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n December 7, 2014, our city of La Paz, Bolivia, was named one of the Seven New Urban 
Wonders of the World by the New7Wonders Foundation of Switzerland. The global compe-
tition was a combination of expert judging and popular voting, and remains a great badge 
of honor for the people of La Paz. Though most residents and visitors certainly don’t need 

such a distinction to appreciate this amazing place, it was really the long, drawn-out effort of pace-
ños and other Bolivians to launch and drive a global campaign that brought the city to the top of a 
list of 1,200 entries.
 
In winning this distinction, La Paz has joined six other cities around the world that offer their own 
unique attributes and distinct flair. Today La Paz stands beside the modern megaprojects and 
glossy architectures of Doha, Qatar; the mixing of the old and the new in the ‘Paris of the Mediterra-
nean’, Beirut, Lebanon; the bustling ports and promenades of Durban, South Africa; the preserved, 
cigar-smoke-stained old quarters of Havana, Cuba; the mass flows of people below the towers of 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia; and the quaint colonial streets of tiny Vigan, Philippines.
 
To all these winning cities, La Paz sends a heartfelt ‘felicidades’ for achieving such a prestigious 
recognition for all the work you and your citizens have done to showcase the beauty and intrigue of 
your respective homes. The people of La Paz are honored to be amongst such impressive locales 
as we all share the global stage in showing off the wonders of our cities.
 
July 16 is an important day for our city. It commemorates the 1809 mestizo revolt against the 
Spanish, led by Pedro Domingo Murillo. This event, in which paceños ousted the governor and the 
bishop of La Paz during celebrations of the Virgen del Carmen, helped launch the years-long strug-
gle for independence of Upper Peru, what is now Bolivia. This year, the city of La Paz is commemo-
rating this day with nearly a week’s worth of cultural activities and celebrations. And our place as 
one of the world’s Seven Wonder Cities is taking center stage.
 
Paceños know this city deserves this global recognition. In the areas of culture, people, topography, 
history, food, heritage and urbanism, residents here have a lot to be proud of. So in this issue of Bo-
livian Express, we explored these themes as a way to showcase the amazing things La Paz has to of-
fer its citizens and the world. With our writers from many corners of the globe, including the United 
States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Austria and Australia, we hope their visitors’ points of view 
provide new ways to see our city that will both enchant travelers passing through and enlighten the 
city’s residents to new perspectives on what makes La Paz so amazing.
 
So again, we raise our glass in congratulations to our fellow Wonder Cities, and encourage visitors and 
residents alike to join us as we offer our top reasons why La Paz is, without a doubt, a Ciudad Maravillosa!
 

By William WroblewskiN.B.   Several Spanish and Aymara words are marked in bold throughout this issue. Their   
meanings can be found in our glossary
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hen Raúl Pérez first heard 
of the New Seven Wonders 
Cities contest, he figured 
nominating his city was 

quite a long shot. ‘I believed La Paz was 
wonderful and deserved to be named,’ 
he said, ‘but there were so many cities, I 
didn’t expect to win.’

With his co-worker Patricia Grossman, 
who at the time was the Communica-
tions Department director of the Mu-
nicipal Government of La Paz, Pérez pre-
sented the idea to the Mayor of the city, 
Luis Revilla.

‘I thought it was a great opportunity,’ the 
Mayor said. ‘La Paz has all the necessary 
conditions to be nominated. Visitors are 
always fascinated by our topography, the 
culture, and the way of life of the pace-
ños. Being nominated was the great op-
portunity that we needed so that La Paz 
could be known across the world.’

With the Mayor’s approval, Grossman 
and Pérez began to communicate with 
the 7 Wonders Foundation in 2012 to go 
through the nomination process. They 
formed a team with Revilla, planned a 
strategy, and fit the new proposal into a 

budget for two years.  They named the 
campaign, “La Paz is Maravillosa”.

‘If the people of La Paz didn’t believe, 
then the world wouldn’t,’ said Grossman. 
‘We needed to show them the beautiful 
things of the city, such as our gastrono-
my, heritage, unique geography, nature 
and diversity.’ In order to get from the first 
stage of 1,200 cities to second stage of 
77, the people of La Paz needed to vote in 
favor of the campaign, a task that was at 
first quite challenging.

‘It was very hard to convince people,’ 

TEXT: MARIA FERNANDEZ    -    PHOTO: ALEXANDRA MELEÁN ANZOLEAGA
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said Pérez. ‘People who have lived here 
their whole life normally don’t see how 
incredible their city, nature and culture 
are. People would say, “we have so many 
problems? How can we be marvelous?”’

According to Mayor Revilla, the Seven 
Wonders campaign wasn’t about finding 
the most beautiful or perfect city. ‘There 
are so many cities, so many aesthetically 
pleasing places in the world, it is too dif-
ficult to compare them,’ he said. ‘That 
was not the objective of the contest. The 
point was to find a city that is very spe-
cial, very different, unique.’

The initial campaign was carried out by 
the media, mostly local channels and 
radio programmes. It featured 
short videos on unique aspects 
of La Paz, highlighting how these 
elements made the city marvel-
lous and explaining how to par-
ticipate in the voting process.  As 
part of the campaign, a popular 
Bolivian band, Octavia, released 
a special song and music video, 
“La Paz Maravillosa”.

The media campaign worked 
and La Paz made it to the round 
of 77 cities. In the next stage, a 
panel of international experts 
would choose 28.

Jean-Paul de la Fuente, the di-
rector of the New7Wonders 
Foundation, said that the panel 
looked for a geographic distri-
bution of famous and not so 
famous cities and people who 
were enthusiastic about the 
campaign. ‘It is extraordinary 
that such a relatively big city ex-
ists in what objectively seems 
like very difficult terrain,’  de la 
Fuente said. ‘Then you have the 
mythical aspect of Illimani and 
the diverse cultural traditions.’

After La Paz made it to the final 
28, Grossman and Pérez communicated 
with the universities to launch a massive 
social media campaign. They recruited 
student volunteers who shared posts, 
photos, links, emails and even Internet 
memes to encourage people to vote 
for La Paz. While this was helpful, a sig-
nificant portion of the city’s population 
doesn’t have access to Internet. ‘The 
most important communication device 
in La Paz is cell phones,’ said Grossman. 
‘So we put together a national campaign 
to vote by SMS.’

They partnered with the three major cell 

phone companies of Bolivia and for the 
first time brought them together to en-
courage people to vote. And the strategy 
paid off. La Paz made it all the way down 
to 21 cities. At this point, the members of 
the campaign began to think they could 
make it down to the final 7.

The volunteers began to number in the 
hundreds. The campaign ran voting 
stations all over the city so people who 
didn’t have access to Internet or cell 
phones could vote. They put stickers on 
cars and buildings. The local government 
allowed children to paint certain walls 
with the motto, “La Paz Maravillosa”.

‘These were unique moments for the 

city,’ said Mayor Revilla. ‘People joined 
their interests into a single objective. It 
was easy to reignite pride in the people 
and respect for their city, for the oppor-
tunity that they had.’

Once La Paz made it down to the last 14 
cities, the campaign went national. The 
strategy had to be subtle to convince peo-
ple in different cities to vote for the capital.

‘We didn’t want the rest of the country to 
think that we were putting La Paz above 
the rest of the cities,’ explained Mayor Re-
villa. ‘We had to show them that the pro-

motion of La Paz would benefit the rest of 
the country. If tourists come to Bolivia be-
cause of La Paz, it will undoubtedly bring 
more tourists to other regions.’

Revilla went to the national government to 
convince President Evo Morales to speak 
out publicly in support of the campaign 
and Morales agreed.

‘This is quite significant,’ explained Pérez. 
‘We were working with the idea that mod-
ern day political issues are not important 
to La Paz Maravillosa. The Mayor is from 
a different political party than the national 
government, but that’s not important be-
cause the whole country united to reach 
the goal regardless of political affiliation.’

At this point, the excitement was 
contagious throughout Bolivia. 
Local actress Giovanna Chávez 
became involved, as well as 
some acclaimed international 
artists. According to  Adriana 
Barriga, a public employee who 
worked on the campaign, ‘It 
made us feel connected both na-
tionally and internationally. It was 
quite common to get your rela-
tives who were living in the US, 
Brazil, or Argentina to vote.’

Despite the huge support, in De-
cember 2014 Grossman and her 
team were shocked to hear that 
La Paz had been named one of 
the new 7 wonders. ‘It’s some-
thing that had never happened 
before,’ Pérez said. ‘We’re not 
used to winning contests, to feel 
so proud of our city, of our iden-
tity.’

