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There are many reasons for reading a novel: 
sharing a fantastic story with the author, reconnecting 

with reality through fiction, clearing the mind, searching 

for something beyond the routine, passing the time, 

entertaining yourself, sharpening your critical thinking skills, 

letting your imagination fly. Our purpose for this guide is 

to take a journey through the places that populate certain 

books written by Mario Vargas Llosa since they are incredibly 

accurate descriptions of the settings of his extraordinarily 

well written stories. We will take a tour of sites around the 

city of Lima found within four works: the story Día Domingo 

(Sunday) from the book Los Jefes (The Bosses), the novella 

Los Cachorros (The Cubs), the novel La Ciudad y los 
Perros (The City and the Dogs, but translated into English as 

The Time of the Hero), and the book Conversación en La 
Catedral (Conversation in La Catedral).

The literary route we are proposing is a one the readers 

can design for themselves by way of searching his texts for 

references to places around Lima and then hitting the streets to 

discover them, helped by this tool we at PromPerú are placing 

in their hands. The best part about this is there is no way of 

getting lost since a Vargas Llosa story always makes sense.

Is this a Christmas gift from a Miraflores father to his son in Lima of the 1950’s? Reference to Los Cachorros.
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The Lima of Mario Vargas Llosa

Young people dressed for a party in the ‘50’s. MVLL 
(Mario Vargas Llosa) is seventh clockwise. (Vargas 
Llosa family archive)
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The geographic, social, and human landscapes play a 
predominant role in Vargas Llosa’s narrative; they are the 
settings for his fiction, compensation to the simplicity of 
reality that the author claims to be one of the greatest 
human pleasures. The stories that make up Vargas 
Llosa’s great and important body of works are set in 
different times and places, reaching today to all corners 
of the world. Nevertheless, his first stories which shot him 
into the international spotlight as an enormously talented 
storyteller are located in Peruvian cities.

Lima of the 1950’s, its barrios, its characters, its moods, 
its positives, and its negatives are the world of certain 
stories in Los Jefes, of the succinct yet extraordinary 
narration of Los Cachorros, and of the books La Ciudad 
y los Perros, Conversación en La Catedral, La Tía Julia 
y el Escribidor (Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter), and El 
Loco de los Balcones (The Madman of the Balconies).
  

Initially centering his stories in places all around Peru and 
charging each with a depth of symbolism, Vargas Llosa 
later moved his settings to different parts of the world, 
starting with the book La Guerra del Fin del Mundo (The 
War of the End of the World) and continuing that trend 
even today. Whatever the story, his characters, narration, 
and moods are always bound up in the setting. This 
identification between place and fiction may perhaps 
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The Bransa Restaurant used to operate in the spot where there is now a “pollería” (restaurant 
specializing in rotisserie chicken) on La Colmena Avenue in downtown Lima. It was part of the life 
and work of Vargas Llosa.
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A street lamp in the San Martin Plaza with the National Club in the background where Vargas Llosa 
used to work as a library assistant.
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have something to do with the impact of Vargas Llosa’s 
real life experiences on him, places where he lived or that 
he traveled to. His book of nonfiction, El Pez en el Agua 
(A Fish in the Water) certainly contains references to the 
value and weight that places have had on his life. Mario 
Vargas Llosa has expressed in many of his interviews 
that there is a direct relationship between his life and 
the settings for his characters and stories. Therein 
lies the interest in visiting those places, in seeing how 
they have changed over time, and in taking a physical 
journey through them as a way of trying to understand 
their nature as the environment in which the author was 
nurtured. The topic of fiction counterbalancing reality 
has definitely reached its maximum expression in Lima. 
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Mario Vargas Llosa’s first works (1950’s and ‘60’s) are set 
within a time period when the degree of social mobility 
was not yet as strong as it would be in the future, albeit 
there were the beginnings of the grand migration from the 
country to the city, the drive to move to the capital and to 
change everything in light of new social variables. A type 
of quietude, inertia, or dormancy fashioned a Lima that 
was subdivided into neighborhoods by highly marked 

socio-economic levels:

The Lima of that time – end of the ‘40’s – was still a small city, 

safe, peaceful, yet hypocritical. We lived in rigid divisions. The 

rich and comfortable in Orrantia and San Isidro, the upper 

middle class in Miraflores, lower middle class in Magdalena, 
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San Martin Plaza in the 1970’s, with its bars and cafes, was where the free 
spirited of Lima, Mario Vargas Llosa, and his characters congregated.
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FOTO SAN ISIDRO FACHADA DEL COUNTRY

The huge mansions and modest old houses in Miraflores peacefully coexisted. Ocharán Street
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San Miguel, Barranco, and the poor in La Victoria, Lince, Bajo 

el Puente, and El Porvenir. We privileged boys almost never 

saw poor kids or realized they existed. They were there, of 

course, living in their barrios, dangerous and remote areas 

where it was noised about there was crime. If a boy cut from 

the same cloth as me never left the city, he could spend his 

entire life under the illusion that he lived in a country of Spanish 

speakers, whites and mestizos, totally ignorant of the millions of 

Quechua speakers who had totally different ways of living.  

The district of Rímac, “on the other side of the bridge”, the other world in Conversación en la Catedral. 

1 Dictionary of the Latin American Lover. PAIDOS, Barcelona, 2006.
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Día domingo (Los jefes) - Los cachorros2 
Miraflores, a suburb of Lima just minutes south of 
downtown, possesses a series of peculiarities that 
sets it apart from other areas of the city. One of them 
is a marked identity, a sense of roots and of belonging, 
“de barrio” as Vargas Llosa would say, that may have 
originated from the fact that most of its population is 
middle class. As a consequence, its streets, parks, and 
business districts boast a uniform social landscape, lived 
out of doors, which is quite different from upper class 
districts where daily life is lived behind walls, gates, and 
electric fences or in condominiums. One certainly false 
stereotype about Miraflores is that it is associated with 
Lima’s upper class. However, if we do some background 

2 Peisa, Lima 1997
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research, we will see that it just isn’t so, and that in fact 
this district has always been home to a diverse yet at 
the same time homogenous middle class. Mario Vargas 
Llosa, in his biography, talks about moments in Miraflores 
of enormous significance for him during his adolescence 
and youth, his years of rebellion, and the split between 
himself and his father. 

It is the ambivalence he feels towards Peru that he stated 
on repeated occasions. The setting for Día Domingo 
(Los Jefes, 1959) and the novella Los Cachorros (1967) 
is primarily Miraflores. This traditional suburb holds great 
symbolism for Vargas Llosa, particularly dealing with the 
sentimental education, his and that of many of his first 
literary characters.

Barrios e inquilinos en la narrativa 
limeña de Mario Vargas Llosa

San Martin Plaza has always been a reflection of social change in Peru’s capital.
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The Bourgeois Miraflores
Before the Spanish arrived in Peru, the land that is now 
Miraflores was occupied by indigenous tribes, and the 
areas they controlled were called cacicazgos. They lived 
off the land and the sea. Vestiges of this pre-Hispanic 
history can be seen in Huaca Pucllana, a religious 
complex used by different Pre-Incan civilizations. During 
the Spanish colony, Mercedarians were given ownership 
of lands where Miraflores, Surco, and San Borja now 
lie, while the indigenous people that used to live there 
were placed in the territories of Sulco.

