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Abstract

Criollismo and criolla music appear on the academic agenda in an intermittent manner: they emerge forcefully, only to later
dissolve once again. In his master’s thesis in Visual Anthropology at the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru (PUCP), Bruno
Benavides Allain weaves together family memory with a critical gaze that distrusts fixed definitions. His research, Idyllic
Landscapes: The criollo within me, begins with a documentary dedicated to his grandfather, the painter Oscar Allain, and expands
into a broader exploration of criollismo as an affective, performative, and deeply urban experience. Benavides Allain understands
that “the criollo” does not refer to a single category, but rather to a field of tensions in which class, memory, nostalgia, humor,
exclusions, and everyday gestures coexist. He acknowledges the dilemma of studying which constitutes him: family heritage,
the figure of the grandfather, the codes of the jarana. He also observes how the audiovisual makes it possible to capture nuances
that escape textual analysis: thythms, silences, bonds, and ways of being together. His work proposes approaching criollismo not
as a static tradition, nor as a golden myth of a lost Lima, but as a mobile polyhedron in which each generation projects different
meanings. The research reclaims performance, domestic archive, and autoethnography as legitimate pathways for thinking about
identity. From the camera and through reflection, it invites a reconsideration of criollismo as an emotional territory that still
pulses, even if from the fragility of its memories.

Keywords

Visual Anthropology, Criollismo, Peruvian Criolla Music, Jarana, Documentary Photography, Lima, Peru

1. Introduction

This interview is framed as a conversation situated at the
crossroads of research, personal history, and audiovisual prac-
tice. Rather than approaching criollismo as a defined cultural
object, the dialogue with Bruno Benavides Allain invites the
reader to enter a space where knowledge emerges through re-
lationships, memories, and sensory experience. The discus-
sion takes place in the wake of his work in visual anthropology,

a field that foregrounds the camera not merely as a recording
device but as a way of thinking, feeling, and relating to the
world.

Benavides Allain speaks from a position that is at once
scholarly and intimate: as a filmmaker shaped by his academic
training, as a grandson linked to the artistic legacy of Oscar
Allain, and as someone who has inhabited the spaces, sounds,
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and socialities of criolla culture. This multiplicity of positions
is not treated as a methodological obstacle, but rather as a pro-
ductive condition that shapes the very questions of the inter-
view.

Throughout the conversation, criollismo appears less as a
tradition to be preserved than as a dynamic field of practices,
affects, and tensions—between admiration and critique, prox-
imity and distance, memory and transformation. The inter-
view therefore does not seek definitive answers about what
criollismo “is”, but explores how it is lived, performed, repre-
sented, and reimagined across time and space.

What follows is a thematic dialogue that moves between
visual anthropology, family memory, documentary filmmak-
ing, and the social life of criolla music. By attending to images,
sounds, bodies, and emotions, the interview opens a space to
reconsider criollismo as an affective and urban experience that
continues to resonate in contemporary Peru.

2. Interview: Visual Anthropology,
Memory and Criolla Music

2.1. Between Sound and Image

Why study criollismo from the perspective of visual anthro-
pology? Why did criolla music have such an impact on you? I
know you have a very interesting relationship with your
grandfather, and that he has a strong connection to criollismo;
he has contributed to it through his art. But what does visual
anthropology contribute to the understanding of criolla music
that more traditional approaches—such as historiography or
musicology—do not?

Visual anthropology helped me understand that perfor-
mance is the main component of how people live and repro-
duce cultural identities. In this specific case, I am speaking of
performance in a broader sense: that everyday performance
through which one reaffirms oneself as criollo, beyond the
specific ritual of the jarana, which would already represent
the culmination of criollo expression.

Figure 1. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2018). Lalo Llanos and Bruno Lara
at La Catedral del Criollismo. Breria, Lima, Peru.

In that sense, photography and video—which incorporate
an important auditory element—can convey aspects in ways

that escape the approaches you refer to as more traditional. No
matter how postmodern one may be, no matter how aware one
is of one’s own bias, it seems to me that video, the audiovisual
medium, is a very particular mode of transmission for criol-
lismo, understood not only as a musical expression but also as
a social and cultural one. It revolves around music, gathering,
conversations, and states of mind. By watching a scene from
a jarana or a recorded gathering, one can observe dynamics
among the participants: one can see someone singing louder
than another and notice details that, while open to subjectivity,
are present and escape what is strictly musical.

If you say, “on such-and-such a day, at such-and-such a time,
these songs were played”, or even if you are very specific and
say that Chiclayo or Piura coplas were included, everything
ends up feeling somewhat cold, somewhat schematic in rela-
tion to the real atmosphere in which these events took place.
And while it is true that video is not a solution to everything—
because there is always mediation, especially when someone
is editing—it does allow one to open a window onto expres-
sions that are not easily quantifiable or classifiable.

I think that is where the idea lies: the audiovisual functions
as a tool that reveals these processes and, at the same time,
fulfills another very particular function, namely that of the ar-
chive, something inherent to documentary practice. The ar-
chive becomes something that can be revisited. In the case of
criollismo, this is even more evident. For example, as people
pass away, as performers are lost, a record can remain—an ar-
chive that, over time, becomes invaluable. Imagine finding a
video of the last time Oscar Avilés played the guitar at a gath-
ering: that would have an enormous value as a historical ar-
chive. And one never knows who the next Oscar Avilés might
be, or whether that man who has not sung all night long turns
out, when seen in the recording, to be a popular composer
from a particular neighborhood. The mere fact of his presence
there, without doing much, already represents a value—a kind
of important document, a document that transcends, as you say,
the textual and the musicological.

Figure 2. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2017). Gonzalo Graiia and Felipe
Pinglo at 20 years old. Breiia, Lima, Peru.

In Idyllic Landscapes, you emphasize that the “live” expe-
rience is a priority for understanding, and that’s where the
archival aspect comes in. But what kind of ethics or care does
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filming “‘from within” this popular world demand?

I think that’s a question anthropology has always asked,
right? This idea of participant observation. To what extent is
one an observer, and to what extent is one participating? Is it
easy to participate in a jarana while holding a camera in your
hand? Do the dynamics within the gathering change because
someone is recording? Who is doing the recording is another
very important point.

I explain this a bit in the text accompanying the audiovisual
thesis. The criollo world of the so-called “older generation”—
not the commercial or vocational criollo world, but this one
that explores an entire network of affections and also con-
flicts—is very difficult to access. People like [Fred] Rohner,
who manage to make a space for themselves [1], researchers
like [Rodrigo] Chocano, people who really get in [2]; it’s be-
cause they earn that space over time. And, like any other
closed cultural group, it has its codes and barriers that must be
crossed. No matter how much you want to, many times you
never end up being an organic part of it.

It happened to me, for example, with an important person
like a very well-known singer—he was at my grandfather’s
house, invited to a birthday gathering, and he got very upset
because I was recording. Of course, he had never seen me in
his life and had no reason to know I was the grandson of the
honoree. Even knowing it, I think at one point he chose to be
aggressive toward me. They are understandably very protec-
tive, like any artist; they obviously value what they do. And
many times, for them, someone with a camera is a journalist,
a kind of “bird of prey” scavenging a moment that is very sig-
nificant for them.

It’s something I never fully got over, even with people with
whom I managed to build some trust. It’s very complex. It’s

more complex than just saying, “Abh, this person is not criollo”.

But why is he not criollo? And why don’t they consider him
part of it if he has been coming for six months, a year, a year
and a half, or three years? It’s part of the broader social con-
flict we have: class differences, differences in thinking, and
intergenerational differences.

It’s very complicated for me. I even imagine a scene where
someone who hasn’t attended a gathering in ten years sud-
denly appears and sees an anthropologist who has been there
for three months, and says, “Who is this guy? Where did they
get him from?” Then starts this kind of validation process,
ways of being and identity specific to the group, in this case,
criollismo. And that also involves knowing to what extent one
must perform as a researcher: knowing when to dry a beer
glass, when to be quiet, when to laugh, etc.