As the Mayor of the winning city, 
Revilla hopes that the spirit of 
unity fostered by the contest will 
continue to unite a diverse array 
of people and organizations. ‘The 
achievement of the campaign 
is that La Paz is wonderful and 

we have made the world know it,’ he said. 
‘Now it is the responsibility of everyone to 
utilise our new advantage.’ Studies have 
shown that becoming a world wonder 
means hundreds of millions of dollars in 
tourism revenue.

‘It’s very easy to say a place is a wonder, 
you can read any article saying so, but it is 
something fundamentally different when 
millions of people vote,’ said de la Fuente. 
‘It’s a different kind of impact. You’re not 
just receiving information. There’s an 
emotional connection. You want to experi-
ence it because you worked to get it there.’
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sk Pepe Murillo a question 
about his life, and he re-
sponds with a song. In the 
living room of his two-storey 

home in Zona Sur with a charango in 
his calloused hands and three glasses 
of whiskey on the coffee table for him 
and his guests, he has a melodic reply 
to every inquiry.

Murillo, who has rock star status in 
Bolivia, and has taken his songs to the 
United States, across Latin America, 
Europe and Japan, fashions his an-
swers with the same sense of drama 

you hear in his music – a quiet, pen-
sive bit here, some humour there, and 
plenty of vulnerability. ‘My mama, she 
was the biggest influence on my career,’ 
he says of his music-teaching mother, 
who has now passed away.  

The conversation traverses Murillo’s 
half-century in the music industry, in-
cluding his success in Los Caminantes 

and his involvement with peñas, a type 
of meeting place for folkloric perfor-
mances popular in Spanish and Latin 
American culture. 

Murillo’s peña of nearly 40 years, Marka 
Tambo, on historic Calle Jéan, closed 
recently due to a lost lease. In his mind, 
the sort of peñas he remembers from 
his earliest playing days are few and far 
between these days. 

‘I like it that, when I’m playing, the au-
dience just listens to me,’ Murillo says. 
There’s a laugh that acknowledges the 

cheekiness of such a comment, 
but he’s not joking. He has fond 
memories of some of the first 
peñas in La Paz, founded in the 
’60s, including one he helped 
found near Plaza Camacho. It’s 
now a printer, Murillo says. 

‘There was a unique sound,’ he explains. 
‘No microphone, and just one small 
stage to sing that was very close to the 
audience. These were dedicated to mu-
sic. Now there are other places where 
people go to dance. These are different.’ 

One of these peñas is Gota de Agua, 
a raucous La Paz establishment that 

is more like a dance party than a con-
cert. The crowd is almost entirely 
Bolivian. Couples dance unself-
consciously to the hypnotic sounds 
of Bolivian folk music, both live and 
recorded, and drink flows freely into 
mouths stuffed with coca leaves. 
It’s fun, wild fun. 

‘I don’t know the place, but I’d like to 
see it,’ Murillo says of Gota de Agua. 
‘It’s another style, another thing. I re-
ally do respect what others are doing.’

Murillo released a new album this 
year, Todavia Puedo (I Still Can), 
which sounds like a statement to 
anyone who doubts his desire to 
continue. Standing in one of his 
home’s two rooms of gold discs, gi-
ant posters and other memorabilia, 
he confirms plans to open a new 
peña, and that another recording 
will follow next year.

‘Music has always been my life,’ 
Murillo says, gently strumming his 
charango. ‘When I play I feel like I’m 
flying. I have done other things... 
But music was always the thing I felt 
most strongly about. I play music to 
live, I live to play music.’

CULTURE

PEPE MURILLOTHE UNSTOPPABLE

The Peña Elder Statesman Reflects on His Storied 
Past, and Looks to the Future
TEXT AND PHOTO: LUKE HENRIQUES-GOMES
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‘I play music to live, I live to play music.’
– Pepe Murillo
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Huelva Ibero-American Film Festival in 1995.

Loazya is a lifelong paceño, except for a short stint study-
ing film in Cuba. The 56-year-old is currently working on 
his sixth film, El Arcano Katari, which follows a boy in search 
of his uncle through the many barrios of La Paz. He finds 
mythical elements of the city and meets different charac-
ters along the way. 

‘I always try to be Andean in my movies,’ Loayza says. ‘It’s 
easier to be authentic than neutral.’

Making El Arcano Katari, which Loayza hopes will hit screens 
sometime this year, has been a drawn-out process that be-
gan all the way back in 2007. ‘The hardest thing in La Paz is to 
fund a film,’ he says. ‘And you spend much more time trying 
to get money than producing or creating.’

With this in mind, one might wonder why Loayza remains 
committed to making films locally. In part, it’s due to La Paz’s 
remarkable landscape. That so few films have been shot in 
La Paz gives filmmakers like Loayza the chance to show 
parts of the city to the rest of the world for the very first time.  

‘Here in La Paz, we are used to searching for the best views, 
looking out to Illimani [the mountain that dominates the 
city’s skyline] and the landscapes. It’s a part of us to look for 
these views,’ he says. ‘It’s the same in filmmaking. La Paz is 
like a virgin city. Not many movies have been made here.’

Loayza says El Arcano Katari could be translated as ‘the secret 

hen I tell my taxi driver, 
Juan, that I’m going to see 
Roberto Mamani Mamani, 
his face lights up. Juan was 

born in Cochabamba, but he speaks 
about La Paz with the enthusiasm of a 
lifelong paceño. The best thing about 
this city is the culture, he tells me: ‘It’s 
unlike anywhere else.’ 

The fact that Juan is so familiar with 
Mamani Mamani, perhaps La Paz’s 
most acclaimed painter, is striking. Later, 
a security guard at the Governor’s Office 
of La Paz is also impressed that Mamani 
Mamani is coming to his workplace. 
Visual art may be considered a middle-
class pursuit, but the popularity of Mam-
ani Mamani’s colourful Aymaran art – in 
La Paz, El Alto and throughout the coun-
try – speaks to what the painter calls ‘the 
socialisation of art’. 

‘I’ve tried to break the paradigm that 
art is only for people who understand it,’ 
Mamani Mamani says when I met him 
inside his gallery on historic Calle Jaén. 
‘Or for people who have the money to 
buy paintings or go to a museum.’

‘I remember that people from the school 

of art would say I wasn’t an artist be-
cause I hadn’t studied,’ Mamani Mamani 
continues. ‘There were these elites in La 
Paz that didn’t accept me. So I had to fly 
my own way, to try and put myself and 
my work in front of the people.’

As a child, Mamani Mamani used to draw 
on newspapers with leftover charcoal 
that his mother used to cook with. He 
has both Aymara and Quechua ances-
try, and learned about Andean culture 
from his grandmother – whom he cites 
as his biggest creative influence. Today, 
his art is embraced by all corners of Bo-
livian society. In addition to myriad exhi-
bitions across Bolivia, Mamani Mamani 
has also exhibited his work throughout 
Europe and in Japan and the United 
States. His style – a combination of bold, 
bright colours and Aymaran symbol-
ogy – is copied by school students in art 
classes across the country, and his work 
is printed on postcards and coffee mugs.

‘I used to see my grandmother knitting 
with very powerful colours,’ Mamani 
Mamani says. ‘I would always ask, “Why 
do you paint with really strong colours?” 
And she would say, “It’s because the 
bright colours scare away the bad spir-

its.” So that’s why I paint the way I do.’

In the major-events room of the Gover-
nor’s Office of La Paz, there is a 20-me-
tre-wide Mamani Mamani mural. Painted 
with the help of four of his students, it’s 
typical of his work. It depicts what he 
calls ‘the beginning of a new world’, a 
‘new era of women’ who are represent-
ed by a large moon. There are llamas, 
snakes, a turtle and four stars, symbol-
izing the communal nature of Aymara 
culture, he explains. Standing in front 
of the mural, he spontaneously throws 
his arms in the air and exclaims the 
Aymaran phrase: Jallalla! It feels like a 
declaration of pride and joy from a quiet 
man who has embraced his culture and 
shown it to the world.    

Early on a weekday morning on the 
other side of La Paz, Marcos Loayza is 
sitting in a fifth-floor apartment looking 
out onto Zona Sur. Handsome, with a full 
head of dark curls and a manly, greying 
beard, Loayza is widely regarded as one 
of Bolivia’s best filmmakers. His debut 
film, Cuestion de Fe (1995), is considered 
a Latin American classic, having racked 
up a slew of international awards includ-
ing a special critic’s mention at the 21st 

Searching for 

La Paz’s 
Creative Pulse
Three Artists Reflect on 
Working in the City

TEXT: LUKE HENRIQUES-GOMES
PHOTO: ISABEL COCKER
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gram Gigavision. The director of the show jokingly called 
him Saxoman, and the name stuck. 