At the beginning of the 19th century, the Mercedarians 
began selling off plots, which accelerated settlement of 
the area. When the area reached a population of 1000 in 
1857, Miraflores was officially created as a Lima district. 
Its growth from the end of the 19th to the early 20th century 
established it as a sort of gray area between town/beach 
resort and a fixed residence. It also attracted Peruvian 
and foreign families who had discovered it was a nice 
place to live, what with the weather, the orchards, the 
gardens, and the sea all being features that differentiated 
this southern suburb from the old city center. New people 
without aristocratic airs instilled in it this middle class 
spirit that even today characterizes it.

As time passed, Miraflores continued to grow yet 
maintained these original traits, at least in certain 

183 Porta Street, a tiny house where the newlyweds Vargas Llosa and Julia Urquidi lived. (Aunt Julia). 
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areas, mainly its older part. Today, if you walk down the 
streets of Juan Fanning, Diego Ferré, Jose Gonzales, 
Porta, Ocharán, and Buenos Aires, you can see how 
different classes live in peaceful, integrated coexistence, 
neighbors from middle class homes, pretentious high 
rises, and small cottages of poor yet proud families on 
streets where there still is the small business (the famous 
chino de la esquina, as these were once called but now 
utterly extinct) like the tailor, cobbler, and seamstress… 
one of Miraflores’ main streets is Jose Pardo which has 
always boasted a tree-lined median with sidewalks for 
pedestrians and been an important part of Vargas Llosa’s 
first stories.

… closed off at the far end by the front of a two-story house with a small garden, protected by a green 
fence (La Ciudad y los Perros). This house was preserved until 2010 in Porta street, Miraflores, now 
stands a block of flats.

The appearance of old Miraflores changes rapidly on account of new urban demands. Manuel Bonilla Street
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The people stuck around in the park, and Pardo Avenue was 

deserted; they walked along the sidewalks under the ficusses 

with their long and shaggy haircuts. [Día Domingo: 72 - 73]

Avenida Pardo today still features its trees, which were 
planted in the 1970’s after the original ones, nearly 
centenarians, were cut down because their roots were 
breaking the sidewalks. It also maintains a center median 
with sidewalks, dotted here and there with a bench for 
walkers. Nevertheless, as opposed to what Vargas Llosa 
describes in the story, it is never empty. The traffic on both 
sides of the median is intense and the roar of engines is 
part of the growth dynamic of the district. 

On the corner of Pardo Avenue (…) they milled about 

under the ficusses that grew next to the sidewalk, whose 

flagstones were bulging in places, pushed upwards by 

enormous tree roots that sometimes broke through like 

hooks. While walking down Diagonal Avenue, two girls 

crossed the street… [Día domingo: 74]

Another characteristic of early 20th century Miraflores 
was the cinema and theater boom. Those were the times 
of the Leuro, the Ricardo Palma, the Excelsior, the 

Lima back then – end of the ‘40’s – was still a small city, safe, peaceful, yet hypocritical. (Mario Vargas 
Llosa in the Dictionary of the Latin American Lover). José Gonzales Street
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The people stuck around in the park, and Pardo Avenue 
was deserted; they walked along the sidewalks under the 

ficusses with their long and shaggy haircuts. (Día Domingo)
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Canout, and the Montecarlo, this last one with a bar 
attached that was famous for its sandwiches and drinks. 
It was not a sleazy tavern; those were found in downtown 
Lima. It was a respectable, Miraflores establishment, 
frequented by neighbors who ran into each other during 
the day as well as the place where young people went 
to have their first drink, these mainly being high school 
students from the old Marist school, Champagnat.

We would sit in the cheap seats of the Excelsior, Ricardo 

Palma, or Leuro to watch serials, dramas unfit for proper 

young ladies, and movies starring Cantinflas and Tin Tan. 

[Los Cachorros: 125]

From the door of the bar next to the Montecarlo Cinema, he 

saw them at their customary table, owners of the left rear 

corner. [Día Domingo: 76]

They walked down Diagonal Avenue, chest passing the ball back and forth, (…) we crossed the park near 
Las Delicias (…) [Los Cachorros]
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Lima’s middle class acquired the high class custom of 
having live-in domestic servants. Nevertheless, families 
in the 1950’s Miraflores would not have more than two, 
one to do the cooking and the other to serve. 

This habit is still alive even today, being a source of 
employment and visible remnant of outsourcing from the 
colonial era – including the use of uniforms, one day off, 

and a social status slightly lower than the employers:

There were few pedestrians on Grau Avenue, most being 
servants on their day off, wearing loud clothing. [Día 
Domingo: 84]

 
Diagonal Avenue – where the tiny café Las Delicias was 
located – runs parallel to the main street of Miraflores, 
Larco Avenue, known for having been the commercial 
district when downtown Lima stopped being an attractive 
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area to the wealthy clientele. Another café, the Crem Rica 
(today called El Manolo) operated on the sixth block of 
Larco near the intersection with Shell Street; that eatery 
has an important presence in several of Vargas Llosa’s 
works and competed with D’Onofrio, an ice cream parlor 
that is still in operation across from Parque Kennedy. 

Diagonal Avenue ends at a ravine, where it divides into 
two sections: one heading down that you can follow to 
the area known as the Costa Verde and one going up 
that merges into the road, Malecon de la Reserva, which 
divides the Parque del Amor and the Villena Rey Bridge.

Diagonal Avenue ends at a small ravine that divides it into 
two: on one side snakes a paved and polished road that 
follows the shoreline, and on the other there is a slope that 
follows the line of the hill and stops at the ocean. It is called 
“la bajada de los baños” and its stones are smooth and 
gleam from the passage of car tires and swimmers’ feet 
from so many past summers. [Día domingo: 84-85]

They walked down Diagonal Avenue, chest passing the ball 
back and forth, (…) we crossed the park near Las Delicias 
(…) and in the corner of the small bodega on the corner 
where D’Onofrio sits we bought ice-cream (…) and then they 
continued down Diagonal Avenue, the Violin Gitano, without 
speaking, Porta Street (…) until the San Nicolas Building (…) 
let’s go to the Terrazas [Club]. [Los Cachorros: 118-119]

(…) they met at ten in the morning at Parque Central still dressed in their uniforms… (La Ciudad y los 
Perros)
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At the so-called “Baños de Miraflores” (which vanished 
around the 1950’s), the beach resort lifestyle that 
characterized Miraflores was in full swing. We must not 
forget that from the 19th century this district was chosen 
as a summer getaway, a trait that gave birth to an incredibly 
beautiful architectural style – the Miraflores ranch house 
– which modernization has begun to erase from the 
landscape: 

In summertime, the people would sunbathe on the gray 
stone-covered slope that started from the railing of the 
long and narrow building nestled against the hillside, 
where the changing rooms were located, and ran to the 
curved line of the sea. [Día Domingo: 84] 

The two works, Día Domingo and Los Cachorros, paint a 
picture of Miraflores as a shelter for young middle class 
boys, the site of their first timid forays into romance, the 
setting of typical masculine drinking games, and the 
place where they felt the sting of disillusionment that 
comes with growing up. The groups of boys that face 
off against each other for reasons quasi chivalrous, quasi 
tribal, express the spirit of rock and roll that shook the 
whole world with the unfettered, rebellious, anti-family, 
and utterly gregarious lifestyle that was for boys only. 

Small business still survive in Miraflores; sweets for sale.
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For the upper class, who Guillermo Thorndike describes 

in Los Apachurrantes Años 50, the Waikiki Club was a 

summer hotspot. It sat next to the Terrazas Club, which 

was created under the same cosmopolitan and modern 

concept yet oriented more towards the middle class. 

The Waikiki Club is located across from the Miraflores 

coastline, and you can almost reach out and touch its 

terrace and swimming pool from your car as it travels 

along the Costa Verde.

