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341cionada a agricultura na década de 1970. 
O Agronegócio não pode ser explicado 
por um ou outro processo separadamente, 
mas pela conjunção desses fatos, que re-
sultou primeiramente na consolidação da 
importante estrutura fornecida pelo Esta-
do para agricultura, seguida de uma aber-
tura econômica provocada pelas políticas 
neoliberais da década de 1990, após o fim 
da ditadura militar. Para além da tese cen-
tral, avulta a minuciosa pesquisa histórica 
sobre programas de crédito agrícola no 
Brasil; instituições científicas como a Em-
presa Brasileira de Pesquisa Agropecuária 
(EMBRAPA) e o histórico da agenda neo-
liberal para agricultura brasileira.

Apesar das ausências de alguns de-
bates, a obra em questão se consagra in-
dubitavelmente como exímia referência 
para os estudos científicos sobre Histó-
ria da Agropecuária no caso brasileiro. A 
quantidade de dados compilados, com 
informações inéditas, deve surpreender 
até mesmo aos pesquisadores experientes 
do tema agropecuária no Brasil. O con-
teúdo informativo e expositivo, muitas 
vezes apresentados em tabelas numéricas, 
possui enorme ganho de sentido, ao ser 
apresentado paralelamente à rica narrati-
va da História do Brasil pela perspectiva 
da agricultura, além das esclarecedoras e 
até mesmo didáticas análises sobre o fe-
nômeno do Agronegócio, sua gênese e 
perspectivas futuras. 

Mariah Freitas Monteiro  
(Katholische Universität Eichstätt)

Irina Podgorny: La momia que habla. 
Microensayos de historia natural. Rosa-
rio: CBediciones 2020. 267 páginas.

Irina Podgorny: Los argentinos vienen de 
los peces. Ensayo de filogenia nacional. 
Rosario: Beatriz Viterbo (El Escribiente) 
2021. 185 páginas.
Irina Podgorny: Florentino Ameghino 
y Hermanos. Empresa Argentina de Pa-
leontología Ilimitada. Ciudad Autónoma 
de Buenos Aires: Edhasa (Biografías Ar-
gentinas) 2021. 346 páginas.

Irina Podgorny is a very productive his-
torian of science from Argentina. She is 
specialized in the history of paleontology 
but, in the course of her extended interna-
tional experience, she has linked her find-
ings with questions and problems in other 
fields as well. This becomes evident when 
reading her three most recently published 
books. They are discussed in this review. 

The first one, La momia que habla 
(The Speaking Mummy) is a collection of 
chronicles and notes written for the Revis-
ta Ñ, the weekly supplement of Buenos 
Aires’ daily newspaper Clarín. The editor 
of this supplement, Héctor Pavón, tells 
in his introduction that, after having read 
Podgorny’s book Charlatanes. Crónicas de 
remedios incurables (Charlatans. Chronicles 
of Incurable Remedies, 2012), he liked her 
writing style so much that he asked her for 
contributions to his magazine. His idea 
was that she would “give a journalistic for-
mat to papers and academic investigations 
she uses to be submersed in” (darle for-
ma periodística a papers e investigaciones 
académicas en los que suele estar sumergi-
da, 11). In this way, it would be possible 
to explain some details of her research to a 
broader and less specialized audience.

We find the outcome in La momia que 
habla in the form of eighty-one published 
or not yet published texts. The book is 
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342 divided in six sections: Museums, Mum-
mies, Bones, Dates, Ethnographies, and 
Remedies. Podgorny is intimately fami-
liar with the collections of museums of 
natural history because she herself serves 
as director of the Archive of the Faculty 
of Sciences and the Museum of La Plata. 
Also, her stays at museums in Germany, 
the United States, Denmark, France, and 
England, among others, provides her 
with many informative material and have 
helped her to develop her research.