Saxoman stops singing and launches into an explanation 
about how he learnt to play the charango. He wanted to cre-
ate a Youtube video to welcome Pope Francis to Bolivia. 
‘But who was going to play the charango for me?’ he asked 
himself. ‘I don’t know how to play the charango! I’ve never 
played it in my life!’

Saxoman couldn’t find any volunteers, but a friend offered 
to loan him a charango – for only an hour. ‘“One hour?!” I 
said, “Okay that’s fine.”’ He learnt how to play the instru-
ment in 20 intense minutes. 

Saxoman’s pope video embodies his determination. Ex-
perimental, humourous and enticing, it brings a smile to 
whoever watches it. One minute Saxoman is playing the 
charango with Bolivian President Morales’s face in the cor-
ner of the screen, the next he is flying through the universe. 
Saxoman describes this style as slow rock, highlighting his 
charango playing and his son Gabriel on the drums. He says 
he made lots of friends through the video. Impressively, it 
was all shot on an old phone.    

Through his videos, Saxoman offers an insight into his fan-
tastical world of Bolivia. He is no doubt a proud paceño, as 
seen by his video entitled ‘La Paz Ciudad Turistica’, sung 
with the backdrop of the city at night. Thousands of lights 
twinkling in the background give a sense of the expansive-
ness and vibrancy of the city. Saxoman sings of the majes-
tic Illimani, the iconic mountain that towers over the city. 
Saxoman and his sons, who form a new iteration of Los 
Casanovas, simply play together on a balcony. The song 
begins with drums accompanying an Andean flute, turn-
ing into slow rock that also ties in different Bolivian musi-
cal styles. Eventually, Saxoman hitches his guitar over his 
shoulder for an impressive solo. 

Saxoman’s passion for music is unparalleled. He states, ‘I 
fall in love every day,’ and it is this love that inspires him to 
write his songs.

Saxoman is 45 years old, ‘with the soul of a child,’ he adds. 
Every child’s fantasy is to be a superhero, and so Saxoman 
and his band portray themselves as fictitious characters 
who carry and play their instruments as deadly weapons to 
battle the bad guys. Saxoman doesn’t make much money 
from his music; his only income is from busking. Despite 
his increasing fame, he wants to stay true to himself and 
his roots. He’s been featured on Bolivian TV, including La 
Revista, and in the newspaper La Razón. Despite this, his 
main goal is to entertain kids and adults alike, whilst simul-
taneously making his wildest dreams become a reality. No 
matter how great his future fame, Saxoman says he’ll con-
tinue to play music for the people on the streets in the Bar-
rio Chino, Miraflores and Zona Sur districts of La Paz.  

Not only is Saxoman a people’s man, but he is a man of the 
Bolivian people. Vibrant, exciting and determined, he per-
fectly represents La Paz and its inhabitants. Through his 
music, Saxoman shares his paceño spirit with the rest of 
the world. He entertains with all that he enjoys and is fas-
cinated by, be it superheroes, magic and even Smurfs. 
His music invites you to view life as he does, in a unique 
and exciting way.  

he sitting room, with family por-
traits, glass cabinet of antique 
dishes and old round table 
with crocheted tablecloth, felt 

demure and quiet at first. Suddenly it 
wakes up with the firm strumming of the 
charango accompanied by lively lyrics. 
Dressed in a tight white shirt, large belt 
buckle and dark jeans, his jet-black 
hair falling on his shoulders, Saxoman 
closes his eyes and delves deeper into 
the song. He sings of his grandmother, 
recently passed away. The lyrics ‘I love 
my mamá so much’ are uncomplicat-
ed but genuine. This Latino cowboy is 
the talented and well-loved Bolivian 
artist Americo Estevez Roman, better 
known as Saxoman. 

Born in La Paz in 1971, Americo is from 
a family of musicians. His uncle wrote 
the famous song ‘Collita’ about his 
wife in 1950s. Americo started playing 
drums in a band, Los Casanovas, with 
his uncles. Experimenting with differ-
ent instruments, he eventually played 
the saxophone on the street to make 
a little money to support his family. He 
was spotted and featured by the TV pro-

TO INFINITY 
AND BEYOND

T

of the snake’. ‘But we must take into ac-
count that in the Andes the snake is 
not a creature of death, danger or 
treason,’ he explains. ‘On the con-
trary, it’s a being who represents life 
and has the power to change skin, 
and mutate to improve.’

Loayza says the film’s biggest challenge 
has been trying to ‘build things that don’t 
really exist, except in people’s minds’: 
mythical creatures and places that are 
not much written about ‘but dominate 
our oral tradition’ – the stuff of ‘the An-
dean imagination’.

Inside Sopacachi’s trendy Blue-
berries Café, in between sips of tea, 

31-year-old José Arispe is explaining 
what it means to represent a new gener-
ation of Andean artists. His cultural iden-
tity really hit home during a residency in 
Rome, which culminated in his most re-
cent photographic exhibition, Sola, which 
features images from home and abroad.

‘Sometimes when you’re from 
Latin America and you go 
to Europe, you think, “I want 
to go stay and live here,”’ he 
says. ‘You hear that the art 
world there is more attractive, 
more developed. But when I 
was in Rome I thought, “What 
am I going to do here?” In La 
Paz, I have so much to work 
with: nature, my history, my 
cultural heritage, my cultural 

habits, the dancing, the music, the 
language. Maybe it’s obvious, but 
you appreciate your home so much 
more once you’ve left it.’

Arispe’s emotive work feels mod-
ern, but it is imbued with his An-
dean identity in both conscious 
and innate ways. One performance 
piece, Soy, shows the artist covered 

from head to toe in coca leaves. An-
other, shot from a crane, uses taut 
and fraying ropes that are used to 
form circles to explore the Andean 
concept of time.

‘In Andean culture, time is not line-
ar’, Arispe says. ‘It’s not just the past, 
the present and the future. For us, 
it’s a circle of movement. It’s impor-
tant to recognise our past to work to 
the future. So you draw a circle.’

If La Paz’s creative skin is always 
changing, Arispe is a product of 
that constant state of flux. He rep-
resents a new wave of paceño artists 
charged with simultaneously follow-
ing in the footsteps of Loayza and 
Mamani Mamani, and carving out 
their own creative path. It’s a fact 
not lost on Arispe.

‘In Bolivia, we struggle to make our 
art sustainable,’ Arispe says. ‘In an 
economical way, a critical way, a so-
cial way. So it’s important to organ-
ise and try to build our community.’ 

‘There’s a lot of work to do.’

‘I’ve tried to break the paradigm that art 
is only for people who understand it, or 
for people who have the money to buy 
paintings or go to a museum.’

– Mamani Mamani

PEOPLE

17

L
A

 P
A

Z
 C

IU
D

A
D

 M
A

R
A

V
IL

L
O

S
A

16



HOME

TO
LA
PAZ

t’s difficult to define La Paz, 
but the first thing I think of is 
Illimani,’ Gabriela Prado paus-
es. ‘But also the salteñas, 

and the teleférico.’ In a city that en-
compasses so much variety, narrow-
ing it down to a few defining features 
is almost impossible. 

Amaru Villanueva Rance, the founder 
of Bolivian Express, defined La Paz as a 
city constantly in motion: ‘Not in the 
sense which, say, there are cities that 
never sleep…. It’s like a pressure cook-
er.’ Certainly, the city has undergone 
radical social, economic and political 
changes in recent years. Social pro-

tests, new policies and infrastructure 
changes have helped move the coun-
try forward at a rapid rate. Indeed, in 
recent years the economy of the coun-
try has continued to grow despite the 
global financial crisis in 2008. 

So what does this mean for young 
paceños? How do these changes 
affect them and what is in store for 
the future? 

Part of growing up is having aspira-
tions for the future. Nothing is set in 
stone, the future lies ahead, uncertain 
and daunting, yet full of exciting possi-
bilities. Everyone everywhere has their 

own version of the American Dream: 
the belief that regardless of where you 
were born or where you live, you can 
have the opportunity and ability to at-
tain your own version of success and 
prosperity. With the rise of the urban 
class in Bolivia in the 1900s, young 
academics started to look to West-
ern countries in order to achieve 
the prosperity they thought they 
deserved. The booming economies, 
social changes and quality of life in 
the United States and Europe were 
more appealing than ongoing devel-
opments in La Paz and the rest of 
Bolivia. There was a steady flow of 
people leaving the country to seek 

new opportunities and professional 
occupations abroad.