(…) on Sunday, he would show up at the [Club] Waikiki (…) 

and he would take them to the stadium, wrestling matches, 

bull fights, horse races, bowling lanes, and boxing matches. 

[Los Cachorros: 155]

The Brunswick Lanes, at the end of Diagonal Avenue and 

across from the San Nicolás Building (at six stories, it 

was the first Miraflores skyscraper), was for a decade after 

its opening another hot spot for young people from San 

Isidro and Miraflores; there they would gather to play this 

completely new game imported from the United States, 

the Mecca of sorts, for bowling alleys. You can still go to 

the Brunswick Lanes on Diagonal Avenue, although there 

are newer places around the district where you can bowl.

Lima grew with its back to the sea; the cliffs of Miraflores that MVLI describes did not show this aspect.
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These young men, precursors to or fans of the characters 

from Rebel Without a Cause, would hang out together 

wherever they could or forge their own space in which to 

entertain themselves in extreme or antisocial ways, such 

a racing cars through the middle of town, drinking alcohol 

as they did so, with disillusionment weighing them down 

and euphoria controlling the helm:

(…) betting on a race at dawn, from the San Martín Plaza 

downtown to Parque Salazar, made him even more famous. 

[Los Cachorros: 156]

La Playa Herradura: beach and drinking
One other symbolic place for youth in Vargas Llosa’s 

stories is the La Herradura Beach. It is located at the 

southern end of the district of Chorrillos where the 

bumpy, snaking road dead ends on a bare hill. This beach 

was much more than a place to swim. A line of bars and 

restaurants faced the ocean, where young men, following 

the example of James Dean, built their reputations on 

nighttime drinking binges that were the run up to a visit to 

brothels on the Huatica Street. Swimming by day, hard 

partying by night: such was La Herradura:

In the background, the D’Onofrio ice cream parlor, still operating today on the corner of Parque 
Kennedy and Diez Canseco Street.
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 (…) we would go together to the beach – to La Herradura, 

not to Miraflores – in the car his old man had given him for 

Christmas (…) [Los Cachorrros: 135]

(…) and they got out at La Herradura Beach and sat at one 

of the tables in El Nacional Bar (…) [Los Cachorrros: 146]

Todos los lugares reseñados a partir de sus referencias 

en los respectivos relatos de Vargas Llosa, han cambiado 

mucho con el tiempo. Resulta por ello muy interesante 

recorrerlos, libros de Vargas Llosa en mano, para 

descubrir en qué radican esos cambios, cuánto han 

variado sus atmósferas, cuáles son los tópicos que en 

la vida los jóvenes limeños actuales reemplazan a los 

vargasllosianos, en la práctica real y en la imaginaria.

(…) and they got out at La Herradura Beach and sat at one of the tables in El Nacional Bar (…) [Los 
Cachorrros]

Here is how the primary setting of Los Cachorros, El Nacional Bar in La Herradura Beach, looks today
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(…) we would go together to the beach – to La 
Herradura, not to Miraflores – in the car his old man 

had given him for Christmas (…) [Los Cachorrros]
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La ciudad y los perros3 
An extraordinary novel set in a military high school for 

adolescent boys. They come from different Peruvian 

places and social classes to study at this secondary 

school for a variety of reasons: some had academic 

scholarships, some were sent for the discipline, and 

others because they were effeminate, spoiled, or weak 

and their parents wanted the school to put them back 

onto the macho track. Like so many other settings, this 

school is part of Mario Vargas Llosa’s actual life since 

at the beginning of the ‘50’s he spent two years of high 

school (sophomore and junior / Form 3 and 4) there, 

although he graduated from a different one: San Miguel 

de Piura.

Military maneuvers carried out by cadets from the Leoncio Prado Military School in the 1950’s, the 
setting for intense interior battles in the book, La Ciudad y los Perros.

3 Peisa,  Lima 2001
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Baptizing “los perros” (the dogs) was a cruel, macho, 

ferocious initiation ritual at the military school, evocative 

of the traditional Latin American military spirit. “Perro” 

was the name given to first year cadets (sophomores), the 

most abused group within the student hierarchy, yet if the 

“perro” endured his first year, there was the promise that 

he could repeat to the new “perros” what had been done 

to him. The book’s title refers to that entire universe of 

meaning. The plot moves back and forth along a broken 

timeline and addresses the issues of the emasculating 

abuse of power and the insurmountable abyss a divided 

and exclusionary society imposes on its members as one 

of the rules of the game. 

.A
rc

hi
vo

 M
ax

 S
ilv

a 
Tu

es
ta



26

225 Diego Ferré Street: Is it the house of Alberto, the Poet from La Ciudad y los Perros? An endearing 
neighborhood in Miraflores.
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The Diego Ferré Barrio
The cadets from this novel’s Leoncio Prado Military 
School live in Miraflores, and so as part of this circuit, 

we will follow them to the places they frequent because 

of their families, their entertainment, or their sexual need. 

The story’s main character is Alberto, and here is his 

Miraflores:

A light drizzle gently moved the leaves of the trees on 
Alcanfores Street. Alberto entered the store at the corner, 
bought a pack of cigarettes, and walked towards Larco 
Avenue; there were lots of cars of the road, some the latest 
model, the color of the shiny new hoods contrasting the 
ash gray skies. The street was full of pedestrians. The El 
Expreso was late. [2001: 86]

The contrast between the cars and the El Expreso, a 
public bus system that no longer operates, was one of the 
differences between generations in Miraflores, yet it also 
might have been an allusion to the fact that people from 
very different social and economic levels lived together in 
that district and shared a body of values that define the 
respectable and courteous middle class in Lima:  

Diego Ferré Street is less than 300 meters long, and any 
unsuspecting walker would have taken it for a dead end 
street. In reality, from its starting point at the corner of 
Larco Avenue, it covers two blocks, closed off at the far 
end by the front of a two-story house with a small garden, 
protected by a green fence. But, that house, which 
appeared to seal off Diego Ferré Street when seen from a 
distance, belonged to the narrow Porta Street that crosses 
it, halts it, and kills it. Between Porta and Larco, Diego 
Ferré is cut by two parallel roads: Colon and Ocharán. After 
crossing Diego Ferré, they both end suddenly, 200 meters 
to the west, at the Malecón de la Reserva, a winding road 
that cinches Miraflores with a belt of red bricks and that 
marks the far end of the city since it was constructed at the 
edge of the cliffs, above the thunderous, gray, and spotless 
waters of the Bay of Lima. [2001: 64]
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The majority of the streets there were named after the 

heroes of the Battle of Miraflores that took place on 

January 15, 1881, during the War of the Pacific when 

Chilean troops invaded Lima and its surrounding areas. 

The narrow streets of Diego Ferré, where Alberto’s 

house is, Porta, and Ochrarán form an irregularly shaped 

section, a nice little area in the midst of more important 

roads where, just a short time ago, the homes featured 

a similar architectural style. It was not hard at all to find 

excellent examples of the classic Miraflores ranch house 

or the archetypal quinta, smaller subdivision within a 

larger one, that held special significance in the life and 

works of Vargas Llosa.

This is not one of the older sections of Miraflores. Its 

oldest buildings date back to the 1930’s. However, this 

little corner maintains an air of peace and tranquility, with 

neighbors in the ocean and the large parks that open up 

in front of you as the road, Malecón 28 de Julio, crosses 

the Villena Rey Bridge.

This intersection that overlooks the cliffs boasts an 

Intihuatana sculpted by Fernando de Zsyzslo, a symbol 

that is found throughout his paintings, yet here it stands 

in three dimensions. On an island situated between the 

streets is another sculpture, this by Sonia Prager.