I found it to be a very complex group, a super rich and little-
studied field from my point of view. There is also a kind of
brotherhood—not exactly silence, but also not freely giving
away details to anyone. In my thesis, I had a couple of inci-
dents...

For example, with someone at the Centro Social Cultural

1 A painter of everyday life and a leading figure in Peruvian art and culture, he
passed away on December 17, 2025. His career was marked by portraits of daily

Musical Breria...

I must be very grateful for the access I was given at Brefia,
thanks to being my grandfather’s grandson. Now, my grand-
father is not a figure free of controversy. On the contrary, he
has a strong and very straightforward character that can gen-
erate some antipathy. And he doesn’t care! But if your access
depends on someone opening the door for you, indirectly do-
ing a favor for your grandfather, you end up inheriting those
same antipathies as well.

That’s why you must be very careful, very resilient, and
know how to navigate between the personal and the collective.

2.2. Affective Tensions: Between Ethnography
and Family

How did you manage the tension between ethnographic
documentation and your familial or affective involvement?

Well, that is a topic I am still working on. Beyond consid-
ering myself someone with a lot of interest and a strong desire
to research and learn more, I cannot for a single moment lose
sight of the fact that, first and foremost, I am a grandson dig-
ging into what I have familiarly absorbed all my life, only in
a more serious way and relying on a certain methodology.

I do not intend to divide myself between ethnographer and
family member. And I think that is something I develop in my
approach to documentary filmmaking. Recognizing myself in
front of the audience as directly implicated, on an affective
and intimate level, allows me to be consistent with my princi-
ples and feel that what I do has a certain authenticity.

Has your grandfather already passed away?

No, no. He turned 103 years old on September 19. For his
age, he’s doing quite well.

Is he still painting?

No, he has lost his sight. He stopped painting several years
ago. In fact, he continued painting well into his nineties. The
recording for my audiovisual thesis began when he was 92 and
lasted at least until he was 95. We even traveled together to
Chiclayo when he was already over 94. So, he’s made of good
stock.

Oscar Allain® is a key figure in Peruvian painting. Regard-
ing these criollo moments, moments of jarana, how did his
work and personality influence your perspective on the criollo?

In everything. Both his work and his personality. Since I
was a child, I knew he was a painter, and I’ve seen his work at
different stages—sketches, works in progress, and finished
pieces—from a very young age. I recognize that I have a kind
of duality there: I never quite feel completely part of that cri-
ollo tradition that my maternal family cultivates almost reli-
giously.

On the other hand, my paternal family is not criollo at all.
So, I always saw that bohemian world as something mysteri-
ous and attractive. A different way of being. I’m not even talk-
ing about “being criollo,” but about being a person; even when

life, traditions, and the cultural diversity of the country, contributing through his
work to the construction of collective memory.
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we start talking about gender values, about being a man. My
paternal grandfather has a different way of understanding
masculinity than my father, for example.

So, I think there is something very particular in my personal
drive to research. I want to understand this part of my family
much more, because it is also part of me, ultimately. My par-
ents instilled in me a work ethic based on responsibility, which
contrasts clearly with the festive spirit of, for example, how
birthdays were celebrated back in the day: the serenade, the
santo, the joroba, the recorcova, the respinguete, and the an-
davete.

I remember asking my grandfather how those people man-
aged if they had to work the next day, and he would tell me:
“No, most criollos were workers with trades where they con-
trolled their own time. If someone was a mason or a painter,
or made keys, well, they simply didn’t open their business that
day, period”. It looks very nice in a book about others or a
research thesis, but if you live through those long nights with
alcohol, it becomes clear that if you don’t have the discipline
to balance it out, you couldn’t live a somewhat productive life.
Uncontrolled bohemianism can end up in a carousel of ex-
cesses that benefits no one.

But in Idyllic Landscapes that tension is also noticeable.
What you say about admiration and distance is very strong.
How did you manage that affective tension during the four
years of research?

At the end of 2010, I began recording my first visits to the
Centro Social Cultural Musical Brefia. That tension is part of
the entire process. It is also extrapolatable to the tension be-
tween the establishment and a cultural expression that, in
many ways, belongs to another era, and is sometimes decon-
textualized.

Of course, this tension is not limited to me alone. That’s
why it was important to include it in the research: because it
is a real tension. Sure, the criollo can be very beautiful, but it
also has a part that is not so much. There is a part that is diffi-
cult to access and that is surrounded by prejudices, by ideas
inherent to it that no one can escape.

Figure 3. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2015). A Night in Las Lopez. Lince,
Lima, Peru.

So, could you tell me what you learned from your grandfa-

ther about this representation of the “people,” the “neighbor-
hood,” the “criollo body,” and the “performance”? Your
grandfather painted in o0il, and you have documented it from
a documentary perspective.

This research was marked by the distance with the figure of
my grandfather. But also, by pleasure: it was the way I found
to connect with my grandfather in a more intimate way than
routine allowed. It was an opportunity to get to know each
other, not only me getting to know him, but him getting to
know me as well.

And I really think that is the beauty of documentary work,
and of research, in this case from the anthropology of the fam-
ily: you don’t leave your role as a grandson at the door. All the
time, it was about getting to know an older criollo, who hap-
pened to be my grandfather. Understanding that entire cultural
background. Of course, he paints, but he is not only a painter:
he also sings and participates in the gatherings. I think that on
his 93rd birthday, he indulged himself by singing at a pefia in
Miraflores. He has also had that desire or curiosity to trans-
cend his role as a painter, as an observer. That need to express
himself musically is part of who he is.

And he didn’t just sing: he also wrote poetry. He has always
had a strong desire to express himself artistically, and I think
in that way I connect a lot with him. Ultimately, I had the
pleasure of getting to know him better in terms of his abilities,
and of allowing him to get to know me, establishing with him
a relationship different from the one we had before the re-
search. We established a kind of complicity.

Were you more criollo than your grandfather? (Laughs).

No! Never. Never. I think, in any case, this experience
helped me get closer to him, and that is something very sig-
nificant for the researcher as a person.

Is there anything you haven'’t been able to film from your
grandfather’s heritage, from the legacy he leaves you, from
the criollismo that is part of him?

Unfortunately, it will no longer be possible to record him.
What I could probably record now would be other people talk-
ing about him, although that was not the intention of this re-
search. I did not want to make a kind of tribute video, so I
limited it as much as possible to the relationship between the
two parties.

In any case, I could speak of him as that multifaceted pres-
ence that people remember positively, but also with its nu-
ances. And that is not strange to me, because I always knew
his character, how he also liked to perform his criollo identity
as an artist. That is also interesting: how he understands what
it means to be an artist, what freedoms artistic life allows, and
the obligations it entails.

Because, of course, yes, very bohemian, all you want, but
every day at eight in the morning he was in front of a canvas.
And not necessarily because art was boiling in his veins and
needed to be expressed, but also because it was an economic
activity that allowed him to live. Which, for me, is a real
achievement.

Now, in these times, when the relationship between image
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and its distribution circuits is more “transparent,” and there
are new ways of understanding artistic practice, it seems to me
that that generation and that type of artist deserve recognition.
My grandfather is not considered a great master like José Tola,
[José] Sabogal, or Tilsa Tsuchiya, who fulfill that mandate of
the artistic understood as a unique, irreproducible work with
market value as a singular object.

He, on the other hand, basically reinvented himself. It was
as if a musician composed a song and did not record a single
version, but played the same song over and over again, in dif-
ferent eras, in different places. And you could even observe—
from such a year to such a year—how his voice changed, what
type of guitar he used, what equipment he recorded with... but
applied to a pictorial motif.

