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Ancient Designs for the Modern Era: Artists Interpret Andean Textiles 
Abstract 

Blenda Femenías 
femenias@cua.edu 

 

Beginnings are usually more interesting than elaborations and endings. Beginning 
means exploration, selection, development, a potent vitality not yet limited, not 
circumscribed by the tried and traditional. For those of us concerned in our work 
with the adventure of search, going back to beginnings is seeing ourselves mirrored 
in others’ work, not in the result but in the process. 

Anni Albers, On Weaving, 1965, p. 52 

Artistic re-interpretation of the works of earlier centuries has become a mainstay of modern design. 
Textiles bearing Andean designs that appeared on pre-Columbian objects and the products of 
contemporary weavers using motifs from their own cultural traditions are well represented among cloth 
items used and marketed in Peru today. Only 150 years ago, however, pre-Columbian Andean textiles 
were little known. In the early twentieth century, knowledge of indigenous American cultures increased 
rapidly as archaeologists excavated previously unimagined cultural riches. Simultaneously, the 
international modernist movement toward streamlined design pushed artists and designers to seek 
inspirations for their bold new efforts. Especially but not only for Peruvian artists, both ancient and 
contemporary Andean cultures provided abundant inspiration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panelists in Andean Textiles: In Memory of Elayne Zorn. Left to right, Ann Rowe, Andrea Heckman, Ann 
Peters, Blenda Femenías, Flora Zárate, Sophie Desrosiers. 

This paper explores the politics of representation revealed in twentieth-century interpretations of Andean 
textile designs and structures. It focuses on the production of artists who discovered Peru’s ancient 
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heritage and, inspired by the aesthetic and technical virtuosity shown in textiles, created their own, 
related art works. These artists both paid direct homage to the original creators and freely adapted the 
designs and structures. Prominent among them are three women, all born in the late nineteenth century 
but closely associated with twentieth-century modernism. Each promoted indigenous artistry as she 
produced her own, Andean-inspired works: Julia Codesido (1883-1979), Elena Izcue (1889-1970), and 
Anni Albers (1889-19943). Codesido and Izcue were both Peruvian, but Codesido was raised in England 
and France and returned to Peru as an adult while Izcue grew up in Peru and lived in France and the 
United States as an adult, ultimately returning to Peru. Albers, originally associated with Germany’s 
Bauhaus movement, gained real fame once she had moved to the United States. The paper 
contextualizes these developments within the realm of creativity writ large, examining how indigenous 
artists’ and artisans’ placement within contemporary art scenes intersected with academic “fine” arts 
education. 

Select Bibliography 

Albers, Anni. 1962. On Designing. Middletown, CT. Wesleyan University Press. 

———— .  1965. On Weaving.   Middletown, CT. Wesleyan University Press. 

———— . 2000. Selected Writings on Design. Edited and with an Introduction by Brenda Danilowitz. 
Hanover and London: University Press of New England/ Wesleyan University Press. 

Bauhaus: Art as Life. 2012. London: Barbican Art Gallery. 

Braun, Barbara. 1993. Pre-Columbian Art and the Post-Columbian World. New York: Abrams 

Brugnoli, Paulina, and Soldedad Hoces de la Guardia. “Anni Albers and Her Great Teachers, the 
Andean Weavers.” In The Josef and Anni Albers Foundation, Latin American Journeys, pp. 61-92. 

d’Harcourt, Raoul. 1974. Textiles of Ancient Peru and Their Techniques. S. Brown, trans. Seattle: 
University of Washington Press. (Originally published 1962) 

Fernández, José Abel.1995. Grabadores en el Perú: Bosquejo Histórico 1574-1950. Lima: J.A. 
Fernández.  

The Josef and Anni Albers Foundation. 2007. Anni and Josef Albers: Latin American Journeys. 
Ostildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag. 

Majluf, Natalia.  2008.Elena Izcue: Lima—Paris, Années 30. Paris: Musée du Quai Branly/ Flammarion. 

Majluf, Natalia, and Luis Eduardo Wuffarden. 1999.  Elena Izcue: El art precolombino en la vida 
moderna. Lima: Museo de Arte de Lima. 

Means, Philip Ainsworth. 1936. “Elena and Victoria Izcue and their Art.” Washington, D.C.: Pan 
American Union. 



 3 

Moll, Eduardo. 1990. Julia Codesido. Lima: Editorial Navarrete.  

Rowe, Ann Pollard. 1984. Costumes and Featherwork of the Lords of Chimor: Textiles from Peru’s 
North Coast. Washington, DC: The Textile Museum.  

Rowe, Ann Pollard, and John Cohen. 2002. Hidden Threads of Peru: Q’ero Textiles. London: Merrell/ 
Washington, DC: The Textile Museum.

Troy, Virginia Gardner. 1997. Anni Albers: The Significance of Ancient American Art for Her Woven 
and Pedagogical Work. Ph.D. dissertation, Emory University. 

———— . 1999. “Thread as Text: The Woven Work of Anni Albers.” In Nicholas Fox Weber, Anni 
Albers, pp. 28-63. 

———— . 2002. Anni Albers and Ancient American Textiles: From Bauhaus to Black Mountain. 
London: Ashgate. 

Weber, Nicholas Fox. 1985. The Woven and Graphic Art of Anni Albers. Washington, DC: Smithsonian 
Institution Press. 

Weber, Nicholas Fox, and Pandora Tabatabai Asbaghi. 1999. Anni Albers. New York: The Guggenheim 
Museum. 

Weltge, Sigrid Wortmann. 1993. Women’s Work: Textile Art from the Bauhaus. San Francisco: 
Chronicle Books.  

Acknowledgments: I especially thank our panel co-organizer, Andrea Heckman, for her steadfast 
commitment and unflagging enthusiasm, and to all the members of the panel. I am grateful to Sumru 
Krody and Cecilia Anderson, Symposium Co-Chairs, and to Jannes Gibson, Carol Ross, and all my co-
members of the Symposium Organizing Committee who did far more than I to make the symposium 
possible, and of course to all members of the TSA Board. I am also grateful to the anonymous reviewers 
who selected our panel for inclusion. To Ann Rowe, thanks for your help was invaluable in locating and 
identifying images; Betty Benson, for the wonderful anecdote about the Alberses at Dumbarton Oaks; 
and Kevin Healy, for generous hospitality for all our panelists and local colleagues. Catherine Allen—
there is no one else with your insights into Andean creativity. And of course to our dear, and dearly 
missed, friend and colleague Elayne Zorn, who touched so many people’s lives. 

About the author: Blenda Femenías (Ph.D., Cultural Anthropology, University of Wisconsin-Madison) 
teaches anthropology at the Catholic University of America and the University of Maryland-University 
College. A specialist in gender, race, ethnicity, and the arts in Latin America, she has conducted 
research in the Andes for almost three decades. Her current projects include the history of Peruvian 
national museums and the transregional configuration of Andean identity in Argentina. The author of 
Gender and the Boundaries of Dress in Contemporary Peru (2005,  
http://www.utexas.edu/utpress/books/femgen.html) as well as “In Cloth We Trust” in Reviews in 
Anthropology (2010, http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/grva20/39/4) and numerous other articles, she is 
also the author-editor of Andean Aesthetics: Textiles of Peru and Bolivia. 



 4 

 


	Ancient Designs for the Modern Era: Artists Interpret Andean Textiles
	

	Microsoft Word - Femenias ed AES final.doc