Cross the bridge northwards and you reach the Parque 
del Amor, a very controversial spot in its heyday, the 

beginnings of the 1990’s. Its benches are of asymmetric 

design and covered with colorful mosaics that form 

certain verses from some of the most important Peruvian 

poets. Near the center and contrasted by the sea in the 

background stands an enormous sculpture by Victor 
Delfín: El Beso (the kiss), featuring a typical Peruvian 

couple intertwined in a loving embrace. There are two 

groups of people who enjoy coming to this place: tourists, 

who love to watch sunsets from here, and brides and 

grooms, who have videos and photos taken while still 

28
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dressed in their wedding clothes. Though Miraflores has 

undergone various changes since Mario Vargas Llosa set 

his stories there, it is still possible to recover the mood 

he describes surrounding one of his characters from this 

outstanding novel:

Enclosed between Larco Avenue, the Malecón, and Porta 

Street, there are half a dozen city blocks: a hundred houses, 

two or three grocery stores, a drug store, a soda stand, a 

cobbler’s workshop (half hidden between a garage and a 

projecting wall), and a house where a clandestine clothes 

washing establishment operates. The intersecting streets 

are tree-lined, but not Diego Ferré. This whole sector is 

the realm of the barrio. (…) the guys spoke only about the 

barrio. And when someone asked which one, they would 

say, “The Diego Ferré Barrio,” to differentiate themselves 

from the others in Miraflores, like that of the 28 de Julio, 

the Reducto, the Francia Street, and the Alcanfores. [2001: 

26-27] 

Alberto, called the Poet by his classmates and friends 

at Leoncio Prado for whom he concocted pornographic 

stories, had at one time lived in San Isidro, the district 

29

An old house in Miraflores on Ocharán Street in the area where Alberto and his friends hung out, protagonists 
of La Ciudad y los Perros.
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where the crème de la crème of Lima lived, but he had to 

move to Miraflores, a reduction in his social status:

There was a bookstore across from his house in San Isidro, 

and the owner would allow him (Alberto) to read comic 

books (Penecas and Billiken) from behind the counter and 

sometimes he would let him borrow them for a day (…) The 

change of houses had deprived him an exciting distraction: 

climbing to the terrace and observing the Najar residence, 

where they would play tennis in the mornings, eat lunch 

under colorful parasols when it was sunny, and have parties 

with dancing at night, and he would spy on the couples who 

snuck away to the tennis court to make out. [2001: 27- 28]

Even though Lima boasts an extensive coastline, from 

Chorrillos to La Punta in Callao, it is a city that has 

grown with its back to the ocean. Perhaps it is the high 

humidity in Lima that forced its neighborhoods to look 

inwards or its residents might have wished to negate the 

long gray months of winter with the green of gardens and 

parks. Truth be told, it was not until the middle of the 20th 

century that Lima discovered it had a view of the ocean, 

marking the time when the large condominiums began 

being built overlooking the sea. When La Ciudad y los 

Perros was set, Miraflores did not look to the sea:

In La Ciudad y los Perros, Alberto, the Poet, is a character pushed into the Leoncio Prado Military 
School and who survives thanks to his writing skills.
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(…) the hikes to the gorge were long and arduous. They 

clambered over the brick wall next to Colon Avenue, 

sketched out the descent on a patch of dirt, measuring 

the sharp drop of the cliffs with serious and experienced 

eyes, and argued which path to follow, checking off all the 

obstacles they saw from above that separated them from 

the rocky beach below (…) when they weren’t playing 

soccer or climbing down the cliff to reach the beach or 

having bike races around the block, they went to the movies. 

Saturdays, they usually went en masse to matinees at the 

Excelsior or the Ricardo Palma Theaters, normally sitting in 

the cheap seats. (…) Sundays were different. They had to 

go to Mass at the Champagnat School in Miraflores. Then 

they would usually gather around ten o’clock in the morning 

at Parque Central, still dressed in their uniforms, and from 

a bench they would inspect the people who entered the 

church or would engage in verbal battles with boys from 

other neighborhoods. Afternoons were set aside for the 

cinema, but this time in the auditorium, dressed to the hilt 

and with hair nicely combed (…) [2001: 65 - 66]

Parque Central in Miraflores is one of the most important 

in all Lima on account of its number and variety of plant 

species. It plays an essential part in the district’s history and 

is where the city hall and one of the city’s most important 

churches are found. Shortly after JFK was assassinated, 

the city set apart a small section of the park that runs 

past Pasaje Los Pinos and Porta Street, christening it 

Parque Kennedy. It is famous for the contrasting lifestyles 

exhibited during the day and the night.

During the day, it is a place in which families can go for a 

walk, children play, and the elderly relax in. The amount 

of tourists that sit under its terraced cafes cannot be 

counted. Yet, at night, it turns into the rallying point for 

the most radically free spirited young people. A key hub in 

the life of Miraflores that does face the sea is Larcomar, 
a large and successful shopping mall built on land that 

used to be Parque Salazar.
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When Parque Salazar was part of the landscape, it was 

a peaceful place where you could hear the voice of the 

sea and where young men used to go to hang out, the 

same Miraflores ones Vargas Llosa depicts in Los Jefes, 

Los Cachorros, and La Ciudad y los Perros. There you 

could see hugs and chaste kisses but also the death of 

dreams and teenage angst. Scattered throughout were 

interesting pieces of sculpture, a small reflecting pool, 

and well kept lawns.

Larcomar changed the concept of the use of public 

areas. The three level building with cinemas, stores, 

discos, cafes, restaurants, a theater, an art gallery, and 

bookstores was constructed on a cliff overlooking the sea. 

It is one of the places most frequented by tourists who 

come to Lima, primarily because it features a number of 

services and boasts one fantastic view of the setting sun. 

In La Ciudad y los Perros, Vargas Llosa makes plenty of 

references to this area yet as it used to be:

They were on Larco Avenue, twenty meters from Parque 

Salazar. A snake slithers slowly on the road, coils itself up 

across from the open plot, gets lots amidst the parked cars 

next to the park, and then reappears on the other end, 

smaller. It turns and moves again down Larco Avenue in the 

opposite direction. Some cars drive by with their radios on. 

Sundays were different. They had to go to Mass at the Champagnat School in 
Miraflores. (La Ciudad y los Perros). 

Images of Miraflores today: Larcomar, where Parque Salazar used to be, and the 
Villena Rey Bridge.
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(...) As opposed to any other day of the week, they are full 

of people. But none of this draws the eye; the magnet that 

attracts Miraflores boy younger than twenty every Sunday 

afternoon to the Parque Salazar has been working its 

magic on them for some time now. They are not apart from 

that crowd but part of it; they go well dressed, smelling 

of cologne, in the spirit of peace, and they feel at home. 

They look around and find smiling faces, voices that speak 

the same language they do. They are the very faces they 

have seen a thousand times in the swimming pool at Las 

Terrazas, at the Miraflores and La Herradura beaches, in the 

Regatas Club, in the Ricardo Palma, Leuro, or Montecarlo 

cinemas. [2001: 206-207]

–“Tell me, did you hang out with her in Parque Salazar?”

–“I never had the time.” [2001: 359]

(…) on Sunday, he would show up at the Waikiki [Club] (…) and took them to the (…) bowling lanes, and 
boxing matches. (Los Cachorros)
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The Finger of Manco Capac, in La Victoria
Geographically opposite the middle class, conservative, 
family-oriented, correct, and now cosmopolitan and 
tourist-friendly Miraflores sits another Lima suburb, 
enormous La Victoria, one of the city’s largest. It did not 
always carry the frightening aspect that it is given today, 
an extremely unjust reputation if looked at in light of the 
favorable changes it has recently undergone and its 
prosperity gotten from that textile manufacturing, clothes 
selling giant, Gamarra.