The title of Podgorny’s book refers 
to the chronicle “La momia que habla”, 
in which she describes the effort to let a 
mummy speak, albeit it is already dead 
for centuries and located in the museum 
of Leeds, England. In another one, “El 
trópico de Brandenburgo” (The Tropics 
of Brandenburg), she travels in the win-
ter months to the Tropical Islands, not far 
from Berlin, to find beaches, tropical veg-
etation, and swimming pools in an ellip-
soid dome of 360 meters long, 210 wide 
and 107 high. This simulation of the 
tropics for tourists is very much in con-
trast with the history of the place on the 
territory of the former GDR. Since June 
2003, in those “frías pampas de Branden-
burgo” (cold pampas of Brandenburg), 
one counts one million visitors each year, 
and Podgorny calculates its possible im-
pact on the climate and the effects of 
global warming.

The next book, Los argentinos vienen de 
los peces. Ensayo de filogenia nacional (Ar-
gentinians Descend from the Fish. Essay 
on National Phylogeny) forms part of the 
program “Burocracy, Commercialization 
of Nature, and the Transnational Char-
acter of Science” that Podgorny directs 
together with Susana García in La Plata. 

Now, it is a fish who speaks, although, to 
put it more precisely, it is about the histo-
ry of natural science as an academic dis-
cipline in Argentina. The bones of a fish 
were found in the North-eastern part of 
the Province of Buenos Aires in the riv-
erbed of the Luján River and this river as 
well as the city of the same name are leg-
endary. The city of Luján hosts the biggest 
Basilica of the country, constructed to cel-
ebrate the terracotta image of the Virgin 
Mary. The story of its origin goes as fol-
lows. The Portuguese landowner, Antonio 
Faria de Sá, who owned an estate in the 
North of Argentina, ordered to bring an 
image of the Most Holy Mary of the Im-
maculate Conception from Pernambuco 
in 1630, to place it in his chapel. It was 
shipped over the ocean to the Argentini-
an coast. It is said that, when transported 
over the Luján River, the image “refused” 
to travel further being in the neighbor-
hood of the Luján community, then an 
insignificant settlement. It was there that 
a chapel for her was built and later a 
church and a Basilica, in which the image 
is venerated. Today, Luján is the most im-
portant focus of Catholic peregrination in 
the southern part of the continent.

Podgorny describes this Catholic leg-
end to link it with another one, referring 
to the history of natural science in Argen-
tina and to paleontology in particular. 
In 1788, the Dominican priest, Manuel 
Torre, discovered in the mud of the Luján 
riverbanks the skeleton of a huge quad-
ruped and brought it to the Viceroy in 
Buenos Aires, who sent it to Spain. This 
skeleton raised the interest for such find-
ings in the overseas territory, especially 
since George Cuvier in Paris published 
a first interpretative description of this 
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343megatherium in 1796. In the following, 
in the wake of the interest for Charles 
Darwin’s interpretations of the evolution-
ary process of natural development, those 
bones of prehistoric animals (and hu-
mans) became quite popular in Europe-
an and North American scientific circles 
and the pampas in the southern part of 
the American continent seemed to host 
an infinite amount of them. Consequent-
ly, in 1861, the Argentinian Minister of 
Education Domingo Fausto Sarmiento 
contracted the German Hermann Bur-
meister (1807-1892) from the University 
of Halle to organize a first Public Muse-
um in the city and the province of Buenos 
Aires. Burmeister had already participat-
ed in expeditions to Brazil and left his 
Halle University Museum behind to start 
a new career overseas. 

One day, this Prussian academic with 
an outstanding professional reputation 
had an encounter with a primary school 
master from Luján, a “pueblito campes-
tre” (small country village) as Burmeister 
said, some time around 1870 (the date is 
discussed controversially), who wished to 
show him the bones of a fish found in the 
mud of the Luján River. This encounter 
unleashed what is called “The Bone War,” 
a “Science War” in nineteenth-century 
Argentina, about the correct interpre-
tation of bones and their place in the 
geological times of natural history. The 
schoolmaster was Florentino Ameghino 
(1854-1911), an autodidact whom Bur-
meister immediately judged to be com-
pletely unqualified as a professional. 

