
IN THE COMPANY OF STRANGERS 

 

In the last 5 years since 1999, Eduardo Hirose, Peruvian 

photographer of Japanese descent, has been travelling to 

Pozuzo in Central Peru’s Selva Alta –the higher parts of the 

Amazon rainforest, on the Oriental Andes’ lower slopes–, to 

spend time photographing there. The community in Pozuzo has a 

special interest for him, being conformed as it is by 

descendants of an original nucleus of immigrants from the 

Austrian Tirol and from the Rhineland in Germany, who arrived 

to this spot over a century ago. Hirose’s ties with Pozuzo 

have been a result of his trips and also, from meetings in 

Lima with young people from the place, who return to their 

homeland for the holidays, though it is plain to see they 

have already distanced themselves by having chosen the 

capital as place of residence for reasons of employment or 

study. 

 

Hirose’s work has its roots in the tradition of documentary 

photography with its perennial values of objectivity and 

clarity of presentation throughout the editing. With this as 

foundation, however, the photographer has fashioned a visual 

portrait of the place and its inhabitants, with evidently 

personal coordinates, in the mode of what some have called 

“first-person documentary style”. He is intent, that is, upon 

not putting an emphasis on the ostensible objectivity in the 

portrayal of spaces and characters; but leaves no doubt, 

instead, as to the careful construction of his images, nor 

about his offering us what he himself has experienced and 

given order to, without making any claims of photographic 

truth or even authenticity. He is witness to his very own 

self, in his reaction to Pozuzo and its dwellers, freighted 

as they are with tradition and the tension between a time 

past and a present time that never quite manages to make 

itself actually felt in situ. 

 

The particular strength of the images resides in their power 

of communicating the manner in which a temporary stay –brief 

or relatively extended-, among people one does not belong to, 

can be a meeting of times and life spaces. The point is not 

the fact that one will eventually be made to feel at home by 

the others, but in knowing that the condition of stranger 

opens a door to a dimension of familiarity, that is 

altogether different from the commonplace. The key to it lies 

in knowing how to grasp, meditatively, the moment in which 

that which is transient and fleeting in one’s own life 

coincides with the transient and fleeting in other lives. 



 

This would seem, rather, to be a re-phrasing of Walter 

Benjamin’s thought, but it is present at all times, it 

springs from the images the photographer confronts us with. 

As observers, we are witnesses to how the gaze he himself 

deploys viz-à-viz Pozuzo, both filters and selects the real, 

countenancing a humane commitment. The place and its 

inhabitants are the peculiar meetings of a life that 

forestalls its destiny in each and every shot. 

 

     ***                  

 

In 1857, thirty-five years after Independence from Spanish 

rule had been proclaimed, the Peruvian government signed a 

contract for the colonization of lands in the region of Alto 

Amazonas –in the tropical rainforest-, with a young German 

nobleman, Baron Kuno Damian Freiherr von Schutz-Holzhausen. 

The project that paved the way for the contract was the 

result of advanced thinking in Peru concerning the best way 

of exploiting the natural riches of the country. The said 

colony was to be founded in the valleys of the Pozuzo and 

Pachitea Rivers. Every potential immigrant seduced by the 

propagandistic ministrations that the Baron employed in 

Austria and Germany, faced a payment of US $ 98 -to be 

completed in two years-, that entitled to travel to Pozuzo in 

Peru. As its part of the contract, the government of 

President Ramon Castilla had to build highways in Peru to 

facilitate colonization. Which it never did. 

 

The Pozuzo project represented a hope for a small sector of 

the Austrian and German peasantry. Those were times of hard 

living conditions in Tirol that seemed to cancel all 

possibilities for the future of youth. For example, young men 

had to be in possession of land, goods or proof of skilled 

training in some profession in order to get married. It was 

particularly hard to obtain land because in the valleys it 

was already heavily subdivided. A significant part of the 

youth was flocking into the cities to work in factories. If 

the propaganda was to be believed, every individual upon 

arriving in Pozuzo would find temporary shelter and a plot of 

land, and would have facilities for the acquisition of 

cattle. 

 

Those who threw themselves into the adventure of immigration, 

had yet to find that, once in Peruvian soil, they would have 

to travel two years to get there (1857-1859), riding on 

horseback or mule. The first to abandon the group in utter 



discouragement stayed on in the coastal region. The crossing 

of the Andes was undertaken at very difficult points and can 

only be described as heroic. The vision they first had of the 

Amazonian territory was that of a virgin forest, with a 

density of vegetation all but merciless: an unassailable 

green wall. They had to make their way the best they could. 

Many more immigrants deserted and others lost their lives on 

the way. 

 

Of the original 300 that started the journey in Europe, 170 

reached Pozuzo. Nothing of what had been promised awaited 

them upon arrival. They got on as best they could, without 

having recourse to Peruvian administration in any of its 

forms.  

 

These people found themselves in absolute solitude, though 

culturally and linguistically united, far away from their 

native Alps, in a strange land they had to learn to make 

their own. In the process they became other, they stopped 

being natives of the Tirol and the Rhineland and re-invented 

themselves as natives of Pozuzo, though they weren’t 

necessarily quite aware of this at all. 

 

They, too, are Peruvian. 

 

     *** 

 

As observers, we stand before a photographic version of a 

locus that perhaps isn’t quite amenus but has certainly 

gripped the photographer, and has moved him to create images 

of situations he didn’t know they existed before, and that 

maybe, in his mind, have now become more and more unknowable, 

the more he has turned to them in order to gain better 

understanding. 

 

It has been granted to him to know them only while deciding 

the frame, through the viewfinder, where it is evident that 

the process of arriving at some form of order has been 

intense. Eduardo Hirose finds his image –the one he fashions 

from his life and is read as a trace of his being here and 

now, his destiny-, in the visual confirmation of his ‘being 

there’, which he constructs upon the ground of his perception 

of other destinies. 
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