He reinvented himself a million times. Why? Because that
serial production, but without a machine, was what allowed
him to live. He lived from it. He had no family inheritance or
property. He was the beginning of his own tradition and al-
lowed himself to live by his own rules. I think that is very
commendable.

Figure 4. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2018). A cup, a donkey jaw, Chulu-
canas pottery, and an owl. Breiia, Lima, Peru.

2.3. The Visual Study of Criollismo

What potential do you see in documentary photography for
studying criollismo and its spaces??

At first, it seems to me that any type of documentation is
valuable. But it also depends on the mindset with which it is
done. It’s not that one type is better than another; rather, each
record responds to a different intention: documenting the
spaces? The occurrences? The events? The Dia de la Cancion
Criolla? Or perhaps conducting a visual research project like
La Catedral by Wendor Salgado? Other interests may also
converge, such as the desire to create artistic photography.

These are very significant spaces and events. That’s why I
consider that any type of documentation can serve many pur-
poses: it can have aesthetic-artistic value, or it can be used to
gather visual information. For example, someone might ask—

2 The author of this article has been exploring how documentary photography and
audiovisual productions can contribute to the diffusion and preservation of social
practices related to criolla music. This topic will be developed in a later work;
meanwhile, some previous productions can be consulted: the documentary short

and it wouldn’t be a crazy question: is there a particular aes-
thetic in the homes of criollos? In the spaces where people ja-
ranea? Are they living rooms, gardens? Closed or open spaces?

Figure 5. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2016). Main hall of the Barrios Altos
Musical Social Center. Barrios Altos, Lima, Peru.

These are also private spaces. No one opens their home for
just anyone to enter, but we still must ask: who is the audience?
Is it a family event, as is most often the case? Many of these
family gatherings leave no record, and for that reason, they
could be forgotten. That is why photographic documentation
is so valuable: it rescues the everyday, the ephemeral.

So, there are many factors to consider: first, the mindset
with which the photos are taken; second, the nature of what is
being photographed. And, of course, all of this is important for
ethnographic research. [3].

For example, beyond public-private spaces or musical clubs,
we could focus on family jaranas, and the result would be
completely different. One could even ask seemingly trivial
questions, such as: what color do criollos paint their walls? It
might sound trivial, but if you take photographs in color, you
could discover patterns, aesthetic details that say a lot about
material culture.

In my case, I focused more on ways of being criollo, be-
cause I had a particular, and I admit perhaps even selfish, in-
terest in understanding who this person, my grandfather, really
was.

So, of course, I think about all the people I met—not just
the singers, but also the people who worked at the Musical
Center. For example, Elsa. That person was incredible to me;
I established a very affective connection with her. When the
time came, I told her that the research was focused on my
grandfather, and she had many interesting things to say about
him, not all necessarily flattering.

Seeing my grandfather through the eyes of an Afro-de-
scendant woman from the working class was revealing. There
is no way to know him in that dimension except through her
eyes. And that made me think about the enormous potential of

film El Guardidn y los ultimos criollos (20 min, 2022), the virtual exhibition Cri-
ollos. Donde resiste la jarana (2021), and the multimedia photo essays E/ jardin
de los autores. Dulce veneno del valse (5:49 min, 2015) and 4 la Limeria. Encanto
de jarana (13:02 min, 2017).
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video, photography, and even sound recording. All these me-
dia allow one to capture nuances, resonances, gestures, and
silences, which are hardly conveyed through words alone.
Talking with you, new ideas occur to me, like creating a
kind of sound map of the places where Musical Centers exist:
how the street in front of each one sounds, how that corner
sounds. I am sure the sound is not the same in Brefia as it is in
Callao, Rimac, or La Victoria, and that is how it resonates.

Figure 6. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2015). 11th anniversary of La Cate-
dral del Criollismo. Breria, Lima, Peru.

How can one visually translate the rhythm, improvisation,
and humor?

I think there are untranslatable. One can approach them, but
as with the most deeply rooted identities, you cannot simply
put on a criollo outfit and take it off at will. If someone is seen
doing that, they will quickly be identified as an outsider. Being
criollo, as cliché as it may sound, is living as a criollo. It’s like
being an artist: almost everything is a performance.

There is something interesting that, now that I mention it,
was left out of my research: politics. In political terms, what
kind of political life did these people have? Because in our
time, political participation basically boils down to voting and
marching at specific moments. However, these people come
from a completely different generation, which experienced
very different political moments throughout their lives. And
that internal tension, almost inherent to criollismo, about what
constitutes the music of Peruvian identity... How did criolla
music come to be considered the music of Peruvian identity?
Is the tension with Andean culture limited only to music?
When you go deeper, you realize it is a real tension, one that
is part of the society we live in and that is unavoidable.

It is a theme that is present, and I think that, just like hu-
mor—which can sometimes be easier for us as Limefios to ap-
proach—there are also aspects that involve much deeper ten-
sions, going beyond what is strictly musical.

2.4. Peruvian Anthropology, the Study of the
Criollo and the Problem of Exotification

In Idyllic Landscapes, you mention that criollismo, despite

being a popular expression, can reproduce certain discrimi-
natory patterns toward Indigenous people. Could you elabo-
rate on that?

The one who has worked on this topic from a theoretical
perspective is one of your interviewees, José A. Lloréns [4].
He has a book specifically dedicated to it: Musica popular en
Lima: criollos y andinos (1983). There is an evident polariza-
tion around this issue, and it is enough to visit any criollo cen-
ter or any jarana and ask the older gentlemen what they think
of Grupo 5, or of musical forms of mestizaje like chicha or
Amazonian cumbia, to realize that discrimination still exists,
shaped by the historical and social context we live in. We are
children of our reality, and criollismo does not escape any of
this.

The fact that Prado institutionalized criolla music is also in-
teresting, because it shows that it is an interclass expression.
It is not unique nor entirely popular. It is like a curve: it begins
and develops as a popular expression in the early decades—as
Steve Stein shows in Lima obrera: 1900-1930 [5]—then
reaches a peak of popularity driven by a whole musical and
recording industry, a real boom, and afterward enters a decline
that, in some way, we are still experiencing.

But it was popular enough to cross all social strata. Just
think of a composer like Chabuca Granda and a performer like
Lucha Reyes. They are very different figures, one a singer-
songwriter and the other a performer, but both are fundamen-
tal. [6].

And then these ghostly images appear, completely fabri-
cated, of a viceregal Lima, a “pure” Lima without contami-
nants, a Lima criolla in its purest state. So, what is criollo?
Where does the word “criollo” come from? Which group was
considered “criollo” at the beginning of the Republic?

It is fascinating because criollismo is popular and, at the
same time, it is not. It can be elitist, but it is also not accurate
to say it is essentially elitist.

Figure 7. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2018). Mi guitarra palpita como un
loco corazon. Brefia, Lima, Peru.

Is it a mix?
It is a polyhedron that keeps turning, and depending on
where you grasp it, you will find three, four, five, or six dif-
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ferent dimensions [7]. That is precisely what makes it so dis-
tinct and rich to study, especially in times when every research
project seems colored by a specific ideology. Each point of
view approaches from a particular place, and there is also a
politics behind studying the great retablo makers, for example.
It is not something limited only to criollo. 1 think that these
kinds of cultural and artistic manifestations, so complex, are
very valuable for understanding who we are as a society: who
we were, who we are now, how we have changed, and how we
continue to transform.

Ten years after the publication of your thesis, how has your
perspective on criollismo and visual anthropology changed?

Visual anthropology is incorporated into my way of seeing
and making film. It is present, above all, in its critical dimen-
sion in self-critique, which for me is one of the most valuable
things I gained from studying it. I stopped being a person who
records thoughtlessly and, above all, who edits thoughtlessly,
without that meaning becoming paralyzed.