At 17 years old, in 2003, Amaru left La 
Paz to study in England. The autumn of 
that year saw public protests breaking 
out in the capital, including the infa-
mous ‘Black October’ demonstrations 
which opposed President Gonzalo 
Sanchez de Lozada’s policy of export-
ing Bolivia’s gas and oil to the United 
States and Mexico. The president 
fled the country, and the city was left 
paralysed. However, rather than being 
relieved to have left, Amaru explains 
that he felt more drawn to Bolivia. ‘I 
could see that the country was taking 
on a new direction, and I wanted to be 
a part of that,’ he says. Normally, emi-
gration was seen in a favourable light 
– seeking work abroad was expected, 
even at the expense to one’s personal 
life. It was part of the usual formula to 
achieve one’s dream of success. Gabor 
Prudencio, who also left the country, to 
the United Kingdom, in order to pursue 
his dreams of making it big in the dem-
olition industry, found that he had to 
make some sacrifices in order to move 
up in the world.

However, after the crisis of 2008, find-
ing prosperity by moving abroad was no 
longer guaranteed. La Paz was trans-
forming and growing rapidly. Living a 
successful life in San Francisco, Am-
aru was witnessing these changes. 
He was living the life he 
was brought up to dream 
of, but something wasn’t 
quite right. Rather than 
the ‘American Dream’, 
Amaru says that ‘Some-
thing that started growing 
in my mind was the idea of 
a Bolivian Dream.’ Young 
people could increasingly 
imagine themselves living a success-
ful life in La Paz and, more importantly, 
playing a significant role in the devel-
opment of the city. 

Cintia Reyes Pando works for the 
Centre for International Migration 
and Development (CIM), which helps, 
financially and administratively, well-
qualified Bolivians living in Germany 
to return to Bolivia. Cintia explains that 
often most Bolivians go to Germany to 
study agriculture, natural resources or 
risk management, and want to come 

back because their degrees are rel-
evant to moving the country forward. 
She adds, ‘They see what is missing 
after they go abroad, and they want 
to change things and make a differ-
ence.’ Gabor felt that there was a lack 

of demolition services in La Paz. After 
surviving an accident at a demolition 
company in England, he realised that 
his true calling was in La Paz, and he 
returned to fill the gap in the market in 
May 2016. He started his own demoli-
tion company with the idea to expand it 
throughout Bolivia.

In a city that still has much potential to 
grow and change, young people feel a 
duty to carry out these new changes. 
’You’re almost summoned to be an 
agent of change here,’ Amaru says. Es-

Once young people left 
Bolivia to pursue their 
dream; now they are coming 
back to find it.
TEXT AND PHOTOS: LAETITIA NAPPERT-ROSALES

‘I

‘Something that started growing in my mind 
was the idea of a Bolivian Dream.’ 

– Amaru Villanueva Rance
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Sitting in his office, Gallardo 
motions his hand over an 
image of the city’s slanting 
neighborhoods on his com-
puter screen. With palpable 
enthusiasm, the profesor 
describes what one might 
label a paceño architect’s 
doomsday scenario: the 
towering waters of Lago 
Titicaca washing across Bo-
livia’s administrative capital.
 
‘If we lost La Paz, we 
wouldn’t lose the landscape,’ 
he says simply.
 
Coming from a renowned ar-
chitect, the morbid example 
points at a humbling truth. The city’s 
identity relies heavily on its jarringly 
vertical topography. When compared 
to the epic scale of the landscape, it 
becomes but a carpet.
 
Beyond its natural beauty, La Paz’s 
topography shapes how its residents 
live and how society grows and inter-
acts. For only 3 bolivianos, residents 
and visitors can hitch a ride on the Mi Tel-
eférico, the expansive cable car system 
that acts as a unique answer for public 
transport in a city whose districts are scat-
tered at varying elevations.
 
‘It’s a dream of modernity,’ says Carlos, with 
unabashed pride. ‘La Paz is a wonderful 
city to fly over… people feel like the astro-
nauts of NASA.’
 
Whereas cities such as Los Angeles in 
California are arranged with the wealthy in 
the hills and lower income earners further 
down, La Paz’s social hierarchy is literal-
ly flipped. Nearly 500 metres lower than 
the rest of La Paz, the Zona Sur houses 
affluent and generally white or mestizo 
residents, including local politicians, mil-

itary officials, foreign businessmen and 
diplomats. On the other side of the eco-
nomic divide, the simple brick homes 
lying haphazardly on the hillsides in and 
below El Alto are mainly composed of 
an indigenous working class. This part 
of the land is less safe to live on due to 
unstable rock foundations and the pos-
sibility of devastating landslides.

According to sociologist Jorge Derpic, 
who studies lynchings, citizen security 
and justice in El Alto, this unusual class 
layout is rooted in the darker chapters 
of the city’s tumultuous history. Follow-
ing the end of the 1952 revolution, indig-
enous and rural groups like the Aymara 
migrated toward the city. 

The city experienced another influx of 
rural, largely indigenous migrants fol-
lowing structural adjustment reforms 
imposed on the country in the 1980s 
that resulted in the closing of state 
mining and other enterprises. At the 

time migrants again flooded La Paz 
and El Alto to join the informal econo-
my as vendors or to take unstable jobs 
as public transportation drivers. ‘There 
was an explosion of people coming to 
the city, trying to sell whatever they 
could,’ says Derpic.

Classism and racism were rife among 
the predominantly white or mestizo elite 
around that time. ‘More than just saying 
they wanted to live in a warmer place, 
[the elites] didn’t want to be mixed with 
people they considered dirty,’ Derpic 
points out. ‘They remained in the centre 
and move to the south of the city while 
people from the rural areas started liv-
ing in the outskirts.’

La Paz’s social geography, as if scat-
tered by the wind across a rocky, vertical 
landscape, remains quite similar today. 
Its identity is chiseled by the topography 
on which it pulses, its people forged by 
a strange, rugged and elevated system.
 

oming over the ridge from 
neighboring El Alto in the 
darkening twilight, travellers 
are met with an almost oth-

erworldly sight. Through the smeared 
taxi windscreen, La Paz creeps into 
view nestled in a deep crater. Its litter 
of yellow pinprick streetlights resem-
bles an expanse of stars floating at 
levels dizzyingly close to earth.
 
At nighttime, the view of La Paz is dis-
tractingly breathtaking.
 
After the sun has woken and the mid-
morning salteñas have been scoffed 
down, the city’s actual topographi-

cal contours become a little easier to 
map out. La Paz is a city of vertical-
ity. Its many neighbourhoods sit at 
varying heights, interlinked by sloped 
streets that call to mind San Francis-
co, California, but that are populated 
by packs of self-assured street dogs, 
chaotic armadas of public minivans 
and cholitas in their trademark bowl-
er hats selling wares by the roadside.
 
At 3650 metres above sea level and 
enclosed on all sides by the Bolivian 
plateau or altiplano, La Paz stirs in 
a canyon carved out thousands of 
years ago by Rio Choqueyapu. This 
choice of location serves some prac-

tical purposes: the gorge walls shield 
it from harsh cold winds, and part of 
its water supply comes from the run-
off of nearby Andean glaciers. But the 
extreme vertical topography plays 
a role beyond that, defining what 
makes La Paz the city it is.
 
‘The city is like a carpet over all the 
land,’ says Carlos Gallardo, Dean of 
Architecture, Art, Design and Urban-
ism at La Paz’s Universidad Mayor 
de San Andrés. ‘When you’re inside 
it, you say, “wow, it’s so big.” But 
when your focus is on the city from 
outside, the landscape becomes 
most important.’

A VERTICAL 
NATURE
How Topography has forged 
La Paz’s Identity
TEXT AND PHOTO: DAVID KAVANAGH

 La Paz is a city of verticality. Its many neighbourhoods sit at 
varying heights, interlinked by sloped streets that call 

to mind San Francisco, California.

C

pecially in the capital city more than 
anywhere else, because this is where 
the difference starts and can be fea-
sibly carried out. La Paz is becoming 
more attractive to young Bolivian pro-
fessionals because they feel that their 
work is more relevant and meaningful 
to the city, whereas in other parts of 
Europe and the Global North they may 
feel redundant or like they are just an-
other piece in the system. 