The wife of Peru’s president during the 1880’s, José Rufino 
Echenique, was named Victoria. His father’s family, the 
Echeniques, had a very elegant and beautifully decorated 
country home on the outskirts of Lima. According to the 
historian Ricardo Palma, the family held a Victory Dance 
on October 15, 1853, to celebrate Jose’s rise to the 
presidency.
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Henry Meiggs, an English engineer brought over to Peru 
to construct the railroad that united the Andes with the 
coast, was charged by the government to design a new 
urban district that would go by the name of La Victoria. In 
order to accomplish this task, he had to demolish the walls 
that protected Lima when it was a Spanish colony and 
set the limits from where Avenida Grau sits today to the 
Huatica Creek. The idea was to make La Victoria Peru’s 
new, modern capital. On February 2, 1920, La Victoria 
was officially created, during the Leguía administration. 
The time, apathy, and difficulties inherent in changing 
the old seat of power in downtown Lima, however, were 
reasons why the new capital project failed. So, La Victoria 
became a working class district, whose growth exploded 
during the beginning of the 20th century. But in no time 
at all, it also turned into the city’s red light district. Vargas 
Llosa makes plenty of reference to the bordellos found 
on Mexico Avenue and Huatica Street in La Ciudad y 
los Perros as sites where the Leoncio Prado cadets go to 
find sexual release or as the magical, sordid, and amazing 
habitat of the half real, half imagined prostitute that the 
school’s student body named Pies Dorados (Golden Feet). 
He also describes the journey his characters take through 
La Victoria on their way to downtown Lima:

Initially conceived to be the new and modern capital of Peru, La Victoria turned into a working class district at the 
beginning of the 20th century.
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The bus stop was deserted (…) he had to climb onboard 

lightning fast (…); he travels packed amidst a mass of 

people and the outside world on the other side of the 

windows, (…) he knows the bus passes open fields and 

farm land, a factory, a shanty town filled with houses made 

of tin sheets and cardboard pieces, the bullring. [2001:142]

There is a large plaza in the heart of La Victoria, Manco 
Capac Plaza, and at the center of that open area rises a 
monument to the founder of the vast Incan empire sporting 
a statue of the Emperor himself. The statue was a gift to 
the city of Lima by Japanese immigrants for the country’s 
centennial celebration of its independence from Spain in 
1921, a commemoration with much pomp and pageantry. 
La Victoria is a district that boasts a very active street life, 
what with its prostitutes and street vendors, and Vargas 
Llosa describes it sarcastically in his novel:

 
As he advanced along 28 de Julio Avenue, more and more 

people filled the street. After crossing the Lima-Chorrillos 

tram lines, he found himself in the midst of a huge crowd of 

workers and servants from a variety of ethnicities: straight 

haired mestizos, blacks who shimmied when they walked as 
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if they were dancing, and red skinned Indians. But he knew 

he was in the district of La Victoria by the odor of Creole food 

and drink that permeated the air, the quasi-visible smell of 

deep fried pork and pisco, of sandwiches and sweat, of beer 

and of feet. Cutting across La Victoria’s huge and crowded 

town square, he spied the stone Inca pointing his finger to 

the horizon, and it reminded him of the hero and of Vallano, 

who would say, “Manco Capac is whoremonger with his 

finger pointing the way to Huatica.” [2001:99]

The statue of Manco Capac in the 
middle of the plaza in La Victoria 
that shares the same name was 
donated by Japanese immigrants 
in 1921.
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Scenes from the Center of Lima
The old center of Lima, the stage upon which the splendid 

courtesan life during the Spanish colony was set as well 

the seat of power of the religious orders that built convents 

and Baroque churches is a frequent site in La Ciudad y los 

Perros, although it is not until Conversación en La Catedral 

that Vargas Llosa makes it his center stage. The Leoncio 

Prado cadets go there on the tram (which no longer exists) 

at the beginning of their free days. 

Downtown, around San Martin Plaza which was part of 

the first great push towards modernizing the city and was 

officially opened during Peru’s centennial celebration, is 

where you find Lima’s Paris connection, with its modern 

cafes, bistros, bars, and its famous Hotel Bolivar. The 

latter is a lovely building constructed at the same time the 

plaza was opened. It was our Ritz, our Carrera, our Lido, 

our Grand Hotel, and even today it struggles to maintain 

the glorious appearance of its past splendor.

During the time in which Vargas Llosa set La Ciudad y los 

Perros, there was a high class nightclub that operated 

on the hotel premises: the Grill Bolivar, whose doors 

opened onto La Colmena Avenue and where Lima’s 

upper crust would go to dance the Mambo. Competing 

Downtown Lima at night, 50 years ago, was the place intellectuals and journalists went to share the 
carefree life and to find entertainment.
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with this establishment was the Embassy, where Mara 

la Salvaje, Anakaona, and the Dolly Sisters wiggled their 

hips and where the King of the Mambo, Dámaso Pérez 

Prado, crooned. Plenty of cadets would go to the plaza 

and catch the tram that would carry them to Callao, the 

paradise of whore houses:

Beneath the clock on La Colmena Avenue, across from 

the San Martín Plaza, at the last stop along the tram line 

that runs to Callao churned a sea of white kepis. From the 

sidewalks outside the Hotel Bolivar and the Bar Romano, 

newspaper sellers, drivers, vagabonds, and policemen 

watched the never-ending confluence of cadets; they come 

from all directions, in groups, amassed around the clock 

waiting for the tram (…) Sophmores swore under their 

breath each time they lifted a foot to board the tram and 

felt a hand on their neck and heard a voice say “First the 

cadets, then the dogs (perros).” [2001:102]

These quotes from La Ciudad y los Perros sum up quite 
nicely Vargas Llosa’s Lima of rigid social classes:

 
(…) the cadets impress the ladies, but not those from Miraflores, 

rather those from Lince. (…) They climbed aboard the El Expreso 

at the Raimondi School bus stop and got off at San Martin Plaza. 

(…) They decided to go to the Metro Cinema. (…)

“The Metro Cinema is nice,” she said, “very elegant.”  [2001:93]

: “The Metro Cinema is nice,” she said, “very elegant.” (La Ciudad y los Perros)
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The Hotel Bolivar, center stage of the good life in downtown Lima, still keeps its original swanky 
appearance.
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Alberto, the Poet, the young man lost in an existential maze 

that he does not see yet that upsets the balance of wherever 

he finds himself, dreams of romance as well as the passage 

from his present hostile condition, the condition of the perro:

(…) I will take her to the Parque Necochea (at the end of 

Malecón de la Reserva, above the plunging and ochre 

cliffs that the Miraflores Bay noisily battles against; from 

the edge you can contemplate, in winter, through the fog, 

a ghostlike scene: the rocky beach, lonely and deep). He 

thought. [2001:136] (…) Alberto thought, “I will study hard 

and become a good engineer. When I get back, I will work 

with my father and buy a convertible and a big house with 

a pool. I will marry Marcela and be a ladies’ man. I will go 

dancing on Saturday nights at the Grill Bolivar and travel 

Classic café in downtown Lima, prototype of the ones visited by Vargas-Llosaesque journalists. Belen 
Street, block 10

42
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a lot. In a few years time, I won’t even remember I was at 

Leoncio Prado.” [2001: 34 - 35]

The long gone Barranco
The characters in this novel move about in their own 

territory in Lima, as well as distant ones, sometimes for a 

specific purpose and other times simply to pass through. 