It is a continuous process that has a lot to do with postmod-
ern thinking. I remember in an ethnographic film course we
watched a film by the Vietnamese filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-
ha, which begins with the phrase: “I am recording, but why
am [ recording?” That question stays with me to this day. I
have never stopped following that logic, constantly question-
ing myself. Additionally, I try to move away from clichés, to
contribute something different, because clichés tend to repro-
duce hegemonic thoughts, hierarchies, and factual social rela-
tionships within the society we live in and for which we also
produce.

Let’s talk about the documentary Lima Bruja [8], because
it presents a tension you mention in your thesis: the commer-
cial, the exotic, the folkloric, and the underground. How does
your critique of that documentary relate to your approach to
criollismo?

My critique wasn’t so much about what should or shouldn’t
be done. I think everyone approaches the topic from their own
position, but of course, one doesn’t approach it only as a pro-
ducer, but also as a viewer and, in my case, as a critic of a
cultural artifact that is a film. Something that caught my atten-
tion—and I think I do mention it—was the issue of food. For
example, when in the film they eat “gato” or “cabrito de
techo”. There is that need to maintain a critical perspective
toward oneself. That goes beyond ethnographic research and
the academic realm. It’s not about censoring or dictating how
to make a film; for Rafael Polar it was necessary because it is
part of his experience, and he has every right to do it, but I
also consider it legitimate to offer a critique in that regard.

You have mentioned exotification as one of the most persis-
tent flaws in cultural production. Why do you consider that
this perspective improves the understanding of criollismo?

Exotification seems to me to be one of the most recurring
flaws, and unfortunately it does not seem to end in cultural
production in general. [ understand that it may be more attrac-
tive or more “marketable” to show a scene where they eat gato,
but while does a disservice to the complexity of the criollo

polyhedron we were talking about. I don’t think Lima Bruja is
a bad film; on the contrary, over time it has gained strength
and today functions as an invaluable testimony, in every sense
of the word.

Figure 8. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2016). Carlos Hidalgo and Enrique
Molina in The Cathedral. Brefia, Lima, Peru.

In your thesis, you point out that Peruvian anthropology
has been historically marked by an indigenist perspective.
How does this affect the study of criollo and criolla music?

This is a topic that even goes against the historiography of the
Social Sciences in Peru. Peruvian anthropology is founded by an
indigenist school, and all the major schools are tinged with that
influence. | find it interesting when that perspective becomes
more complex, when it enters more personal terrains: family eth-
nography, autoethnography, in a country where the tension be-
tween the Andean and the criollo—or between the Andean world
and the Western world—is foundational to our identities.

As Plato said, we reproduce the State within ourselves. We
are the State. Education is designed so that the State repro-
duces itself in us. And, of course, the State in which we live
has its flaws, just as it also has its great achievements.

I find this very interesting when it is applied to academic
research, to a very particular way of doing anthropology. That
is why some of my professors, who have done work in visual
ethnography and visual anthropology with great masters of
Andean art, had no idea who my father was. And that’s fine;
it is completely valid. The recovery of those traditions is nec-
essary, but it is also interesting that they don’t know, for ex-
ample, the Centro Social Cultural Musical Brefia or the figure
of my grandfather.

And it’s not that they should know it just because he is my
grandfather, but because his work is quite particular: it moves
in those interstices that the broom of Limefio or Peruvian an-
thropology usually doesn’t reach.

What narrative or visual strategies do you employ to create
tension with or subvert hegemonic views of “the Limerio” or
“authentic criollo™?

It’s very complex. What may seem subversive to us can be
exactly the opposite for other people. They might say: “No,
you’re playing the game of the upper-class Limefio, criollo,
white, Chabuca Granda, and the balconies with ornamental
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ironwork”. So, am I doing something subversive, or am I re-
inforcing an outdated and colonial system? (Laughs).

Figure 9. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2015). A person watches the members
of The Cathedral singing. Brefia, Lima, Peru.

Neither chicha nor limonada...

Neither maracuya nor tamarindo (Laughs). In that sense, |
value research on criollo very much because it allows us to
tell a story that doesn’t necessarily make us feel comfortable
or proud. I am interested in the mirror reflecting that multiple
images, that polyhedron that sometimes appears perfectly fac-
eted and structured, but at other times can be amorphous, un-
stable, and changing.

Returning a bit to the topic of Lima Bruja, 1 think that the
deeper research, the more involved one becomes in it. And yes,
I believe it is now time to take that another step: looking to-
ward the familiar, the intimate. If the State is reproduced
within us—as we said before—and if that tension between the
West and the Andes is present in every thought we have, then
autoethnography and subjective research can offer a very
powerful perspective. They are often underestimated, but I
think they can provide profound and necessary insights into
who we really are.

TR

Figure 10. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2015). Y que importa maiiana la

3 Benavides Allain, Master’s Thesis, pp. 45-46: “It seems clear to me that I was
not approaching the topic of criollismo with the rigor and critical eye it deserves,
due to the ‘conflict of interests’ that arises when criticizing something so close to
me. It is also true that, without realizing it, I was defending the idea that there exists
an ‘authentic’ or ‘pure’ criollismo. As my selection of literature for the conceptual
framework suggested, there are many definitions of ‘criollo,” I would even say in-
finite. It is a category that functions like an empty container: each person sees (as

condena. Si estuvo un rato, el corazon contento. Lince, Lima, Peru.

2.5. Research on Criolla Music Today

You have pointed out that we should value research on cri-
ollo more because it is important not to always tell ourselves
a pleasant story, but a complex one. I find it striking that there
are so few researchers dedicated to studying criolla music and
its transformations in different regions of Peru. Some argue
that criolla music develops primarily in the main urban cen-
ters. How do you see this?

I’m not approaching the topic from an academic mindset,
nor am I up to date with all the recent publications, but I do
remember that when I was more active in research, around
2015, there was already a lot of discussion about this. Every-
thing revolves around music. If there is a fundamental element
of criollismo that cannot be overlooked, it is this: the music.

It is not visual production that sustains it, but the musical
aspect, and there is something interesting here because it
shares a lot with food. Criollo music and food are very close
categories; both are an essential part of gatherings and cele-
brations. But I’m no longer sure if all of this can still be con-
sidered “criollo” in the strict sense.

What I am clear about is that there is much more research
and interest—and especially market—around gastronomy
than around music. In music, there is no money at stake, or at
least not in the same way. In countries like Spain or Argentina,
for example, traditional music has become a cultural industry,
whereas here it hasn’t to the same extent. People who make
music do it out of passion, out of love for the art, but they can
hardly sustain themselves solely from it.

This inevitably discourages the emergence of new bands or
innovative projects within criollismo. And as you say, there
aren’t enough creators or researchers generating new circuits
or new audiences.

I don’t consider myself a specialist by any means, but it
does strike me that there isn’t really any truly innovative pro-
duction. It’s as if postmodernity has never arrived in criol-
lismo (Laughs). It remains in a state where everyone seems to
be playing a role, pretending something, but without looking
inward. That intimate conflict, that reflection on being, is
missing—something we do find in other musical traditions.

In your thesis, you acknowledge that, at the beginning, your
approach to criollismo was conditioned by a “conflict of in-
terests” and by a certain unconscious defense of the idea of
an “authentic” criollismo®. How do you now engage with that
critical reflection on the very notion of “criollo” and its mul-
tiple meanings?

criollismo) what they want to see (as criollismo); they can highlight love for the
homeland, praise the vitality of Afro rhythms, or condemn the quarrelsome and
informal style of a sector of the population, etc.—all using the same word. This is
why I consider it necessary to redouble the critical perspective on what we call
‘criollo’ and to challenge the stereotypes that seem to shape the very concept itself”.
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I reaffirm what has been called “authentic criollo”. Perhaps
there are more recognizable traits—as several authors have
pointed out—but I have the impression that between two peo-
ple who belong to the same music center, who have shared
most of their lives as members and have known each other for
forty or fifty years, there will surely be substantial differences
in what it means to be criollo. That is not written down.

