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As Andrés Bello predicted in 1823, the glory of Simén Bolivar has continued
to grow since the Spanish American Revolution. The Revolution is still viewed
as an almost mythical quest, and the name of the Libertador has become
synonymous with the region’s hopes for integration. In this book, the official
history of the Revolution ~ the heroic history of Bolivar — is replaced by the
account of Bello, who was first Bolivar's teacher and later his critic. Through a
detailed study of the manuscripts of Bello’s unfinished poem América, An-
tonio Cussen reconstructs Bello's version of the Revolution and seeks to un-
derstand its political and cultural consequences. The author argues that Bello
recorded the disintegration of the Augustan model of power and intimated
the inevitable approach of liberalism with a certain longing for the classical
culture of his youth.
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Introduction

On April 19, 1810, after learning that the armies of Napoleon
Bonaparte were in control of the Iberian Peninsula, the people
of Caracas moved to oust the local Spanish officials and to form
their own governing junta. The Venezuelans were fearful of
French aggression, and in June they sent a diplomatic mission
to London in search of an ally. The mission was headed by
Simén Bolivar; its secretary was Andrés Bello. Bolivar returned
the same year to Venezuela, where he helped transform the
grievances of the Caracas junta into a decisive call for indepen-
dence. Bello, for his part, remained in London until 182g. As a
leading voice in three London journals — El Censor Americano,
La Biblioteca Americana, and El Repertorio Americano — he became
one of the most accomplished members of the Spanish-speak-
ing intelligentsia, whose headquarters during this period were
in London. And in his unfinished poem América (1811—26),
Bello recorded a version of a crisis whose repercussions are still
felt throughout the American continent.

In Spanish America, Bello and Bolivar are often invoked as
the representatives of the Americanist ideal, the union of all the
Spanish-speaking countries on the continent. We often hear
how Bolivar with his sword and Bello with his pen gave political
and cultural independence to the continent. The alliance of the
two founding fathers forms one of the most enduring myths of
the Spanish American Revolution, and we seem to cling to that
myth all the more strenuously the more we realize that the
Revolution’s promises of freedom and well-being failed to ma-
terialize.

In this book I look closely at Bello’s poems, particularly the
fragments of América, which are among the principal sources of
this myth. Poetry was always the medium that linked Bello and
Bolivar. In the years before the Revolution, both attended the
neoclassical literary gatherings of colonial Caracas, where they

X1
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X1l INTRODUCTION

and their friends could assume the disguises of Horace, Virgil,
and Maecenas and attempt to replicate the glories of the Au-
gustan principate. Still undisturbed by romanticism and re-
publicanism, they could then play out their pastoral fantasies by
imitating and translating the Roman poets or by acting out the
more severe role of critic or patron. After 1810, once the events
of the Revolution separated them, Bello expressed in poetry his
most compelling thoughts on the Libertador; and in the scat-
tered documents that reveal Bolivar’s passion for poetry, we
discover his reactions to the lines of his old friend.

The evidence presented in this book is mostly Bello’s, and
therefore the story is told from his perspective. I have made no
attempt to temper his claims and his often impassioned allu-
sions to Bolivar, and if the tone is partial it reflects primarily the
partial feelings of Bello. I have traced his thoughts on Bolivar
and the Revolution throughout his long life, from Caracas to
London to Santiago, where he lived for thirty-six years, until his
death. But my main effort has been to reconstruct Bello’s ver-
sion of the Spanish American Revolution during his London
years. I have therefore tried to replace the official history of the
Revolution — the heroic history of Bolivar — by the account of a
poet who was recording his thoughts and feelings on the Revo-
lution from a distant and perhaps privileged vantage point.

I like to think of Bello’s América as an archive of undiscovered
statements about the Spanish American Revolution. Read in
isolation, these statements do not speak to us: they are like old
files in a corner collecting dust. But once we evoke their histor-
ical context, they become vibrant testimonies, documents that
illuminate the past. Poems, however, are not ordinary docu-
ments. They not only yield historical information that satisfies
our positivistic anxieties; they also furnish a wealth of informa-
tion that enables us to perceive the sensibility of an era. Poems,
especially poems written in times of revolution, are also an
intense response to a generalized crisis of meaning; we can find
in them the roots of a culture that is being threatened and
transformed.

Bello’s reputation as a poet has suffered because readers have
tried to see in him what he clearly was not, a romantic poet, a
contemporary of Wordsworth and Coleridge. When Bello ar-
rived in London in 1810, he began to write a philosophic and
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INTRODUCTION x1ii

didactic poem in imitation of Virgil’s Georgics, a genre that was
completely out of style in England. Like other Spanish Ameri-
can authors before and after him, he was following a literary
model that was hopelessly out-of-date in northern countries.
But his Virgilian lines were describing one of the most radical
and profound upheavals of the day, a revolution that shook and
altered the West. Bello may well be a prime representative of
the conflict between past and present — a characteristic of Span-
ish American letters. It is his destiempo, this clash of a classical
voice with a world that is inexorably subverting all the major
strongholds of classical culture, that constitutes the peculiar
appeal of his poetry.
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