What is constant is a naive yet also depressing vision 

of the city. Barranco, which at one point in time was a 

separate city and beach resort for Lima’s high class at 

the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, 

expanded and attracted its own population, one divided 

between the upper middle and lower classes, families of 

the latter that worked in the service sector or occasionally 

as fishermen with people from Chorrillos. The subtly 

decadent atmosphere of Barranco, its ranch houses 

M
. C

ar
ril

lo
 /

 P
P

43



44

and mansions with front lawns that almost look like they 

were dreamed up, its tree-lined roads, its now vanished 

lake, and its town square were settings for Jose Maria 

Eguren’s modernist poetry as well as Martin Adan’s brief 

but exceptional novella, La Casa de Cartón.

Alberto walks along the quiet streets of Barranco, between faded houses from the beginning of the 
century, separated from the road by large lawns. (La Ciudad y los Perros)
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Alberto, the Poet, senses Barranco:

Alberto walks along the quiet streets of Barranco, between 

faded houses from the beginning of the century, separated 

from the road by large lawns. The tall, leafy trees project 

spider-like shadows onto the pavement. Every so often, a 

tram bursting with passengers passes by, and they look 

out of the windows with an air of boredom about them. 

(…) He got off the tram at the Laguna Station. Couples or 

entire families sit on the grass beneath the trees taking in 

the freshness of the night, and mosquitoes buzz about the 

shores of the pond next to still boats. [2001: 261- 262] 

Parade at Campo de Marte
Another meaningful place in Lima for young men of 

Alberto’s generation, both inside and out of La Ciudad y 

los Perros, is Campo de Marte, a large park in the district 

of Santa Beatriz. In years past during the Independence 

Day celebration (July 28-29), there used to be a military 

parade in which Lima’s most renowned public and private 

boy’s schools participate. The most important of these 

was Leoncio Prado because the cadets wore military 

uniforms, because they marched with a definite military 

stamp, and because when seen together the boys seem 

to drop their internal rank when confronting a common 

objective, as in war:

Alberto looks and surprisingly finds before him a vast plain 

covered with grass upon which the Leoncio Prado cadets 

are situated for the July 28th military parade. [2001:257]

Downtown and its surroundings
The characters of the Jaguar and Tere in La Ciudad y los 

Perros are far removed from Alberto’s internal dramas. 

Theirs is not Dostoyevskian, rather more pedestrian: 

macho power, the ideal of a small, middle class life, 

knowing how to initiate a relationship with a girl in a 

time when opposite sexes greeted each other with a 

handshake, and the human condition all mortals share. 
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They have their settings, the periphery of downtown Lima 

and the streets that radiate from it, its public monuments 

(the Penitentiary, where today stands the Sheraton 
Hotel, the Palace of Justice, a close replica of the one in 

Belgium), Parque de la Exposición, Parque de Neptuno, 

Parque de la Reserva (today there are thirteen musical 

fountains). However, there is also one other, which is a sort 

of a getaway: the southern exit of the city on the tram: 

I waited for her as always, at the store on Alfonso Ugarte 

Avenue, and when she came out, I went to her immediately. 

We shook hands and struck up a conversation about her 

school. I had the magazines under my arm. (…) when we 

crossed Bolognesi Plaza (…). [2001:257]

The Lima-Chorrillos tram passed by the red front of the 

Penitentiary, the white bulk of the Palace of Justice, and 

suddenly crossed into a refreshing landscape, tall trees 

swaying in the wind, still ponds, meandering pathways lined 

with flowers, and in the middle of a round field of grass, a 

lovely house with whitewashed walls, reliefs, Persian blinds, 

and plenty of doors with bronze doorknockers shaped like 

human heads: Parque Los Garifos. [2001:249]

Leoncio Prado Military School
Here is the primary setting for the story of the cadets, 
the militarization of their relationships, the hard road 
to manhood, and the zigzagging routes these young 
boys take on the weekend outings to the siren city. That 
particular space is the Leoncio Prado Military School, 
located in the Callao district of La Perla, which was 
delimitated in 1964. Population of about 60,000, it boasts 
a powerful Pre-Hispanic past that was dug up by the 
German archeologist Max Uhle. During Peru’s so-called 
Republican Era, its shoreline was filled with beautiful 
summer homes, evidence once again that Lima’s residents 
only faced the sea during that time of the year. Time and 
social changes caused it to slip into poverty and, in part, 
to turn into more of an outer suburb of Lima as its limits 
advance towards Callao.
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In Mario Vargas Llosa’s biography, he talks about living in 
La Perla with his father during his early childhood years, 
later having to move from there to Miraflores. La Perla 
entered into his life once again when he was sent to the 
military school. The mood of the naked cliffs, on whose 
summits lay the ruins of better times, had to have been at 
that time utterly ghostlike and distressing, just like today.

Yellow walls with large strips of paint flaking off them 
surrounded the grounds of Leoncio Prado School, adding 
to its oppressiveness, and what lay behind them was no 
better. Huge compounds where lonely buildings, vacant 
parade grounds, and an immense, empty swimming pool 
stood, ruins through which freezing ocean winds howled 
and where once boys were forged into men. After a long 
period of decay, Leoncio Prado has now been restored 
to its original purpose and stands today as a beacon of 
alternative education for young men throughout Peru. A 
project is currently underway to recover it to its monumental 
former glory.

Leoncio Prado was created in 1943, and the estimated student population since then hovers around 
50,000.
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The school was created on August 27, 1943 by then President 
of Peru,Manuel Prado. Estimates place the number of 
students who have sat in its classrooms, slept in its dorms, 
and played on its sporting fields at no less than 50,000. The 
shockwave produced in the school after La Ciudad y los 
Perros was published in 1963 is well known in Peru, and the 
next year Vargas Llosa won the Premio Biblioteca Breve, a 
literary award given by Seix Barral Publishers. 

Between fact and fiction, it is said that the school’s 
commanding officer, a coronel, burned a pile of books in 

(…) and the complex of the Leoncio Prado Military School clears up like a smoke-filled room whose 
windows were just opened (…)
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front of the students as a demonstration of his position on 
culture. Taken together, these ingredients turned Leoncio 
Prado into a substantial part of the symbolism in Vargas 
Llosa’s work, a microcosm of a splintering society that 
turns to the iron grip of the military as its last recourse 
for restoring order. The result is that Leoncio Prado is 
the essence, the physical and symbolic core, the stage, 
setting, and main character of La Ciudad y los Perros.

When the morning winds blow across La Perla, pushing 

the fog towards the ocean and dissolving it, and the 
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complex of the Leoncio Prado Military School clears up like 

a smoke-filled room whose windows were just opened, an 

anonymous soldier appears (…); when the seniors hear 

reveille at six o’clock, the perros (sophomores) and juniors 

are already marching through the doors of the school that 

connects La Perla with Callao [2001: 364]

In the setting of La Ciudad y los Perros, Vargas Llosa 

marks a division between La Perla (the military school) and 

Miraflores. The former represents authority, arbitrariness, 

and the male struggle for power, whereas weekends in 

Miraflores represent a return to childhood, which for the 

perro Alberto is a pleasant break, yet on Sunday night 

the window of that respite begins to close as the hell of 

returning to school creeps back into consciousness.  

Conversación en La Catedral (1969)4 
Mario Vargas Llosa’s fourth work, the monumental 

Conversación en La Catedral, was a huge hit among 

readers and critics alike. Through this long tale of crossed 

stories, Vargas Llosa makes it clear that he wishes to 

write a complete novel that integrates life and art, but 

moreover that is a coherent and single universe, a world 

apart from reality that inspired him yet also one that 

reflects it and all other similar ones. 