To some extent, this situation is shared with other types of
identifications after the twentieth century that are also quite
“amorphous.” For example, I think of the case of Antifa: what
is Antifa? Are you Antifa? Who is more Antifa? That’s the
point. Trump designates it as a criminal organization, but if
you look more closely, no one can encompass everything that
someone identifying as antifascist might signify, nor the full
range of positions that emerge from it.

Figure 11. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2021). En el ron de la jarana. Bar-
rios Altos, Lima, Peru.

When we think about criollo, there is usually a prevalence
of the Western—Dbecause otherwise, it wouldn’t be criollo—
and that could be one of the safest grounds from which to start
defining it. From there, other perspectives can be explored and
specific authors cited.

In my case, one of the authors who influenced me the most
was someone who, in a way, aligned with what I was observ-
ing in my grandfather and how he himself defined criollo®. My
grandfather also tried to define it, but his definition varied de-

pending on the context, the stimulus, or the people he was with.

For example, you might ask: Is Chabuca Granda criolla? Com-
mon sense would say yes, but in a specific circumstance, in a
specific context, and with specific people, she might not really
be, at least not with the conviction or clarity we usually as-
sume.

4 “The word criollo in Peru has changed meaning many times. Currently, to be
criollo it is first and foremost required to have been born on the coast, preferably
in the capital, to be cunning, tricky, a drinker, excessively cheerful, to the point of
being synonymous with a swindler”. The full bibliographic reference for the article
cited in the interview is: Acosta Ojeda, Manuel (2012). El ultimo inga y el Pert de
sus amores, in Suplemento Variedades of the Official Newspaper El Peruano.
https://manuel-acosta-ojeda.blogspot.com/2011/10/el-ultimo-inga.html

5 Benavides Allain, Master’s Thesis, p. 54: “But, even though ‘lo criollo’ has a
blurry frame of reference, the category continues to be used according to the con-
text, and its positive or negative charge will also depend on the intention of its

In my case, the criollo practitioner I encountered was Wen-
dor Salgado, and I believe he breaks with many of the most
widespread stereotypes about the figure of the criollo. He
states that the old criollo was respectful, honorable, humble,
and above all, well-loved for his good deeds. How does that
vision engage with the idea of criollismo as an open category
or “empty container” that you propose?

That’s the Robin Hood criollo. That’s what I mean by the
idea of the empty container. Personally, I’m not going to asso-
ciate my identity with that part of what is understood as “cri-
ollo,” but there are many people who still relate it to some-
thing negative; it’s a reality, and in a way, it comes naturally
to people.

For me, obviously, as for you, it’s striking, and one says:
“Hey, that’s not being criollo”, and then I turn into my grand-
father (Laughs): “Be more careful with the words you use.”
But at the same time, I can understand it if it’s a more general
allusion.

You would never say at a family gathering: “I just went and
did a couple of criolladas”. What do you mean by that? Yet,
that sense exists in language, and if it exists in language, it
also exists in people’s minds.

In your thesis, you point out that the category “criollo” ac-
quires positive or negative meanings depending on the context,
the speaker’s intention, and the standpoint from which it is
expressed. Even “positive” criollismo varies according to the
area or district®>. How do you interpret this variability today,
and what does it imply for studying criollismo?

It is consistent with what I found during my research and
with what I read; I don’t see any contradiction. It seems to me
that everything depends on the assumptions people hold and
how they interpret the concept. For me, it reaffirms that there
are indeed many criollismos.

For example, there is a middle-class criollismo, an upper-
middle-class criollismo, another of the upper class, and all
have very different characteristics. They are distinct sets: there
are people who play castanets, people who dance marinera,
and a million other things.

You could also be referring to the shift in musical produc-
tion toward Afro influences in the 1970s; that could be your
frame of reference for what criollo is, and it doesn’t neces-
sarily coincide with what the person next to you, waiting their
turn at EsSalud, thinks criollo is. It can vary greatly.

In your thesis, you point out that by giving up the definition
of a fixed “criollo identity”, you were able to explore different
ways of understanding and performing criollismo, where
memory appears as a central axis®. This is also reflected in

speakers and interlocutors. Yet even if we speak of ‘positive’ criollismo—that
which refers to criollo culture and its artistic and expressive richness—this will
depend on the area, city, and even district from which it is expressed and from
which particular characteristics are attributed to it”.

6 Benavides Allain, Master’s Thesis, p. 55: “This renunciation of attempting to
catalog what is ‘criollo’ or to define a specific identity as a ‘criollo identity’ freed
me to explore—especially during the research phase with the criollos of Brenia—
the different ways of understanding, living, and performing criollismo, with all the
sum of prejudices, stereotypes, and mental constructions that this entails. One thing
was repeated: identity constructed on the basis of memories and recollections”.


http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ash

Advances in Sciences and Humanities

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ash

your approach to visual anthropology and in the documentary
constructed from your grandfather’s memories. Additionally,
you assert that criollismo will continue to exist if someone re-
members and practices it. Could you elaborate on that rela-
tionship between memory and the continuity of criollismo?

I believe that, as a phenomenon, criollismo is part of the
history of Peru and of its cities. It seems to me that these iden-
tities exist as long as they are performed, as long as actions are
taken; it is not simply “I am criollo in my mind.” Even repro-
ducing certain ritual characteristics, which are still maintained
today, is part of this. And you, having conducted research with
Mr. Salgado, obviously know this better than anyone: it is one
of the places that preserves this traditional outlook.

I hope this does not offend those who consider that there is
a “pure” way of being criollo, a tangible or “monolithic” cri-
ollismo—I’m not sure if monolithic is the exact word; I be-
lieve it is much more fluid than that. While musical production
has not fully reached postmodernity, this has indeed arrived
through fluidity.

I take advantage of what I mentioned earlier about freeing
myself from attempting to define it in a positivist way: I began
to see the ghost of the criollo that surrounds us, present and
permeating, at times, events and relationships far more than
we might like to think.

Figure 12. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2016). Short Drink. Day of Cancion
Criolla. Brefia, Lima, Peru.

So, could we speak of an emotional geography of criollismo?

That Limefio world prior to Leguia’s works, with the natu-
ral connection between neighborhoods, allowed for a highly
differentiated cultural and identity development. Among al-
most contiguous neighbors, such as Rimac and La Victoria,
there were specific characteristics; each block, each alley had
its own idiosyncrasy, and it was there that popular music de-
veloped. That is the criollismo my grandfather knew. It was
neither academic nor institutionalized. It did not depend on a
music club where everyone would gather every Friday; it was
his way of living. It was everywhere. It was not something that
a group needed to guard, safeguard, or preserve; it was not in
danger of extinction.

In that formative stage, it seems to me that all these partic-
ularities were sown. Of course, some things might sound
anachronistic, but it is no longer necessary to explain them.
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Look at the very interesting contrast between Manuel Acosta
Ojeda and Wendor Salgado.

1 believe they are archetypes within the history and culture
of criolla music...

Sometimes I have heard various rankings from my grand-
father regarding a specific figure. For example: “Criollismo is
macho.” But that cannot be understood without a bit of context.
What the hell is “el tren macho”? This has to do with our cul-
tural society, our criollo society. If we want to trace back to
the origins of the country that began to take shape in the 19th
century, it could not have been otherwise.

Figure 13. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2021). I press against your chest.
Barrios Altos, Lima, Peru.

Regarding the criollismo of Chiclayo, how did you experi-
ence it? What elements did you take from that environment,
and what would you say is the “mystique” of that city in rela-
tion to criolla music?