This fish, therefore, is at the center of 
Podgorny’s book, and it is illustrated by 
photographs of images of the catfish (bu-
gre) made by artists from Argentina and 

Peru. The author documents the different 
interpretations of Ameghino, Burmeister, 
and others in the course of the years by 
reproducing their letters and notes. The 
importance of paying such attention to 
this issue is explained in the epigraph, in 
which Podgorny discloses that, although 
much has been written about this fish, 
those texts lacked a precise understanding 
of its meaning, namely, of having been 
the “touchstone” (piedra de toque) for 
Ameghino’s career. He was so offended by 
Burmeister’s brutal rejection of his possi-
ble professionality that, after this encoun-
ter, he took the decision to make himself 
a most famous scientist.

Podgorny develops this scientific leg-
end of Luján in full in her third book, a 
classical monograph on the life and work 
of Florentino Ameghino. He started col-
lecting and documenting bones together 
with his two brothers Carlos and Juan 
in Luján. In 1878, he traveled to Paris 
to show his collections at the Universal 
Exposition. One of his objects were the 
bones of the legendary fish, which have 
disappeared ever since and only survive 
because Pedro Annaratone made a photo-
graph of Typupiscis lujanensis in Amegh-
ino’s collection in Luján around 1874. 
Ameghino stayed for three years in the 
City of Light and married shortly before 
going back to Argentina in 1881 a French 
woman, Leóntine Poirier, the daughter of 
one of the assistants of the laboratories of 
the National Museum of Natural Science. 
Back in Argentina, and again confronted 
with Burmeister’s aversion against his 
work, he founded a bookshop and with 
the help of his brothers and also of León-
tine he continued doing his paleontologi-
cal research. 
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344 Burmeister and Ameghino, certain-
ly, are most famous nineteenth-century 
scientists in Argentina today. Burmeister 
was a Prussian academic recommended by 
Alexander von Humboldt and Ameghino 
is “celebrated as a national scientist, his 
life personified the capacity of the immi-
grants to have success through public ed-
ucation and the richness of the pampas” 
(celebrado como sabio nacional, su vida 
encarnó la capacidad de superación de los 
inmigrantes mediante la educación públi-
ca y la riqueza de las pampas, p. 293).

Ameghino was the son of Italian im-
migrants in times of a huge immigration 
wave of Italians (and other Europeans) to 
Argentina before and around 1900. It was 
object of much discussion whether he was 
born in Italy or in Luján, a fact he ob-
viously kept secret. Without being a na-
tionalist, he certainly wished to look like 
an Argentinian, a nationality he only got 
in 1881, after having returned from Par-
is. His huge collection of bones and the 
20.000 pages of his œuvre testify to his 
legacy. Podgorny meticulously describes 
how much he could profit in Paris from 
the collections brought from Latin Amer-
ica by Alexander von Humboldt, Alcide 
d’Orbigny, Auguste de Saint-Hilaire and 
Peter Clausen. He had free access to the 
library of the Museum and studied the 
descriptions and images as well as the 
works on paleontology by the Danish in-
vestigator Peter Lund. He became fluent 
in French and was closely in touch with 
scientists and the commercial houses who 
traded in fossils. He published L’Antiquité 
de l’homme dans la Plata (1880, 2 vols.), 
the start of a series dedicated to the illu-
mination of the important anthropologi-
cal questions of that moment.