This is not to say that young 
Bolivians are no longer work-
ing or studying abroad. Indeed, 
according to the U.S. Embassy 
in Bolivia, ‘U.S. Embassies and 
Consulates abroad issued 
nonimmigrant visas to more 
than 23,000 Bolivians, including 488 
students to study in the U.S. and 333 
cultural and educational exchange 
participants.’ Cintia also says that there 
are currently 350 Bolivian students 
that are registered to study at univer-
sity in Germany. It seems that young 
people still have the drive to go abroad, 
but now more than ever have the de-
sire to come back home in order to use 
their knowledge to move the country 
forward. After living abroad they see 

their homeland from a different per-
spective, and understand how they can 
make a difference.

Emma Rada Villarroel attended an 
exchange program in Ohio and came 
back to Bolivia to finish her studies. 
Whilst she enjoyed her time abroad 
and could very easily have gone back to 
the United States to work, she decided 
to stay and work in La Paz’s tourism-

development agency. Similarly, Gabri-
ela Prado had the opportunity study 
for her undergraduate degree in the 
States, yet decided to study in La Paz. 
Gabriela says that she is attached to 
the culture and lifestyle in La Paz, in-
cluding its family values, the people and 
their inherently friendly and welcoming 
nature. It would be difficult to adapt to a 
completely different way of life abroad, 
she says, especially at 18 years old, in a 
place where people are more reserved, 

like the United States. ‘My dream is to 
settle down in La Paz and raise my fam-
ily here,’ Gabriela adds. 

In addition, the city itself is quite ex-
traordinary. Amaru defines La Paz as 
an ‘incredible mix of people from differ-
ent regions of the country living in close 
proximity, the landscape, the food, 
the history, it all comes together in a 
strange cocktail that I think is unique’. 

After living abroad, young Boliv-
ians frequently come back with 
aspirations of change, but also a 
strong sense of pride for La Paz 
and its distinguishing features. 

La Paz is a place of overwhelm-
ing chaos, movement, lack of 

oxygen and striking landscapes, and 
at first glance it doesn’t seem to be a 
habitable place; yet many young Bo-
livians would comfortably and proudly 
call it home. Despite feeling very at-
tached to Ohio and her life abroad, 
Emma is proud to be paceña, saying, 
‘[La Paz] is the place in which I learnt 
and continue to learn about life. It’s 
the place where I feel the power of the 
mountains and the beauty of diversity. 
It’s my microcosm.’ 

In a city that ecompasses so much variety,
 narrowing it down to a few defining features is 

almost impossible. 
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TOGETHER IN THE LIGHT

If it were to be painted, the artist would keep three words in mind as 
he worked: vertical, rugged and alien. Brush in hand, he’d sit on the 
steps of one of the many miradores overlooking the cityscape, the 
sun disappearing behind El Alto washing Mt. Illimani in a humbling 
gold. The artist would start at the beginning. He would sketch the 
landscape as it was thousands of years before: bare bones, a violent 
gash in the earth, chiseled by the mighty Choqueyapu. Over time, a 
moon-like valley would rear its rocky head over the horizon. A flood 
of people. Great houses would appear in the deep centre and they 
would clamber up the hillside in the hundreds, clinging to the el-
evated walls for life. As he’d paint, the city and the canyon would 
become an inseparable whole. The sun would set. La Paz, as it does 
now, would slowly wake as a mosaic of lights.

A PHOTO ESSAY BY DAVID KAVANAGH

The slopes, the canyon, 
the chiseled city
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he lays out her coca leaves over 
page 10 of El Dia’s June issue 
seated by herself in La Paz’s 
entrance to Valle de La Luna. 
She’s donning a navy bonnet 
with a plum wool cardigan and 
a matching silk pollera to keep 

her snug from the 5 a.m. chill. 

A Mario Bros. ringtone resonates from a 

Nokia 200 through Marta’s skirt pocket 
and cuts through the still silence of the 
barren valley. Her 18-year-old daughter 
is on the line. 

‘I’ve been here since four o’clock’ in the 
morning preparing the coca, cinnamon 
and sugar for Pachamama,’ Marta tells 
her, laughing with excitement. As she 
smiles, the crow’s feet on her rustic tan 

skin become ever more prominent. She 
checks the time on her cell phone and 
concludes there is an hour-and-a-half 
left until sunrise.

Prompt and patient, Marta Diez is the 
first person to arrive at Valle de La Lu-
na’s Aymara New Year festival. She is 
one of the 1.5 million Aymara people in 
Bolivia who celebrate the winter sol-
stice on June  21st. Officially named 
the Nuevo Año Andino Amazónico 
y Chaco, the celebration became a 
national holiday in Bolivia in 2009. 

On this day the sun is at its farthest 
from the Earth, which marks the be-
ginning of a new agricultural year. It is 
the shortest day and longest night of 
our solar cycle. 

Born and raised in La Paz in an Aymara 
household, Marta is a part-time seam-
stress and part-time tienda owner in 
El Alto. Although she has celebrated 
the New Year in various places across 
Bolivia, including Potosí and the most 
famous site, Tiwanaku, for the past four 
years she has spent it at Valle De La 
Luna, her favourite location.  

‘Tiwanaku is too commodified and cold 
for my taste,’ she says, as she continues 
to lay out her coca leaves on sheets of 

newspaper. ‘This location is right down 
the street from my house. There’s a lot 
of thought put in from those organiz-
ing the ceremony.’ Marta has brought 
several bags of cinnamon, sugar and 
coca leaves to share with those at-
tending the ceremony. 

‘The sugar and cinnamon I have here 
are to bring good health and good luck 
for your job and family. Pachamama is 
watching out for us,’ she says, pointing 
to the star-filled sky. 

These elements are placed on an apxata, 
a ritual table covered with white table-
tas, where coca leaves and natural ele-
ments accompany a dark-coloured lla-
ma fetus that represents the earth and 
its fertilization. The offerings on the ta-
ble make up a mesa dulce and include 
fruit, coloured sweets, flower petals and 
aromatic woods of koa and palo santo. 
The fetus is wrapped in heaps of strings 
made out of wool. The items burned 
over the ritual table vary from celebra-
tion to celebration, but they usually rep-
resent  a house, a car, health and money.

Swarming about the dusty valley, the 
staff of Mallasa’s community City Hall 
fervently pace the event, making sure 
locals and tourists enjoy their time prior 
to the ceremony. 

‘We are receiving el nuevo año andino 
amazónico with a traditional gift (hua-
jta) to Pachamama,’ says José Eduardo 
Camper, deputy mayor of the Mallasa 

District, where the valley is located. 
‘We’ve organized musical groups and 
we await neighbours and other commu-

nal organizations to attend this event 
we’ve planned for the past month.’ 

The song ‘Aymara’ resonates throughout 
the valley. Walter Quispe, the yatiri of 
the evening, makes his way to the front 
of the ceremonial table. Pacing around 
the llama and its body enveloped by 
gifts brought on by Marta, he begins to 
lightly drizzle the concoction with his 
tiny flask of alcohol. He lights the table. A 
booming flame ignites from below.

Locals and tourists pour in gradually at 
the gates of the Valley. Eager children 
and their parents make way up to the 
viewpoint looking over the purple haze 
of the 5:30 a.m. sky.

Quispe, who has been a yatiri for the 
past ten years, continues to perform the 
ceremony. Engaged and taken by the 
blazing red flames of the table, a stream 
of tears begins to roll down his cheeks. 
Marta and the two cholita friends who 
joined her, hold hands in a clasp, resting 
their heads on each other’s shoulders. 

‘This is the one time we get to wholly 
express our culture. For us there’s 
a melancholic beauty to it,’ says 
Quispe, in a voice so soft it could put 
a child to sleep. 

The sun is rising. The llama has turned 
to ashes. Over the hill, a bright yellow 
sun makes its way shining over the val-
ley. Palms are raised to the sky and a 
new year has been officially marked. 

Celebrating the Aymara 
New Year in La Paz
TEXT: ABIGAIL ALVES
PHOTO: ISABEL ION

‘There’s a lot of thought put in from those organizing the ceremony.’ 
– Marta Diez

Palms are raised to the sky and 
a new year has been 

officially marked. 
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itch black hair greased over, a 
moustache sharper than a cut-
ting knife and an enigmatic cha-
risma comparable to Marlon 

Brando’s, José Antonio Saavedra turns 
heads as he walks dressed from head to 
toe as Pedro Domingo Murillo along La 
Paz’s El Prado. 

‘Do not say it’s a costume, for it’s not a 
costume,’ Saavedra says. ‘Costumes are 
for carnivals. I, on the other hand, I inter-
pret Pedro Domingo Murillo!’ he exclaims. 
 