Honestly, I would be at fault if I tried to define something I
don’t know in depth. I haven’t spent enough time to claim that
I fully know the criollismo of Chiclayo in all its dimensions.
What I can say is only what I experienced, because what I was
doing was not research on Chiclayo’s criollismo per se.

We went to a place called “La esquina del movimiento”. It
is a corner where the musicians of Chiclayo gather. In the past,
even at times when there was no radio, people would meet
there, sing, and perform songs in their own way. It was a meet-
ing point: if you were throwing a party, you would go to that
corner, gather a band, and take them with you. That’s where
musicians found work, and around that, a kind of musical
scene developed.

My grandfather knew several people from that environment,
so what we did was a very spontaneous recreation. There was
no overly structured production: I was the director of photog-
raphy, handled the live sound, the audio, everything. And it
was a very pleasant experience. For me, it was a way to get to
know my grandfather in another context, to spend more time
with him than I had in my entire life.

There is a very funny part in the documentary, towards the
end, where my grandfather says: “Ah, yes, before I used to see
you and think: there he is, my grandson” (Laughs), just one
among many. And of course, there is something deeply emo-
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tional there. It wasn’t a conscious attempt to gain his appreci-
ation, but rather a genuine interest. [ have always been fasci-
nated by my grandfather as an artist: his vocation, his passion.

In that transition, criollismo appears as a constitutive space,
encompassing all his interests and permeating his entire iden-
tity discourse. In the end, we are all complex people, full of
archetypes, projections, idealizations, but also contradictions.
And that is what I find most interesting: how that mixture of
projected identity and real person is ultimately revealed
through the relationship and the time shared.

During your experience at the Centro Social Cultural Musi-
cal Brefia, was there any prejudice that transformed or unrav-
eled in the process? And, based on what you experienced, do
you think it is possible to speak of a new criollismo among
young people or in popular spaces?

Everything I have mentioned is based on what I experi-
enced between the end of 2010 and 2015. It is important to
specify this time frame, because perhaps in the following
years a new movement emerged that I am unaware of or that
simply did not reach my ears. I do not intend, therefore, to
represent anyone else or speak on behalf of a general pano-
rama, but only to refer to the specific experience of that re-
search.

What I saw then did not surprise me, but it did catch my
attention that young people were involved in criollismo. How-
ever, I also noticed a certain distance: a kind of reverence, like
that shown in a temple toward images or monks, toward the
“initiated,” the regulars, the elders over seventy who embody
the tradition. That respect, I believe, also functions as a barrier
that prevents renewal or generational dialogue.

I am not a specialist on the subject, but I cannot help com-
paring this situation to other contexts, such as Argentina,
where tango presents an infinity of variations and where there
is an industry that allows many to make a living from the prac-
tice. In the Peruvian case, that circuit still seems fragmented
or lacking a sustained dynamic to keep it alive and evolving.

2.6. Audiovisual References, Influences,
First-person Documentary and Aesthetics

Could you tell me about your experience working with doc-
umentary filmmaking and how this medium influenced your
research?

I'have been involved with documentary filmmaking for sev-
eral years. In 2013, for example, I visited Buenos Aires to par-
ticipate in a festival: one of my short films was selected at the
Mar del Plata Festival to compete in the Best Latin American
Short Film category. At that time, I was also in the midst of
the research stage for my thesis. That short film is called La
mirada de un extraiio (The Gaze of a Stranger).

My academic background has also been a guiding thread. I
completed my undergraduate studies at the University of Lima
and then pursued a master's degree in Visual Anthropology at
the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru, which is when eve-
rything we have already discussed regarding documentary

11

filmmaking and research took place.

Later, in 2017—after having completed my thesis—I pur-
sued another master's degree at the Escuela Internacional de
Cine y TV (EICTV) in San Antonio de los Bafios, Cuba. It is
a school with a particular history, founded by Fidel Castro,
Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and the Argentine filmmaker Fer-
nando Birri.

How was that experience?

I think that when I entered the master's program in Visual
Anthropology, I was still closer to journalism and academic
research. For me, it was a whole process to find an authorial
voice. La mirada de un extraiio was the first step, as I men-
tioned, but Visual Anthropology also gave me a particular per-
spective on the kind of documentary or cinematic production
I would like to create.

Personally, I feel more like a filmmaker than a visual an-
thropologist. In that journey, the experience in Cuba was fun-
damental. Being at a school like EICTV is unique: I stayed for
six months, while the regular program—which would be
equivalent to an undergraduate degree—Tlasts three years, with
the possibility of returning to your country for one or two
months between cycles.

What impressed me the most was that academic excellence
was never neglected: the level of the professors, classmates,
and the creative environment was outstanding. Having access
to a program like this, in such a specific discipline, was truly
a privilege.

In the references for your documentary, you mention Lima
Bruja. Portraits of criolla music, by Rafael Polar, and Lucha
Reyes, Letter to heaven, by Javier Ponce Gambirazio. Would
you say that these two works are your main audiovisual refer-
ences within the criollo universe?

Yes, because there isn’t much material available. Beyond
television programs—which we could consider part of a
broader audiovisual record—there aren’t many cinematic
works on criolla music. I imagine there must be more; for ex-
ample, I know there is a documentary about Chabuca Granda
that will soon be screened at the Pontificia Universidad
Catolica, and I’m interested in seeing it precisely because
works like these are scarce.

This is striking when we consider that Peru had, for almost
twenty years, a Film Law that required the screening of short
films, mostly documentaries. There must be thousands of
works that, due to cultural policy issues, are not properly ar-
chived or accessible. We should have a national film library, a
preservation system, and a clear state commitment to safe-
guard the enormous amount of material that has been pro-
duced and that forms part of our culture, our country, and our
society.

Today, this responsibility falls almost exclusively on aca-
demia and universities, because there is no sustained policy
from the State in this regard. In fact, in recent years, cultural
policies have been weakened, disorganized, or even openly
undermined, to the detriment of creative development and the
consumption of Peruvian cinema. I believe we are witnessing
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a very evident regression in terms of cultural institutionaliza-
tion; deeper and more specific than other legislative changes
we have experienced previously.

You have mentioned that documentaries like Time Indefi-
nite, by Ross McElwee, acted as a catalyst for your work.
What did you find in that kind of cinema that allowed you to
say: “this is the way”?

It’s a small observation, but Time Indefinite is a very well-
made documentary. It’s curious because I don’t always have
such clarity about my own processes, but in this case, I did. I
changed my thesis advisor because I wanted to work with Wil-
ton Martinez, a professor who had made a very good impres-
sion on me during my master’s at the Catélica. When he saw
some preliminary sequences, | had already put together, one
of his first recommendations was to watch Time Indefinite.

For me, few documentaries have influenced what I do to
this day as much as that one. Ross McElwee has several films,
but in my view, there are two that are pillars of his work. One
is the better-known Sherman’s March, which is crafted more
as a comedy. It’s an interesting documentary in which he him-
self appears as a character, almost as if created by Woody Al-
len: he reflects on his relationships, digresses, exposes himself,
always from what in documentary cinema is called the device,
that is, the narrative axis that supports the film.

In my documentary about my grandfather, that device was
precisely the act of getting to know him: traveling with him,
spending time together, approaching him in a more holistic,
more complete way. That experience became the narrative
framework that moves the film forward and allowed me to
build a more intimate perspective of him as a person.

With its lights and shadows...

What McElwee does in Sherman’s March is fundamental.
He follows General Sherman’s route from north to south, and
what’s interesting is the standpoint from which he speaks.
McElwee is a young man from the southern United States who
goes to study film in New England, the northeast of the coun-
try—a much older region, with a liberal and progressive soci-
ety, but also with a very marked social elite. He arrives already
with an identity fracture: he is the son of a doctor, from a
wealthy southern family, and he decides to study film, some-
thing his family sees as a total frivolity.

