an excessive dose of an emetic; in this state, he gives 
instructions on how to proceed in London, he asks for the forgiveness of friends and enemies, 
and only afterwards, he entrusts the care of his wife to his brother. His last words before 
losing consciousness are: “¡Viva mi patria, aunque yo perezca!” (“May my country live, 
though I perish!” 215). The scenic pose of death is effectively tragic, in the way Mariano 
Moreno, an example of a virtuous citizen, prioritizes his public duties over his obligations as 
a family man amidst the agony. So Moreno becomes a martyr of modern sensibility, as his 
Republican ideals of Enlightenment get entangled with his passionate and doomed personal 
destiny. However, the tragic end serves a purpose, for Mariano’s last words, expressed in the 
biography, forever bond his death to the future emancipation of his country. Although 
Moreno is not the rebel against society that Byron or Shelley will later be, if we include the 
Memoirs in the context of its publication, 1812 London, we can see how it participates in the 
cultural discourses that shape the crisis of the romantic persona, a crisis related to the 
frustrations of concrete intervention in the public sphere and to the division between the 
individual and the social realms that characterizes the Romantic Period. 
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