The making of the film Fuego de Libertad, 
back in 2009, which commemorated the 
200th anniversary of Bolivia’s independ-
ence, ignited Saavedra’s interest in Boliv-
ia’s historical political figure when he was 
cast to play the revolutionary hero and 
the film’s key protagonist who portended 
to the country’s democratic shift.  He be-
came invested in his role, and has been 
playing the part ever since.  

‘[Murillo] gave his life to gain emancipa-
tion from the Spanish,’ Saveedra says as 
he sits on his paisley-print couch twirling 
the 10-pound torch he carries along El 
Prado all the way to Plaza San Francisco 
on El Dia de La Paz. ‘A person who fights 
for their ideals, I put them in high value.’ 

Saavedra is an entrepreneur who owns 
a car lot, Saavedra Motors, and is also an 
economist and a lawyer, yet manages to 
find space for his acting hobbies on the 
side. While a lot of actors have played the 

part of Murillo, most of them have let go 
and moved on. Yet Saavedra carries on, 
year after year.

‘I kept on going, fascinated by his char-
acter,’ Saavedra says. ‘I studied him, and 
even had the honour of being invited to 
his house by the government.’  

Tweaking and fixing his custom-made 
Murillo attire yearly, the part-time actor 
and multi-career Bolivian wakes up at 5 in 
the morning every July 16 to ready himself 
for his procession with the help of his wife, 
Maria Helena. But this day commemo-
rating Murillo’s insurrection in 1809 is 
but one of many showings of Saavedra 
as the revolutionary hero. Starting July 
1, Saavedra attends events and inter-
views leading up to El Dia de La Paz.

‘I identify myself with him because I re-
spect his ideologies, and I’m a man of my 
word, like he is,’ Saavedra declares. ‘You 
need a lot of strength to carry this torch.’ 

The son of a military officer from Santa 
Cruz, Saveedra admired his father’s 
wardrobe as a young boy, but his fa-

ther’s loyalty towards his beliefs always 
reminded him of Bolivia’s revolutionary. 
The way Murillo sacrificed his life for 
those of Bolivian peoples reminds Jose 
of his father’s selflessness. 

Saveedra stands on a small stage located 
on the third floor of the Loteria Nacional 
building. There are 12 days left until El 
Dia de La Paz, but he is attending the 
‘Pedro Domingo Murillo Loteria Na-
cional’ event on Avenida Santa Cruz. La 
Loteria Nacional celebrates the founda-
tion of Murillo’s homage and is nomi-
nating the political figure for the next 
raffle that is happening this morning. 
The torch that was ignited in 1889 is a 
símbolo de la paceñidad. 

‘It is fundamental here in La Paz, we 
are trying to reinforce the sentiment 
of liberty and revolution that our city 
and Murillo both have in common,’ says 
Rossillo Pimentel, executive director of 
La Loteria Nacional.

Saavedra struts on stage as his alter ego. 
He raises his right fist to the air and fer-
vently looks through National Radio Bo-
livia’s camera, declaring, ‘¡No apagarán 
la tea que he encendido (They will not 
extinguish the torch that I have ignited)!’ 

He walks off stage with his lit torch. The 
exit door slams in such a way it resonates 
throughout the room. A gust of dry of Bo-
livian wind enters the room but Saave-
dra’s torch ceases to burn out. 

José Antonio Saavedra 
Keeps Murrilo’s 
Torch Burning

TEXT AND PHOTO: ABIGAIL ALVES

P

‘You need a lot of strength
 to carry this torch.’

– José Antonio Saavedra

orge Luis Parra admits that he became a 
chef by accident. Although food and fla-
vour are now at the centre of his life, they 
are a fairly recent devotion. ‘You can find 

this passion at any age,’ he says, ‘but in my expe-
rience, my passion was found spontaneously.’

Jorge believes that food and eating are para-
mount to our existence: we eat to live, work to buy 
food and come together around meals. ‘Food can 
change the world,’ he tells me quietly. This is a sig-
nificant statement from someone who, now twen-
ty-two years old, only began his culinary training 
three years ago. Before that, food was something 
to save up for, more of a necessity than a pleasure. 
It wasn’t central to his childhood at all.

At the young age of thirteen, Jorge became the 
breadwinner of his family, working menial jobs in 
La Paz such as selling electrical parts. Discipline 
has always been essential to the way he lives his 
life. It is what got him noticed as a security guard 
at Gustu, Claus Meyer’s internationally famous 
restaurant in the city. Jorge’s ability to thrive under 
stringent work conditions ultimately led to his en-
rolment at Manq’a, Gustu’s cooking school, which 
provides culinary training to locals who may strug-
gle to afford it.

This is how his endless drive to put food on the ta-
ble morphed into an ambition to revolutionise the 
food itself. When Jorge speaks about the future, his 
gaze flickers past me. He makes abstract state-
ments of ambition along with more solid plans. 
The more he achieves, the more he wants to map 
out his future. Jorge wants to do a ‘stage of training’ 
in Copenhagen, he wants to travel everywhere, but 
his plans don’t have a specific timing. It’s not that 
he wants to travel in order to introduce Bolivian 
cuisine to the world. His plan is to learn everything 
before he can change anything. Although he origi-
nally thought people were crazy when they said 
they could change the world through food, he now 
says, ‘Anything is possible, no matter your back-
ground or experience.’

Despite his overseas hankerings, it is his  back-
ground and hometown that essentially drive 
Jorge’s ambition. ‘I want to grow as a professional 
and open a new restaurant for my people,’ he says. 
For someone in daily contact with internationally 
acclaimed gourmet creations, Jorge remains con-
nected to the flavour of his city. His favourite meal 
couldn’t be more paceño: fish, fries and soup.

How Jorge Luis Parra became
a chef in the city

TEXT: ISABEL ION
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n the corner of Plaza Murillo stands a solid, imposing, co-
lonial structure emblazoned with huge posters that read: 
REAPERTURA, 10 AGOSTO. The placard outside will tell 
you that the building houses the Museo Nacional de Arte, 

a national institution dedicated to the preservation and display of 
Bolivian art. But for the past three years, this institution has been 
closed to visitors, with only a temporary hall displaying various 
small and non-permanent exhibitions.
 
The Museo Nacional de Arte is known for its strength in two main 
areas. The first, an extraordinary collection of colonial art that is 
unmatched across Bolivia, not just for its historical significance 
but also for the pure beauty of the pieces. The second, a wide 

collection of 20th and 21st 
Century art, mainly paint-
ings and sketches, which 
is also the most repre-
sentative collection across 
the country. Due to the 
closure, these works have 
been hidden from public 
view and will only be redis-
played when the museum 
opens in August.

 And what an opening it will 
be. The project of renovat-
ing the museum, as with 
any colonial structure, has 
been complicated and 
drawn out, but the rewards 
will be great. The interior 
of the museum has been 
completely restored and 
areas that were previously 
administrative offices have 
been opened to the public 
as new exhibits. This will 
give the museum more 
space for its current exhib-
its and make room for the 
art in the archives.
 
The extensive restoration of 
the museum has been car-
ried out by the Fundación 
Cultural del Banco Central 
de Bolivia. This foundation 
was set up 20 years ago 
by the central bank in or-
der to manage the cultural 
heritage of the country, 
largely through different 
museums. Although at 
first it managed only four 
museums, it now runs six 
institutions, including:  Mu-
seo Nacional de Etnografía 

y Folclórica in La Paz and the Archivo Nacional in Sucre. 
 
According to the foundation’s President, Cergio Prudencio, its 
mandate is very specific. ‘We are concerned with the preserva-
tion, the conservation and the administration of six repositories in 
Bolivia,’ he says. This involves the day to day management of the 
institutes, the provision of funds, and the coordination of the cen-

tres so that their cultural activities can be developed. The ultimate 
goal is protecting the heritage of Bolivia.
 
As a country, Bolivia has a lot of heritage to protect. As Prudencio 
stresses, ‘Our heritage is in information, in making our own soci-

O

ety conscious of the place that it occupies in history and in the 
world.’ The rich history of Bolivia has given its culture a legacy 
full of different nuances, with pre and post colonial societies 
that contribute to the tapestry that is the modern country. La 
Paz as a city is central to this preservation and to the spread 
of public awareness because it is here where the threads of 
influence converge, making it an important place of heritage.
 

In contrast to the Museo Nacional de Arte, with its collections 
of traditionally pure artistic forms (such as oil paintings, can-
vases and sketches), the foundation supports another insti-
tute in La Paz that is dedicated to something much more rep-
resentative of the current and former inhabitants of Bolivia. El 
Museo Nacional de Etnografía y Folklore, known as MUSEF, is 
full of collections of native art and traditional crafts.
 