From there, he uses the historical figure of General Sher-
man—a northern soldier who ravaged the South during the
Civil War—as a major narrative device. Sherman practiced
what would later be called “total war”: not only winning on
the battlefield but also destroying production means to desta-
bilize the enemy economically. McElwee takes that historical
wound, that north-south trauma, to tell something seemingly
very different: his amorous misadventures. It is a funny and
entertaining film, where humor coexists with a deep reflection
on identity and belonging.

The counterpart, on the other side of the coin, is Time Indef-
inite. 1t is like Sherman’s March, but serious. Here he begins
to look inward. A family event—the arrival of his nephew—
leads him to reflect on his relationship with his father, on life,
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death, and time. There is something fascinating in this transi-
tion: scenes that are repeated between both films. For example,
when he visits an older friend who invites him to film and, at
the same time, tries to introduce him to a girl. It is the same
person but filmed differently; the emotional tone is completely
distinct. In Time Indefinite he is no longer the wandering
young man, but a man searching for himself, revisiting his
own personal icons from another perspective.

First-person narration and unvarnished subjectivity are per-
haps what McElwee masters best. He offers a very powerful
dissection of the paternal figure, always from affection and
sensitive observation. He films these encounters with diverse
characters that together construct an intimate but also cultural
portrait. Even the title Time Indefinite comes from a casual en-
counter: some Mormon missionaries knock on his door, he
talks with them, and one utters that phrase. McElwee turns it
into the key to the film, a glorification of the eventual, of that
cinematic dimension that resides in everyday.

Time Indefinite ends up being, moreover, a farewell to his
father. What I am recounting may sound like a spoiler, but it
does not ruin the experience. It is a deeply felt testimony, and,
above all, it served as a compass for me: it showed a possible
path, a way of making documentary in which the intimate, the
emotional, and the self-reflective are not obstacles, but a
source of power.

Based on your experience with Time Indefinite, your re-
search leads to a documentary built from your relationship
with your grandfather. Why did you choose to work from the
first-person perspective?

To approach my grandfather, I had no other option but to do
so from the most genuine place possible: myself. It wasn’t
about finding an “authorial voice” as a cliché, but about un-
derstanding what I was interested in telling and why. The de-
vice was to get to know him, to travel with him, to spend time
together. That experience allowed me to construct a more in-
timate perspective, with its lights and shadows, and to em-
brace subjectivity as a strength, not a weakness.

Figure 14. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2015). Presidents of the Breiia Social
Cultural Musical Center. Brefia, Lima, Peru.

In relation to the documentary’s aesthetics, what other au-
diovisual influences were important to you, and what aspects
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of them attracted you the most?

There’s a film called Viaje en sol mayor (Voyage in G Ma-
jor), a French production from 2006. It’s very beautiful be-
cause it focuses precisely on grandfather and grandson travel-
ing together. I’d say that what I mainly took from that film was
the “travel” device. In Viaje en sol mayor, the journey forms
almost the entire structure; in my documentary, however, the
journey is just one part, because the project extends beyond
that physical movement. Still, it was a reference that helped
me imagine how a documentary with my grandfather could
work.

In your creative process, it’s not so much about citing ref-
erences literally, but rather reinterpreting them. How do you
understand this gesture of symbolic appropriation?

I’d say that what one “takes” is not always literal. Some-
times what we do is pick symbolic elements, atmospheres,
questions, and reinterpret them for our own creative process.
And I think that’s inevitable: not everything can be a direct
citation. Each person develops their own ideas, and you can’t
avoid interpreting; in a way, it’s our only resource.

Would you say that these references are key to understand-
ing your visual interpretation?

I suppose so. And I think, in visual and formal terms, there
were very concrete influences. For example, the use of inter-
titles or on-screen text. This device appears in several docu-
mentaries; one I specifically remember is La casa Emak Bakia
(2012), about a house that belonged to Man Ray. It’s a Basque
film that plays a lot with text over image, and I feel that some-
thing of that style made its way into La mirada de un extraiio.

When I reviewed the film years later, I realized that influ-
ence had been stronger than I initially thought. In La mirada
de un extrario, the text functions as part of the narrative device;
it’s one of the engines of the short film. And although over
time I became less interested in using text this way, at that
moment it was important.

Text—whether in voice-over or visually—always offers ex-
pressive possibilities: playing with typography, spacing,
placement within the frame, deciding whether it appears via
cut or dissolve. All of that has a very appealing design com-
ponent. But, as I said, it’s something I gradually moved away
from.

The same happened with the use of black screens. Later, |
reflected on why I was using them, whether I was using them
effectively, and what they meant within the structure. Looking
back, these resources mark a particular stage in my aesthetic
exploration.

Over time, how do you evaluate the use of resources like
black screens or intertitles, and what did you learn from that
process?

Part of my experience in Cuba was learning something that,
although it sounds obvious, isn’t when you’re in the middle of
creating: understanding the other half of the process, which is
receiving feedback. What I learned there was that creating also
involves receiving criticism and learning to live with it. Even
in the harshest critiques, there’s always, even if minimal, a
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kernel of truth.

In La mirada de un extrario, the black screens work because
the image is based on photography. It’s literally a soundtrack
accompanied by a body of photos, almost like a multimedia
slideshow. There, the black functions because the images can
appear or disappear; it’s part of the format’s language. But
when you work with moving images, that logic doesn’t work
the same way. So that device, which was part of my style at
the time, no longer identifies me as strongly.

Black is a very strong marker: “end of chapter one”, “com-
plete cut,” a shift in mental space. Every device has its own
grammar, of course, and this one is valid. But I feel that in that
film I overused it a bit. I also think the fact that it was an au-
diovisual thesis worked against me. Perhaps I tried to satisfy
my own idea of what the academy expected. And that, more
than helping me, felt like putting on a straitjacket myself.

For example, you reference an author like Elisenda Ardévol.
To what extent do you consider audiovisual media to be a form
of autonomous knowledge, capable of thinking for itself, be-
yond merely serving as a tool to illustrate or show?

I think it’s great that you make that connection, because my
interpretation is precisely that audiovisual work is a distinct
exercise. Even if we consider Margaret Mead and her famous
ethnographic short film with her husband, where they com-
pare how babies are bathed in two different cultures, we see
that—even when the intention is to show cultural differ-
ences—there is inevitably a creative gesture. Mead chooses
shots, decides how to edit the scene, how long each fragment
lasts, and narrates in a very engaging way. That material
ceases to be just an academic document: an authorial opera-
tion is already shaping reality.

And this is where I think ethnographic cinema often falls
into a certain kind of fundamentalism. In the aspiration to be
an “objective” document, the subjective, expressive, and emo-
tional dimensions of the audiovisual act are downplayed.
That’s why figures like Trinh T. Minh-ha are so important: her
work introduces a critical view of the process of representa-
tion itself. She problematizes the idea that we can show the
“other” without questioning the position from which we ob-
serve.

Even when one thinks about making fiction cinema, an an-
thropological background leaves a very clear mark: a constant
awareness of not reproducing clichés, of avoiding exoticiza-
tion, of identifying the commonplace points where power op-
erates. I think part of that training is precisely this: knowing
where the pitfalls lie along the path, the places you can fall
without realizing it.

Being conscious of the discourses we reproduce—both as
individuals and as agents within structures of power—allows
us to avoid reductive or conservative perspectives. Because,
in the end, if you don’t introduce a critical perspective, you
are not dismantling power: you are reproducing it. And that,
for me, is serious. Repeating a discourse that contributes noth-
ing, that neither questions nor complicates, is missing the op-
portunity to construct a more honest view of the spaces from
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which we speak.

And regarding your documentary influences, what did you
think of Buena Vista Social Club (1999) by Wim Wenders? In
relation to the so-called “old guard” of Cuban music, did you
draw any parallels with criolla music, especially in the rela-
tionship between the filmmaker and the subjects being filmed,
as you point out in your thesis?

