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Description 
The early twentieth century brought political, economic, and social changes to Peru. 
After the devastating losses experienced from the War of the Pacific in the late 1800s, 
the need to reconstruct and reform Peruvian society lent itself to the economic 
opportunities modernization presented. This exhibition of postcards from the 1920s 
show how the past and present converged in Peru at this critical juncture. 
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Introduction 

 
View from the Inca throne facing the rising sun in Cuzco 

 
Postcards depict prominent features of places at certain points in history, and thus leave 
a unique trail of social and environmental commercial documentation. Since their 
invention, they have served as a fast and picturesque method of communication 
typically done while travelling, and have become a mainstream fixture for tourism in the 
twentieth century. Deltiology, the act of collecting postcards, was just one type of activity 
foreign tourists and businessmen practiced while in Peru in the 1920s. Peruvian textiles 
and pottery also caught collectors’ eyes. The alpaca wool products, the colorful woven 
blankets, and the huaco earthen vessels created by centuries of indigenous peoples 
possessed visual appeal and cultural value to foreigners.  

 



 
Plaza de Armas in Lima 

 
The early twentieth century brought political, economic, and social changes to Peru. 
After the devastating losses experienced from the War of the Pacific in the late 1800s, 
the need to reconstruct and reform Peruvian society lent itself to the economic 
opportunities modernization presented. Entering into the world economy made Peru 
vulnerable to foreign influence and Western capitalism, and the heightened foreign 
interest via trade, industry, and tourism began molding the emerging modern Peru in 
positive and negative ways. With the past and present culture converging at this critical 
juncture, the images presented here show old and new Peru existing in this duality.  
 

 



 
A market in Juliaca 

 
The Hispanic Society of America Postcard Collection consists of a geographical series 
of postcards from Spanish and Portuguese-speaking countries. Published between 
1921 to 1928, the black-and-white images document important landmarks, daily urban 
life, local industries, and the cultural and natural environment for each country 
represented. This exhibit highlights over 60 postcards from the Peru series. A selection 
of the series was recently used to help contextualize certain Peruvian ceramics studied 
in the undergraduate Art History course, “Art and Archaeology of Peru”.  
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Identifying 1920s Peru in Pictures and Words 

 
The harbor in Callao 

 
The postcards offer a unique perspective of Peru developing into an economic center, 
ready for business and tourism, while still revealing cultural tradition. The typical 
features highlighting Peru’s modernization include the following: religious, business, and 
federal buildings; everyday subjects in the urban environment (streetscapes, markets, 
locals, etc.); and industry, particularly copper smelting, weaving, and exporting. Some 
features depicting natural and cultural heritage are the following: ancient Inca ruins; the 
natural environment, such as the ocean studded with ships and smelters nestled in the 
arid mountains; and animals, mostly llama packs roaming in the streets or mountains.  

 



 
The Dominican Church in Lima 

 
However, several representations are lacking that signify Peru. Food, such as regional 
cultural dishes and local produce, is absent. The local crafts and industries less affected 
by foreign enterprise are missing, particularly Peruvian ceramics (a popular collector’s 
item). Although palm trees are found in the images of the city environment, native flora 
in its natural habitat outside the city is not represented. In regards to people and 
residences, the life outside the city in rural areas is shown marginally and reveals a 
barrenness untouched by the modern economic machinery of the day.  

 



 
Business section of Tacna 

 
Brief descriptions written by the Hispanic Society of America are located on the 
postcards’ back and reference the landmarks, activities, and people seen in the images. 
Despite the short one-or-two-liner text, a stated preference for certain visual information 
can be gleaned, as well as a noticeable absence of other information. “Typical” scenes 
and homes “of the poorer class” are noted in the harbor city of Mollendo, while the 
modernized, European-style urban center of Tacna is praised as a “clean and thriving 
city”. This treatment suggests a bias or a Western way of conceptualizing the notion of 
progress. Indigenous groups make up a significant percent of the multi-ethnic nation, 
but they are grouped under “indian” in the postcards’ descriptions with no reference 
given to their ethnic identity. The lack of distinction for photographed individuals and the 
preference for modernized scenes dwarfs the portrayal of native Peruvian identity.  
 

 



 
Children and houses in Mollendo 

  

 



Modern Identity 

 
The business center of Lima 

 
Issues of representation echo the struggle of constructing a national identity amid 
modernization. With an economy increasingly dependent on foreign demand, there 
came a stronger presence of Western influence in centers of business activity, new and 
old. Large-scale industrial enterprises appeared in urban and remote places such as 
Lima and Casapalca. The postcards give evidence of the scale and the bustling 
industrial activity in several images of copper smelting and exporting, as well as a few in 
wool spinning and rubber (extraction from trees). However, signs of the strenuous labor 
conditions and pressures on local workers are hidden from view.  

 



 
Copper smelters in Casapalca 

 
Urbanization coincided with industrialization and modernization. Lima emerges as the 
modern capital, necessitating peasants to migrate from the countryside for economic 
opportunity. The postcards showcase the city streets, plazas, and buildings that bear 
marks of colonial, religious, and political legacies in a modern setting. Designations of 
“poorer” or “higher” classes in descriptions signal the importance of economic status for 
citizens in the city, versus their indigenous identity or where they came from. The 
convergence of influences, new and old, and the bringing together of a national 
workforce for industry and urban business thus reveal Peru adjusting to its modern, 
economic identity.  

 

 



 
Removing rubber from rubber tree 

 
 

 



 
 
 

Continuous Identity 

 
Fishermen in Payta 

 
Although Peru’s modernization is most prominent in the postcards, traces of Peru’s 
traditional and native identities can still be found. Most recognizable are the Inca ruins 
from the Cuzco series. Cuzco still retains its status as Peru’s ancient capital, having 
been the site of the Inca throne around the 15th and 16th century. Some Cuzco images 
show the fusion of Inca walls into the colonial city’s structures, a striking symbol of old 
Peru.  
 

 



 
Inca foundations in colonial homes 

 



 
Llama pack train in the mountains 

 
In terms of animals and nature, another recognizable image is the llama. Postcards 
from Lima, Casapalca, and other locations show llama packs and alpacas roaming in 
the mountains, streets, and even a hotel. The physical terrain, a permanent part of 
Peru, is the feature and background in a handful of postcards. The barren hills outside 
city centers, the rolling mountains enveloping smelters and railroad tracks, scenic views 
of the rocky shore in Mollendo, and the oceanic setting in Payta and Callao help viewers 
envision Peru in its natural environment and physical location. The animal and natural 
world are embodied in Peru's tradition of earthen ceramics, shaped by indigenous 
groups for centuries. 

 



 
Pottery sellers at a Lima market 

 
These visual reminders of the modern, past, and permanent reinforce the idea that 
modernization can transform Peru, but it cannot fully conceal what came before. A 
co-existence of the old and modern Peru continues to reveal itself in every image. 

  
The inner canyon as from an Oroyo railroad train 
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