Although it is based around a colonial house just off Plaza 
Murillo, MUSEF has expanded into a sprawling modern 
structure with several floors that link different exhibitions. 
One of the principal aims of the museum is to explain the 
stories of the people through the objects and artifacts that 
are on display.
 
MUSEF uses a technique called the ‘operative chain’, which 
explores the history behind an object from the forging of the 
raw materials, through its creation, and to its usage by the 
people. This can be seen clearly in the one of the halls featur-
ing displays of textiles throughout the centuries from differ-
ent areas and ethnic groups, not just from Bolivia but also 
extending into the lower reaches of Peru. Along with the fin-
ished products, the display highlights the changes in the 
tools, dyes and cloth through physical items and various 
video screens. For the visitors, this form of presentation is 
striking and the contents are memorable.
 
The most impressive exhibit, however, is the long, dark, 
atmospheric hall of masks. The notice at the start reads 
that the masks are a way of showing ‘the diverse faces 
of the collective soul’, and the skillful curation of this ex-
hibition is such that the masks seem to come to life, 
telling the stories of those who made them, wore them, 
and danced in them.
 
This last exhibit provides a sense of the magical, the crea-
tive, the intangible. It is in displaying this that MUSEF, and 
the foundation as a whole, has shown its most skillful side. It 
allows the visitor to connect with their imagination and pic-
ture those who created the heritage that the public can now 
admire. This connection enables the heritage to be explored 
in a way that stretches beyond the museums and lingers 
long in the memory, even after stepping out into the bright 
Bolivian sunshine. As Prudencio underlines, ‘Our aim is to 
make the patrimony of our country more accessible to the 
public.’ These two museums are evidence that the goals of 
the foundation are being met, and even surpassed.

The role of museums in 
conserving national 
identity
TEXT:  ISABEL COCKER
PHOTO: IVAN RODRIGUEZ PETKOVIC

La Paz as a city is central to this preservation 
and to the spread of public awareness because it 
is here where the threads of influence converge, 
making it an important place of heritage.

 ‘Our heritage is in information, in making our own 
society conscious of the place that it occupies in 
history and in the world.’ 

– Cergio Prudencio
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hidden alleyway tucked up in the maze of streets that 
lie above the cathedral on Plaza Murillo, Calle Jaén is 
lined with myriad museums, stores and cafés. These 
are mainly aimed at the touristic crowd, but although 

this street is one of the most visited in La Paz by guidebook fol-
lowers, it is not that trade that draws many in. Rather, it is the im-
pressive architecture with which the street is filled. In a city full of 
ramshackle buildings, newly built 
towers and bare-brick blocks, this 
small street stands out for the 
quality of the preservation of its 
colonial façades.
 
The day I visited was, like the 
majority of those in the capital’s 
dry winter, a bright one. The sun 
reflected off the gleaming white 
walls lining the street and made the colours of the vibrant shops 
glow. The carved wooden railings of the balconies stood proud 
and straight, and immaculate lanterns hung silently in rows to 
light the narrow thoroughfare. This is remarkable in a city which 
is constantly moving forward, that has rejected the majority of the 
structures of its colonial age.
 
The top of the street is dedicated to different small museums, 

from the Museo de Instrumentos Mu-
sicales, which in addition to displaying 
native instruments dating from before 
the Spanish conquest also offers music 
classes and various concerts using the 
display pieces, to the incredibly beautiful 
Casa de Murillo. This museum offers an 
in-depth exploration of the history of Pe-
dro Domingo Murillo, a champion of the 
Bolivian independence movement who 
is often credited with lighting the spark – 
el primer grito – which ultimately led to 
the secession of Latin America from the 
Spanish crown. Set in a low, cool building 
around a pretty courtyard, this museum 
also displays collections of colonial-era 
furniture and art to fill in the life behind 
the figure of the hero.
 
Appreciation for those first rebels against 
the Spanish authority is clear in this lit-
tle alleyway. Previously a market street 
called Cabra Cancha, in the early 19th 
century it was a hotbed of radical sym-
pathisers, as its position in the old town 
near the governmental square placed it in 
the area of the rich, land-owning classes 
who first incited revolt against the Span-
ish Empire. Its full current name – Calle 
Apolinar Jaén – refers back to another of 
the leading criollos who raised an army 
in 1809 to try and defeat the rulers. He 
and Murillo both lived on this street and 
they were both ultimately hung for their 
treason, but the renaming of this street 
shows the gratitude that paceños still 
feel for their first champion.
 
Some workers were busy sweeping 
outside the Casa de Murillo when I vis-
ited, and they told me about how the 

city works to ensure that all the municipal buildings here are 
kept in their original condition. All of the museums along the 
street are maintained by the Direccion Patrimonial, a body of 
workers controlled by La Casa de Cultura. This, ultimately, is 
controlled by the alcaldía. The team is constantly kept busy, 
not only inspecting the exteriors of the buildings but also 
ensuring the upkeep of the courtyards and the interiors of 

the rooms. One man told me, 
proudly, that ‘each museum 
gets a complete renovation 
every two to three years’.
  
A worker in a tour-guide shop 
told me, ‘The buildings are 
what bring tourists here, and 
after that they come into our 
shop.’ However, the preserva-

tion of the street is not maintained only because of the money 
and trade it promotes. The pride of the residents is obvious 
when they talk about why they like the atmosphere, why they 
have their studios and workshops there as well as their shops 
despite it being a busy tourist attraction. It is a street unlike 
any other in La Paz and it merits the attention it receives, not 
just for the buildings, but also for its history and for the various 
institutions that have been established inside its narrow walls.

a

‘The buildings are what bring tourists here, 
and after that they come into our shop.’

– Tourist shop employee, Calle Jaén
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A PHOTO ESSAY BY MARIA MAYBÖCK

STREETS 
LIKE
PULSING 
VEINS
How Transport Gives 
Life to a City 

A blur of zipping cars, once covered in a brownish smoke cloud, 
now makes its way up the dizzying heights of a steep zigzag-
ging road, reflecting the blinding sun against a clear blue sky.
 
A concert of horns hit multiple times, each with its own inten-
tion. Cars crossing lanes, speeding into a roundabout, stopping 
for a running passenger, making a turn at a corner.
 
A frequent quasi-solstice, like a rapidly moving cloud, as the 
teleférico floats silently above it all in a never-ending flow.
 
In their own way, they connect La Paz and paceños from one 
point to another, in a commute that becomes a crazy and 
stressful race, in a bustling and dynamic city.

URBANISM
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a Paz is a chaotic sprawl, a wild 
mix of architectonic shapes and 
forms that take over even the 
most inhospitable stretches of 

land. Walking the city feels like exer-
cise: while freezing in the shade, one 
is very likely to open one’s jacket and 
swear at the many layers of clothes 
once hiking uphill. To round it all off, 
the teleférico’s cable cars float qui-
etly above, connecting its residents 
in a futuristic way, transforming a 
simple commute into an exciting 
amusement park ride.
        
Carlos Villagómez Paredes, a re-
nowned architect in La Paz who is a 
graduate of the city’s University of 
San Andrés, with advanced degrees 
from Mexico City’s UNAM and the 
Free University of Brussels in Belgium, 
sees a second important dimension 
to La Paz’s peculiar appearance apart 
from its geographical location: its eth-

nic and social configuration. No other 
city can boast the rich share of indig-
enous population found here. Indeed, 
the indigenous culture and traditions 
are undoubtedly a major tourist at-
traction for all of Bolivia. 

Villagómez, who teaches at the Uni-
versity of San Andrés and designed 
additions to the Ethnographic and 
Folklore Museum in La Paz and the 
Folklore Museum in El Alto, amongst 
many other projects, considers the 
social configuration an integral part of 
his work and calls for more sensitivity 
amongst his colleagues for the vari-
ety of cultural expressions that were 
established by the recognition of the 
plurinational and pluricultural state 
of Bolivia. An architect’s challenge in 
La Paz, therefore, is the cultural mo-
saic constructed in a cratered city 
deemed by many to be unsuitable for 
human settlement. ‘It’s a very special 

city. It is madness to be an 
architect in this city!’ Vil-
lagómez exclaims.

According to Villagómez, 
the city’s diversity, in all its 
forms and shapes, does 
not allow for one single ar-

chitectural style to dominate the ur-
ban landscape; that would disregard 
and obliterate the many groups not 
culturally represented by that particu-
lar style. To understand the people as 
an architect is to respect and embrace 
their diversity. ‘It is not enough to sim-
ply be an architect in this city; one has 
to be a cultural leader, one has to be a 
cultural activist, an intellectual leader 
to be an architect in this city,’ he says. 
A cultural responsibility, therefore, 
stems from the profession; Villagómez 
has accepted a responsibility to repre-
sent all the disparate elements of the 
city with dignity and respect.

