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Good Bones: How Colonial Lima Perseveres.
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BY RICHARD VARR

SINCE 1657, the catacombs of Monasterio de
San Francisco have been through 20 earthquakes
and thousands of tremors — but these crypts have
always survived.

“The catacombs are an anti-seismic structure. We don't
know how it works but it softens the seismic waves,”
explains Jesus Torres, leading a tour of Lima’s impressive
colonial-era church and convent complex with its sunny-
yellow facade, domed chapels and glazed-tile cloister.

“Sometimes the walls cracked or part of the ceiling fell,
but the arches and main columns have never collapsed,”
he says. “The catacombs are considered the safest place
in the church.”

I walk slowly along the cramped brick-lined tunnels,
continuously ducking beneath the arched doorways
of this subterranean maze. Below us are crypts of
human bones, neatly arranged and randomly topped
with a skull or two.

And in the next chamber, an even more eerie sight
with an artistic touch — intricate patterns of bones and
skulls ringed in a circular well.

Monasterio de San Francisco is one of Lima’s must-see
surviving colonial sites, offering a glimpse back to when
conquistadors walked the fledgling capital’s narrow
streets. The monastery stands just a few blocks from
central Plaza Mayor, home to the imposing twin-tower
Cathedral and Government Palace, built on sites
handpicked by Francisco Pizarro, the governor of
Spanish South America.

“There was an Inca population here,” explains city
tour guide Sandra Vargas. “The local Inca chief was
living where the Presidential Palace is now.”

Throughout the centuries, Lima’s palaces, mansions
and places of worship have been rebuilt after numerous
earthquakes. “All the buildings are a mix of architectural
styles,” she says. “Sometimes we'll see a beautiful colonial
church, but the towers are neoclassical. That’s because
when they collapsed, they were rebuilt in the architectural
style of that time, so they're a mix of different periods.”
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