The meaning behind this book is the corrosive effect 

corrupt, dictatorial power has on society, power which 

does not just destroy institutions, but also devastates 

conscience, psyches, and moral systems.

A different version of Miraflores
Miraflores, omnipresent in every story by Mario Vargas 
Llosa, plays the role in this book of clearly showing to 
which social sector certain characters belong, i.e. those 
representing the middle to upper classes. He describes 
places we have already been to in his other works, the 
likes of Crem Rica, Tiendecita Blanca (between Larco 

4 Peisa, Lima 2001
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and Ricardo Palma avenues), Campo de Marte, and La 
Herradura Beach:

Dude, three o’clock at the Crem Rica on Larco? Three 
o’clock sharp, eh freckles. (…) They had just opened 
a new branch of Banco de Crédito, and Popeye 
watched through the windows of the Crem Rica how 
the incongruous doors swallowed the people who had 
been waiting on the sidewalk. It was sunny. The busses 
drove passed stuffed to the gills; men and women fought 
with each other to catch the taxis on the corner of Schell 
Avenue. [2001: 31- 33]
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Miraflores cottages in MVLI works express middle class values. Cottage between the streets Paseo de la 
Republica and Grimaldo del Solar.

“Come on! Get in the car.”
–“Dad, to La Herradura Beach to have a milk shake and 
hot dogs,” said Santiago.
–“To the Ferris Wheel they just put up in Campo de Marte, 
Dad,” said Chispas. [2001: 70]

They walked along Larco Avenue, checking out the girls 
who came out of the stores and the women pushing 
strollers with crying babies. While in the park, Popeye 
bought the newspaper Última Hora, read the jokes out 
loud, flipped through the sports pages, and when passing 
by La Tiendecita Blanca, “Hello Lalo!” Walking down 
the mall in Ricardo Palma Avenue, they balled up the 
newspaper (…).[2001: 37] 
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The core, the center
This masterful storytelling is definitely centered in 
downtown Lima, where the offices of the major 
newspapers in Lima at that time had their offices (El 
Comercio, la Prensa, Última Hora, La Crónica). That 
area of Lima in the 1950’s was the seat of power, the 
place where Lima families went to shop and to find 
entertainment, and the site where the public and private 
sectors had set up their offices, yet – most importantly 
to this novel – it concentrated all the options that the 
classic reporter from that time would want for indulging a 
Bohemian lifestyle. He is a disillusioned, bitter man who 
finds little difference between writing a police piece and 
a political piece; a smoker, drinker, and prostitute junkie, 
he would meet with his peers at the end of the day in a 

Inside, under a corrugated roof, amassed on rude benches and around tables sat a loud, voracious crowd. 
(Conversación en la Catedral)

203 Alfonso Ugarte Aveneu. Here sits the La Catedral Bar, an essencial topic in 
modern Peruvian Literature. The locatión is not in one of Lima´s tourist areas.
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bar, cafe, or dive to let loose his frustrations over bottle 
of beer after bottle of beer until they lose track of the 
number and things take an ugly turn around the table.

The center of Lima is affected more by political uprisings 
than any other part of the city; the revolt has become 
something almost customary, starting and stopping like 
the flick of a switch, unless the group responsible does 
not issue a specific end to their term, as was the case 
for military coups during Peru’s so-called Republican 
Era, which were a sort of tit-for-tat between democratic 
administrations and military governments.      

Manuel A. Odría, called the General of Happiness by 
his followers, led a successful coup over José Luis 
Bustamante y Rivero in 1948 and remained in power until 
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the elections of 1956, which he himself called since the 
democratic institutions in the country feared he would 
never step down from power. Odría had a behind-the-
scenes advisor who was the inspiration in the novel 
for Cayo Bermudez – Cayo Mierda (a play on words in 
Spanish meaning “crap is falling” or “I step in crap”), 
whose specialty was what we call today as psycho-
social, directed to terrorize opposing political forces. 
Other characters in the book have their own references 
that must be looked for in the man on the street and 
in a city and time marked by frustration, asphyxia, and 

isolation.

From the door of La Crónica, Santiago looks coldly 
towards Tacna Avenue: cars, uneven, faded buildings, 
the skeletons of colorful billboards floating in the fog, the 
gray of noon. When did Peru get fucked up? Newsboys 
wandered between the cars stopped at the Wilson traffic 
signal, calling out the names of different newspapers, and 
he starts to walk, slowly, towards La Colmena Avenue. 
[2001:13]

La Catedral: not a church
La Crónica was where young Santiago Zavala worked, 
just like the young journalist Mario Vargas Llosa. In 
the novel, the storyline revolves around a four hour 
conversation between Santiago and Ambrosio, his 

San Marcos Cultural Center on the campus of the first university in the Americas.
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father’s chauffer, that takes place in a small bar called 
La Catedral in the gray atmosphere of downtown Lima, 
although in an area closer to its original neighborhoods 
that were significantly run down back then, near the 
contaminated Rímac River, birthplace of misery and 

marginalization:

–“If they have cold beer, I would like that,” said Santiago. 

“Let’s go, Ambrosio.” 

It did not seem real that the boy Santiago already drinks 

beer, and Ambrosio laughs, his big, greenish-yellow 

teeth flashing. Damn, how the time flew by. They climb 

the stairs. Amidst the vacant lots along the first block of 

Alfonso Ugarte Avenue, there is a shop that fixes up Fords, 

and to the left, at an intersection, are the Central Railway 

warehouses, faded due to the relentless grime. A truck 

loaded with boxes blocks the door to La Catedral. Inside, 

under a corrugated roof, amassed on rude benches and 

around tables sat a loud, voracious crowd. Two china men 

at the counter, with sleeves pulled up, observe the copper-

colored faces, their sharp angles chewing and drinking, and 

a young waiter in a torn apron, lost in the crowd, serves 

bowls of steaming soup, bottles, and platters of rice. The 

words of love songs thunder out of a multicolored jukebox, 

and in the back, behind the smoke, the noise, the solid odor 

of food and drink and the swarm of dancing flies, there is 

a wall with a hole in it - stones, shanties, the thread of a 

river, the gray skies – and a huge woman, bathed in sweat, 

moves her pots and pans over the sparking fire. There is an 

empty table next to the jukebox. Among the constellations 

of scratches on the table sits a picture of a heart struck 

through with an arrow with the name of a woman: 

Saturnina. [2001: 24]

The description of the interior of the La Catedral Bar, of 

which nothing remains but an empty shell, appears to be 

a director’s instructions for setting a scene in a classic 

Peruvian dive, actually one from the 1950’s; we can still 

find their progeny today, albeit more modern with neon 

signs, televisions, and refrigerators. Another symbolic 
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University of San Marcos students also have fun; the school where Mario Vargas Llosa studied law.
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site from downtown Lima is the Negro Negro Bar on San 

Martin Plaza. It was an offshoot of the Parisian caves in 

which existentialism, a philosophy that begins with the 

death of God and crosses over into the everyday, art, 

jazz, and in visceral songs of Juliette Greco, was created 

and unleashed. Our cave also plays a central role in 

scenes from Conversación en La Catedral that are linked 

to a Bohemian Lima of greater sophistication, a place 

where Ambrosio would never have been able to go to but 

Santiago would:

–“I’ve dropped whole pay checks in here,” said Carlitos.

–“Me, this is the first time at the Negro Negro,” said Santiago. 

“Lots of painters and writers come here, don’t they?”