Back in Argentina, Ameghino estab-
lished himself in Buenos Aires hoping that, 
after the revolution of 1880, a new Mu-
seum of Natural Science along the newest 
European model would be installed in the 
capital, in which his collection, during 
his absence extended by his two brothers, 
would be exposed. Podgorny elucidates in 
great detail the procedures of getting the 
necessary official permission in national 
politics and identifies each step taken by 
the different parties in this matter. Also, 
the Catholic Church was involved, not 
too eager to deal with modern theories on 
the history of man, of course. Ameghino 
gave conferences in the Geographic In-
stitute, in one of which he characterized 
himself as being Darwin’s “disciple”. He 
established contacts with colleagues and 
friends in the scientific communities all 
over the country and also used the Argen-
tinian press to distribute his findings and 
searching financial support for his excur-
sions into the pampa. He succeeded in his 
expectations, being appointed to profes-
sor of zoology at the University of Córdo-
ba in 1884 and, in 1885, to Sub-Director 
of the newly founded General Museum 
of La Plata. Although these appointments 
should have resolved many difficulties, 
also financial, for Ameghino, whose only 
aim was to find bones in the pampas and 
interpreting them along the lines of the 
evolution of nature, the opposite is true. 
Podgorny documents and discusses all his 
moves and those of his colleagues, reveal-
ing their aversions and conflicts. With her 
solid knowledge of the objects discussed 
and a broad reading of the available doc-
uments, Podgorny proves herself to be a 
historian of science who keeps a precise 
view on her material. She discusses the 
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345controversies and gives credit to the re-
spective correctness of the interpretations 
from a contemporary viewpoint. She also 
outlays the ceremonial celebrations after 
Ameghino’s death, when he was declared 
to be “the only wise man we had” (úni-
co sabio que teníamos, p. 295). Because 
of this status, Podgorny again discusses 
Ameghino’s nationality in her last chap-
ter. The Pedagogic Section of the Faculty 
of Humanities, Law and Social Sciences 
of the University of La Plata aspired to 
make Ameghino a national hero posthu-
mously. The fact that he only attended 
primary school for four years and then 
converted himself into being an influen-
tial scientist should prove the quality of 
the (positivistic) public school system in 
the country. He should figure as a sec-
ular “national saint” in contrast to the 
Virgin in Luján, an objective for which 
they wanted to make his house of birth 
in this city a museum. It led to a polemic 
debate in the parliament in Buenos Aires, 
during which a Catholic deputy showed a 
birth certificate of Ameghino in Moneg-
lia, Italy. Other myths were demystified 
afterwards and, Podgorny concludes that, 
“killing one myth, produced another 
one” (matando un mito, alimentaba otro, 
p. 312). 

With her scientific and political 
biography of Florentino Ameghino, 
Podgorny has produced a book, which 
gives precise insights into the details of 
the institutional problems of natural sci-
ence in its beginnings in Argentina, in-
cluding a profound understanding of the 
different positions, with focus on pale-
ontology. For that reason, this biography 
might serve also as a source for studying 
the country’s cultural history of science, 

in times of Ameghino’s life, and goes far 
beyond being solely a book for specialists 
of natural history.

Ineke Phaf-Rheinberger  
(Giessen)

Jeane DeLaney: Identity and National-
ism in Modern Argentina. Defending the 
True Nation. Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press 2020. 450 páginas.

Nationalist tones are not only struck in 
Argentine politics when it comes to the 
Malvinas-Falkland Islands. Debates about 
the nation are always a field of political 
debate in Argentina. But contemporary 
politics is not the focus of Delaney’s book. 
She works on the emergence and persis-
tence of nationalism in the Argentine po-
litical public sphere. She sees two types of 
nationalism that characterized Argentina 
from the later 1920s through the 1970s: 
a left-wing nationalism that was socially 
inclusive and a right-wing nationalism 
that drew on authentic hispanismo and 
Catholic character. The central thesis of 
the book is that both strands of nation-
alism, despite political differences, share 
common roots and contents. Both argue 
that there is a homogeneous community 
that is independent of the state. The book 
therefore focuses on the exploration of ar-
gentinidad, or el ser nacional, which was 
expressed, among other things, in the lin-
guistic image of the two Argentinas, the 
pure and authentic and the false and arti-
ficial. In doing so, the author focuses on 
the essentialist vision of Argentine iden-
tity shared by both strands, which then, 
in a second step, allows conclusions to 
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