While it’s an enjoyable film, Buena Vista Social Club is in-
teresting because, in principle, it could make sense within that
logic. However, in my case, the theme of criollismo appears
only in relation to my grandfather, as part of family ethnogra-
phy, and it wasn’t something I was interested in addressing
from a broader perspective. In that sense, Lima Bruja leans
more in that direction: it focuses on collective documentation.
They are, in any case, distinct approaches.

The first thing I think of when I mention Buena Vista Social
Club is Ry Cooder and how he engages with the musicians.
There’s something slightly off—a string that isn’t fully in tune
on that harp. It’s not that the film is bad overall, but there’s a
detail that doesn’t quite fit. And perhaps that’s also where my
interest in telling my own perspective arises, which is partly
autobiographical.

That first-person perspective, aware that it is being articu-
lated from one’s own experience and reading, seems almost
indispensable to me. “Vampiric” narratives always create dis-
tance; they don’t feel authentic or genuine, and I think first-
person narration can prevent that. I might be quite committed
to that idea, but it’s the type of cinema that interests me.

For example, I think of Stories We Tell (2013) by Sarah Pol-
ley. There, the story ultimately becomes the stories, in the plu-
ral: it depends on who tells it and how they tell it. There’s no
closed statement like “this is how it was”; instead, there’s a
spectrum of perceptions about the same person—the child, the
friend, the lover, the ex-husband. The entire film itself is part
of that spectrum. And that, for me, is one of the great strengths
of audiovisual work: making visible the point of view from
which the filmic text is articulated.

Figure 15. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2018). Chair and guitar by Wendor
Salgado Bedoya. Brefia, Lima, Peru.

I also think of Viejo Calavera (2016) by Kiro Russo. Boliv-
ian cinema is going through a very interesting moment. His
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later film, £/ gran movimiento (2021), produced an ambiguous
reaction in me. Although my main concern is exoticization,
there were moments when I found myself wishing that the di-
rector had some indigenous connection, as if that would grant
greater legitimacy in his articulation.

And here a clear limit appears for me: if you decide to tell
a story from a place of ignorance, with little research, project-
ing your own ideas and prejudices onto what you are narrat-
ing—even in fiction—I lose interest. When someone tells me
a story that doesn’t feel authentic, that isn’t supported by a real
relationship with what’s being filmed, it becomes very diffi-
cult for me to connect.

2.7. The “Aura” of Criollismo

Returning to Christopher Small’s concept of musicking [9],
which understands music as a collective practice that includes
everyone involved, how does that idea resonate with your con-
crete experience in the field, especially regarding the bounda-
ries of belonging and estrangement?

I would have loved to explain all that theory, for example,
to that character who tried to hit me and practically throw me
out of my own grandfather’s house. Situations like that make
you question yourself profoundly. I never really knew which
side of the polyhedron I was exposed to, and honestly, I never
fully overcame that feeling.

Figure 16. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2015). El criollismo tiene quien le
cante. Lince, Lima, Peru.

Even though I was going there every weekend for nine
months, to the Centro Musical Brefia, there was always some-
thing that didn’t quite fit. I was there, but at the same time, I
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wasn’t. There was always a sense of being an outsider, of for-
eignness. I would be lying if I said otherwise.

From my experience, I may have seen another side of the
Centro Social Cultural Musical Brefia, one closely shaped by
the figure of Wendor Salgado and the space of his home. But
the Brefia is much broader and more diverse [10]. How did
you experience it?

Yes, perhaps so. And it’s okay that it is, right? In the end,
we are what our experiences have made of us, and our research
is also the result of those experiences. It’s interesting because
Brefa also has its own codes; it’s not like it’s anyone’s land.
Besides, it’s about as far from underground as you can get.

Could we then think of the Brefia as a kind of hinge between
the commercial and the underground?

Of course. It’s not the Peria del Carajo, but you’re not en-
tering some hidden underworld of criollismo either, not at all.
I only uncovered certain more complex layers after a long time
and in very specific situations. And I tell you this because, in
the end, we are all experiences and emotions. I think that’s
also why I decided to focus my thesis and research on my
grandfather.

In the long run, we don’t really know all the codes of these
spaces, because they’re men who are now seventy or older,
but they haven’t always been that age. For us, they’re just “so-
and-so,” but for others, they represent an entire history, from
Ato Z.

Figure 17. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2018). Bottles of pisco. Brefia, Lima,
Peru.

We are all people with different, diverse motivations. In my
case, one of the motivations for working at Brefia was that
feeling of having the doors opened to me, of beginning to feel
part of a community. I was understanding something new
about myself, about my grandfather, and about the culture. But
not everything is positive. Over time, I learned so much that I
also began to see the other side. I reached a point where I
crossed over to the other side, and from there everything be-
came more honest.

I emerged from the process perhaps a little more confused
than when I started, with fewer clear conclusions and a bit
more skeptical. That was my experience, at least. And I under-

stand that some people might not like that outcome, or re-
searchers who feel they have a very clear mission to fulfill.

The question is: who dares to look at that sordid, dark, dense
side that also exists in criollismo and in criollo music, where
strong conflicts arise? Because, of course, £l puente and la
alameda are not that. The image of “the Lima that was,” the
scent of leading man at six-thirty in the evening, that’s not it.
But it exists and is there, and it’s also part of it.

You could even talk about an anthropology of excess, or an
anthropology of sordidness. That exists, but you must dig deep
to find it. And when it appears, you realize it was always there.

Figure 18. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2017). Y que me sirvan mas noche
en mi copa de marniana. Barrios Altos, Lima, Peru.

You have mentioned that criollismo possesses an “aura”
that includes bohemianism, excess, and conflict. Why do you
think these dimensions often remain outside academic records?

Exactly, because these traits are also part of criollismo.
What does it mean to be trompeador? To be a dancer? To be a
womanizer? What does that really entail, and in which spaces
does it occur? In what contexts, at what moments of the night
does it emerge? All of this relates to ways of relating—to oth-
ers, to family, to the community. I think it’s a field that de-
serves much deeper exploration and far more study.

Figure 19. Caceres Alvarez, L. (2018). Retorno a la casa donde
suenan los recuerdos. Brefia, Lima, Peru.

To conclude: would you say that images “sound”? How do
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you understand the relationship between sound, image, and
emotion in documentary cinema?

Absolutely. Images definitely “resonate” or “sound.” Films
appeal to our senses, and image and sound are never truly sep-
arate. If images evoke emotions, how could they not also
evoke a sense of sound?

3. Conclusion

This conversation reveals criollismo not as a stable object
of study but as a living, contested, and sensorial field that un-
folds between memory, performance, and image. Through the
lens of visual anthropology, Benavides Allain shows how un-
derstanding criolla music requires attention not only to its his-
tory or musical structure, but to the textures of everyday life:
the gestures of a jarana, the intimacy of family archives, the
rhythms of urban neighborhoods, and the emotional bonds
that sustain cultural practice.

His reflections illuminate the productive tensions that run
through his work: between distance and affection, documen-
tation and participation, tradition and transformation, the com-
mercial and the underground. Rather than resolving these con-
tradictions, the interview embraces them as constitutive of cri-
ollismo itself. The figure of his grandfather, Oscar Allain, em-
bodies this interplay between artistic representation and lived
experience, reminding us that criollismo is transmitted as
much through images, stories, and relationships as through
music.

Ten years after Idyllic Landscapes, Benavides Allain’s
evolving perspective invites a reconsideration of criollismo as
an open, shifting, and relational practice—one that persists in-
sofar as it is remembered, performed, and reimagined. In this
sense, criollismo emerges as an emotional geography that res-
onates across generations, spaces, and media, challenging ac-
ademic frameworks to listen, see, and feel differently.
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