In many of his works, Villagómez has 
embraced and mastered the ‘West-
ern’ style of clear and geometric 
lines, forms and shapes that add an 
elegant touch to the timeless white 
that dominates some of his houses, 
whether that is to satisfy a customer 
or to broaden his own horizon. Large 
windows, oriented to face the most 
spectacular views, give off warm light 
on the outside and allow a sneak peak 
into majestic yet minimalistic interiors 
and elegantly curved staircases. 

Indeed, Villagómez does not think La 
Paz is one of the seven most won-
drous cities of the world because of its 
beauty. The city presents a challenge 
to any architect, as its intensity, in the 
words of Villagómez, ‘eats up any kind 
of intention... The city eats you up. It 
eats you, it chews you, it digests you 
and it defecates you in a way where it 
does not give you the option of saying, 
“I am an architect of this city.”’

Despite a changing appearance, 
mostly due to new high-rise buildings 
and the emergence of modern, mini-
malistic, Western-looking buildings 
and houses in Zona Sur, the cityscape 
is still dominated by half-finished 
brick houses with their steel rods ee-
rily pointing upwards, little signs of ur-
ban planning, dusty streets filled with 
car emissions, stray dogs and simple 
street vendors. If one is not convinced 
from the mere sight of it, it is the city’s 
day-to-day life that marches to a dif-
ferent beat, that paints an unusual 
picture, and that instills a peculiar feel-
ing in the visitor, which cannot only be 
blamed on altitude sickness. 

‘Ciudad Maravillosa’, according to 
Villagómez, does not mean beautiful; 
in his own words, it means ‘extraor-
dinary, unusual, daring, strange... 
very strange.’

WONDERFULLY 
STRANGE
The Mosaic of Modernity and 
Traditionalism in 
Paceño Architecture

TEXT: MARIA MAYBÖCK
IMAGE COURTESY OF CARLOS VILLAGÓMEZ PAREDES

L

‘The city eats you up. It eats you, it chews 
you, it digests you and it defecates you.’

– Carlos Villagómez Paredes 
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La Paz’s Ciudadanos Chime In on Why 
Their City Deserves Its Accolades

It was only possible for La Paz to be selected as one of the New Seven Wonder Cities of the World because the people of La 
Paz voted in droves. So what exactly is it about La Paz that makes an ordinary paceño feel like the city is worthy of such an 

honor – and what changes have they noticed? We took to the streets of La Paz to find out. 

WHY IS LA PAZ
MARAVILLOSA?

I think the city deserved to be named be-
cause it has nice touristic spaces. There 
are many different touristic features, and 
a unique aspect is the different climates 
of La Paz that can all be experienced in 
one day. The teleférico is the change I 
have noticed from the campaign.

La Paz deserves to be called maravillosa. 
To us, that means spectacular, special, 

unique. La Paz surprises you. It is a very 
active city filled with distinctive cultures. 

The changes we have noticed since the 
nomination are better transportation and 

more people participating in the arts.

JUAN 
COBBLER
Where we found him: 
at his shoe kiosk in the 
Sopocachi neighborhood

MARIA
STUDENT
Where we found her: 
sitting on a bench in Plaza
España, in Sopocachi

JENNIFER AND MAURICIO
CHEF AND RESTAURANT 
OWNER, RESPECTIVELY

Where we found them: 
taking a smoke break outside 
their restaurant in Sopocachi

SARGENTO FERNANDEZ
POLICEMAN

Where we found him: 
El Monticulo in Sopocachi

SALVADOR AND JESED 
STUDENTS

Where we found them:
El Monticulo in Sopocachi 

I think it is true that La Paz is wonderful. 
Every part of La Paz is a special place – 
there are so many things and places to 
see both in and near La Paz. Such as San 
Francisco Cathedral, [the ancient ruins 
of] Tiwanuku, and Copacabana [on the 
shores of nearby Lake Titicaca].

I think La Paz was chosen because it has 
some of the most beautiful and cleanest 
places to visit, such as El Monticulo, and 

then there is El Prado [La Paz’s main 
thoroughfare]. My favorite place in La 
Paz is the yellow line of the teleférico 

[which connects La Paz to El Alto]. Since 
people have heard about the city being 

nominated as one of the most wondrous 
cities of the world, they take pride in 

keeping the city clean.

While Jennifer thinks La Paz was nominated due to its 
beautiful places, Mauricio thinks it is due to the distinc-

tive people, such as the cholitas, and the harmony 
in which the citizens live together. Since La Paz was 

awarded the maravillosa moniker, they’ve both noticed 
more tourists coming from Peru to pass through La Paz.

Maravillosa to me means something that shines, that 
everyone likes, something that isn’t common and only 
exists in certain selected places. La Paz deserves the 
nomination because the paceños have made a great 
effort to have a beautiful city. We are constantly evolv-
ing and transforming, constantly improving our way of 
life. Our culture has been distorted due to colonization, 
but now through our indigenous roots we are starting 
to take it back.

RONALD
STUDENT
Where we found him:
skateboarding in Plaza Avaroa

TEXT: MARIA FERNANDEZ
PHOTOS: MARIA MAYBÖCK
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ALCALDÍA: ‘Mayor’s Office’

ALTIPLANO: The Andean Plateau Covering Areas In Bolivia, Peru, 
Chile And Argentina

APXATA: Aymaran Word For ‘Table’

AYMARA: An Indigenous Nation In The Andes And Altiplano Re-
gions Of South America

BOLIVIANO: The Basic Monetary Unit Of Bolivia

CALDO DE CORDERO: Lamb Soup, Made With Potatoes, Rice And 
Chuño In A Broth

CHARANGO: A Small Andean Stringed Instrument, Popular With 
Musicians From Ecuador, Bolivia, Peru, Northern Chile And North-
western Argentina

CHIRIMOYA: A Fruit Native To Bolivia, Surrounded By A Ridged 
Green Skin And Filled With White Flesh
 
CHOLITA: A Traditional Aymara Or Quechua Woman, Character-
ized By Her Bowler Hat And Wide 
Skirt

CHORIPAN: A Bread Roll Filled With Fried Sausage, Pickled Vegeta-
bles, Salad And Sauces

CHORIZO: ‘Sausage’

CIUDADANO: ‘Citizen’

CRIOLLO: A Social Class In Spanish Colonies Comprising Latin 
America-Born Subjects Of Pure Spanish Heritage; Ranked Very 
Highly, They Are Considered Second In Prestige Only Underneath 
Those Born In Spain.

EL PRIMER GRITO: The Start Of The Movement For Independence 
Of Bolivia From The Spanish Empire

ENSALADA DE FRUTAS: An Assortment Of Exotic Fruits, Often 
Served With Ice Cream, Cream, Yoghurt And Jelly

FELICIDADES: ‘Congratulations’

HUAJTA: A Gift To Pachamama, Or Mother Earth, Consisting Of A 
Table Comprised With Various Herbs And Aromatic Woods Topped 
Off With A Llama Fetus

JALLALLA: An Exclamation Found In Quechua And Aymara Lan-
guages Expressing Hope And A Sense Of Adventure
Koa: A Type Of Acacia Tree

KOA: A type of acacia tree

MARAVILLOSA: ‘Wonderful’

MESA DULCE: A Table Of Pastries And Sweets For A Special Event

MESTIZO: Someone Of Mixed Blood

MIRADOR: A Lookout Point 

PACEÑO: A Person From La Paz

PALO SANTO: A Mystical Tree That Grows In South America

PAN: ‘Bread’

PEÑA: A Type Of Meeting Place For Folkloric Performances Popu-
lar In Spanish And Latin American Cultures, Commonly Associ-
ated With Social Justice And Political Movements

POLLERA: Traditional Skirt Worn By Cholitas
 
PROFESOR: ‘Professor’
 
SALTEÑA: A Bolivian Empanada Usually Filled With Beef, Chicken 
Or Pork

SÍMBOLO DE LA PACEÑIDAD: Symbol Of Culture In La Paz 

SANDWICH DE CHOLA: A Sandwich Traditionally Made By The 
Cholitas Of La Paz, Filled With Pork, Pickled Vegetables And 
Spicy Sauce

TABLETA: Table Cloth

TELEFÉRICO: A Public Transport System Of Cable Cars

TIENDA: ‘Store’

TUCUMANA: A Deep Fried Pastry Filled With Ground Beef, Pota-
toes, Vegetables And Egg

YATIRI: A Traditional Aymara Healer