–“Shipwrecked painters and writers. When I was younger, 

I nosed about, listened; when I recognized a writer, I got 

excited. I wanted to be close to genius. I wanted to be 

infected by them.” [2001: 160]

The Negro Negro Bar wasted away and shut its doors 

at the time downtown Lima also fell into decline. Today, 

we can witness a new attempt to revive it in the same, 

hidden location. Other places located in downtown Lima 

brand the identity of characters with their surroundings: 

1) old streets, decaying but still full of life, like La Union 

and Azángaro, 2) the old campus of the University of 
San Marcos, first of its kind created by the Spanish in 

the New World, located in Parque Universitario and 

where Mario Vargas Llosa studied to become a lawyer, 

3) certain establishments associated with the tradition 

and the upper class, like the Hotel Maury, where it is 

said the Pisco Sour was invented, 4) the highly regarded 

National Library in the building where it used to operate 

on Abancay Avenue until it was moved to its brand new 

location on Javier Prado Avenue, 5) the paradigmatic 

Palermo Bar, perhaps the one that brought together 

the most and the best writers, poets, and painters for 

more than one generation, also very close to Parque 

Universitario nearly at the intersection of La Colmena 
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and Azángaro Avenues, and 6) the old Los Huérfanos 
bakery, which has the feel of an Italian inn and where 

Juan Mejia Baca used to work and Martin Adán could be 

seen with a drink in hand: 

Bermudez walked out of (…) the ministry. Was it quitting 

time? The streets were loud and full of people. He joined 

the crowd, went with the flow, back and forth, returned 

by narrow and populated sidewalks, dragged by a kind of 

whirlwind or spell, stopping at times at a corner or doorway 

or light pole to light a cigarette. At a café on Azángaro 

Street, he ordered tea with lemon (…). At a bookstore 

sheltered in a hallway on Jirón de la Union, he leafed 

through some short books (…). It was finally dark, and the 

streets were empty when he entered the Hotel Maury and 

asked for a room. [2001: 62 - 63]

“Me, this is the first time at the Negro Negro,” said Santiago. “Lots of painters and writers come here, don’t 
they?” (Conversación en La Catedral). Entrance to what was the Negro Negro Bar on San Martín Plaza.
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(…) they would go together to the San Marcos Library or 

the National Library (…) After leaving the university (…) they 

would chat for hours at the El Palermo Bar on La Colmena 

Avenue, argue for hours in the Los Huérfanos Bakery on 

Azángaro, talk about the political news in a café/pool hall 

behind the Justice Palace. [2001: 93]

But only to here, known territory. Because once you 

cross the Ejército Bridge, you enter terra incognito, the 

haunts of scoundrels, prostitutes, and street sellers and 

the backdrop of an old urban story. It was there that the 

question was posed which ended up being the inflection 

point in the reflection about our country: “When did Peru 

get fucked up?” [2001:13]
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(…) on the other side of the bridge, in the district of Rímac, 

(…) boys that looked like thugs, gangsters with the look of 

tuberculosis about them, smoked under the old light poles 

on Francisco Pizarro Avenue, and Santiago walked passed 

bars that spat out wavering drunks and amidst beggars, 

ragged children, and street dogs he had seen time and time 

again (…) [2001: 162]

(…) they would chat for hours at the El Palermo Bar on La Colmena Avenue, argue for hours in the 
Los Huérfanos Bakery on Azángaro. (Conversación en La Catedral)
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Biography

We will sum up the “biography” of the stories used in this guide by 
highlighting moments in the author’s life that relate to them.

Mario Vargas Llosa was born in Arequipa on March 28, 1936. His 
family moved the following year to Cochabamba, Bolivia, where he 
went to primary school at La Salle School.

In 1946, the family moved to Piura, Peru, and Mario finished his pri-
mary education there. The next year, they moved to Lima, and he began 
secondary school in La Salle school there.

In 1950, forced by his father, he switched schools to the Leoncio 
Prado Military School, staying there for two years, although he gradu-
ated from secondary at the San Miguel National School in Piura. It was 
there that he began a career in print and radio journalism and directed 
his play, La Huida del Inca.

He returned to Lima in 1953 to study law and literature at the Uni-
versity of San Marcos. Upon graduation, he worked as a newspaper 
reporter for several dailies in Lima and was also News Director at the 
radio station Radio Panamericana.

He traveled to Paris in 1957 to receive the Revue Française Award 
for his story El Desafío. In 1959, he left for Madrid after obtaining a 
scholarship, and Los Jefes was published, for which he won the Leop-
oldo Alas Award. He then moved to Paris and worked again as a jour-
nalist.

He published La Ciudad y los Perros in 1963 and won the Seix Barral 
Biblioteca Breve Award the following year. He published Los Cachorros 
in 1966.

In 1969, it was Conversación en La Catedral that got published and 
then in 1977, La Tia Julia y el Escribidor. He wrote two other books with 
important references to Lima that were published in 1993: El Pez en 
el Agua and a play, El Loco de los Balcones. Mario Vargas Llosa’s life 
story is long and filled with all types of writing: novels, essays, plays, 
political, and journalistic. The long list of awards of the highest degree 
he has received and continues to receive confirm him as one of the 
most influential intellectuals the world over. Mario Vargas Llosa won 
the 2010 Nobel Prize in Literature.
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- La huida del Inca (1952)
- El Desafío (1957)
- The Time of the Hero (1966)
- The Cubs and Other Stories (1979)
- The Green House (1968)
- Carta de batalla por Tiran lo Blanc (1969)
- García Márquez: Story of a Deicide (1971)
- Conversation in the Cathedral (1975)
- The Perpetual Orgy (1975)
- Captain Pantoja and the Special Service  
  (1978)
- Historia Secreta de una novela (1979)
- La señorita de Tacna (1981)
- Entre Sartre y Camus (1981)
- Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter (1982) 
- Kathie y el hipopótamo (1983)
- The War of the End of the World, (1984)
- La suntuosa abundancia (1984)
- The Real Life of Alejandro Mayta, (1985)
- Making waves. Vol. I (1962-1972) and II  
  (1972 – 1983)
- La Chunga (1986)
- Who Killed Palomino Molero? (1987)
- The Storyteller (1989)
- In Praise of the Stepmother (1990)
- Making waves. Volumen III (1983-1990)
- A writers reality (1990)
- Un hombre triste y feroz (1992)
- A Fish in the Water (1993)
- El loco de los balcones (1993)
- Desafío  al libertad (1994)
- Ojos bonitos, cuadros feos (1994)
- Death in the Andes (1996)
- Archaic utopia: José María Arguedas and  
  the fictions of indigenismo (1996)
- Letters to a Young Novelist (1997)
- Notebooks of Don Rigoberto (1998)
- The Language of Passion (2001)
- The Feast of the Goat (2002)
- The Way to Paradise (2003)
- Diario de Irak (2003)
- The Temptation of the Impossible (2004)
- Dictionnaire Amoureux de l’Amérique  
  Latine (2005)
- Israel / Palestina. Paz o Guerra Santa  
  (2006)
- The Bad Girl, (2007)
- Odiseo y Penélope (2007)
- Diálogo de damas (2007)
- Al pie del Támesis (2008)
- El sueño del celta (2010)

Works by Mario Vargas Llosa:

The fountain in the main patio of the old 
campus of the National University of San 

Marcos in Parque Universitario.

“And, in reality, I am Miraflores, too…” 
(Mario Vargas Llosa, in an interview from 7 

días del Perú y del mundo, 1969).

The old patio of the University of San 
Marcos in a picture from the 1950’s. 

A classic Miraflores ranch on Jose 
Gonzales Street close to the neighborhood 

of Diego Ferré.
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