


     An Archaeology of Ancash  

  An Archaeology of Ancash  is a well-illustrated synthesis of the archaeology of 
north-central Peru and, specifi cally, the stone remains of the mountainous Ancash 
region. All the major cultures of highland Ancash built impressive monuments, 
with no other region of South America showing such an early and continuous 
commitment to stone carving. Drawing on Lau’s extensive experience as an 
archaeologist in highland Peru, this book reveals how ancient groups of the 
Central Andes have used stone as both a physical and symbolic resource, 
uncovering the variety of experiences and meanings which marked the region’s 
special engagement with this material. 

 An abundant raw resource in the Andes, stone was used for monuments, 
temples, tombs and carved monoliths, which were crucial to the emergence of 
civilisation in the region, and religious objects from magical charms to ancestor 
effi gies. Detailing the ways stone has played both an everyday and an extraor-
dinary part in ancient social life, Lau also examines how cultural dispositions 
towards this fundamental material have changed over time and considers how 
engagements, past and present, with these stone remains have the potential to 
create and regenerate communities. With an ample selection of colour photos 
which bring these sites and artefacts to life,  An Archaeology of Ancash  is an essen-
tial guide to the key monuments, places and objects that distinguish this region 
and its rich archaeological heritage. 

 George F. Lau is Reader in Archaeology at the Sainsbury Research Unit for the 
Arts of Africa, Oceania and the Americas of the University of East Anglia, UK. 
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 This book results from a long personal engagement, at once intellectual and 
experiential, with that most elemental material of the earth: stone. Having 
researched as an archaeologist in highland Peru for several decades now, I can say 
that there is no more abundant and ambivalent presence in our work. 

 My interest in ancient ruins and cultures brought me to the mountainous 
Cordillera Blanca region, in Peru’s Department of Ancash. This is the heartland 
for some of the most exciting prehistoric archaeology in the Amerindian world. 
Yet my attention to this region also led inexorably to me cursing the rocky, hard-
to-reach locales where the ancients lived and buried their dead, or to excavations 
that failed to advance due to tons of rock rubble and collapsed walls. For our 
ancient subjects, too, stone must have been both boast and burden. 

 Modern archaeology is predicated on detecting change in past cultures. But 
stone remains the most durable of common raw materials and is amongst the 
most impervious to change in the archaeological record. Small wonder, then, 
that stone fascinates us, yet also resists our prying eyes and hands. It also resists 
easy understandings. This book will show that a variety of experiences and 
meanings marked ancient engagements with stone as well. 

 Reduced to its most basic, stone is that hard stuff that is the most abundant raw 
material in the Andes. By ‘basic’, I refer to its common and ubiquitous quality, 
but also mean to highlight its propensity to be ‘Of, pertaining to, or forming a 
base; fundamental, essential’ ( Oxford English Dictionary ). Native Andean groups 
continually made stone essential for their needs, but also for special kinds of 
symbolism and desires. 

 Even without modifi cation by humans, stone comes in many forms, colours, 
textures and sizes. It is also inherently multivalent. It can be abundant and rare, 
vast and handheld, hard and workable, heavy and portable, mundane and extraor-
dinary, worthless and precious. 

 It seems impossible alone, but more tractable with many. During the time of 
the Inkas (Incas), the largest political system in ancient America was built through 
labour mobilisation, a way of exacting tribute in the form of human work from 
millions to do the will of the state. Certainly one of the most lasting vestiges of 
this Inka practice manifested as gargantuan projects involving the movement, 
piling and elaboration of stone across the landscape. All the effort for making 
palaces, fortresses, terraces and temples out of rock continues to impress today. 

 Introduction  1 



2 Introduction

 Immediately upon seeing this millenary work, however, there is the feeling 
that ‘basic’ – if boiled down only to energetics and labour – does not really 
cover it. There was a deep care and commitment to stone that underwrote such 
practices. Earlier pre-Inka uses and cultural engagements with stone represent 
one of the main themes of this book. 

 Scholars use  materiality  to describe understandings and human relation-
ships, physical and cognitive, with material things. This book aims to provide 
a window on stone’s materiality for Andean groups, but crucially with an eye 
to describing its long prehistory in the highlands of Ancash (northern Peru), 
over some fi ve millennia. This focus permits an examination of the changes and 
continuities in cultural dispositions to stone in one region where use of stone 
was both commonplace and extraordinary in ancient social life. No other region 
of South America shows such early fl orescence and continuous commitment to 
stone carving through time. 

 Stone monuments manifested meanings and distinguishing features and 
techniques that we attribute to indigenous cultural values, stuff we would count 
as aesthetics and cognitive logics very different from our own. Yet their forms, 
designs and techniques of manufacture did not remain constant, nor did their 
meanings and desires. 

 It is important to recognise that many Pre-Columbian stone things continue 
to be important today. They remain vital as elements of national and local heri-
tage, as keepsakes and inspirations for new creativity. Hence, they continue to 
have effect in the present by mediating meanings and action for people. This 
applies as much to contemporary peoples of the Andes as to outside commenta-
tors (such as myself) and observers interested in the archaeological past. 

 Stone places and monuments are what make the prehistoric cultures of this 
region tangible. They are, plainly, often what excites people about archaeology. 
Their signifi cances, impregnating the carving and ruins, remain to be revealed. 
Readers of this book, I hope, will be rewarded by the promises of wonder and 
thinking that consideration of the past encourages. 

 In addition to exploring the main theses of the work, this book intends to 
provide a primer about the prehistory of one of the most archaeologically rich 
regions in all of South America. It seeks to respond to the many visitors now 
frequenting the Ancash region – tourists, hikers, weekenders, students, expats 
and many others – who have asked why there is no good general introduction 
to the archaeology of the region, which exists for other parts of Peru, such as 
Cuzco, Chachapoyas or Trujillo. Hopefully this book paves a space for enthu-
siasts to revel in and be informed about the varied stone ruins that animate the 
countryside, towns and trails of northern Peru and beyond. 

 Key propositions 

 Why do people carve and venerate stone? Why do stone idols assume the form 
that they do? Why do people make buildings, monuments and cult objects out 
of this hard and rather intractable material? How do people view and use durable 
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edifi ces and places of stone? And crucially, how do engagements with it – physi-
cal and cognitive – change over time? 

 The infl uential historian of religion, Mircea Eliade, wrote about the impor-
tance of stone and provided an answer of sorts. 

 nothing was more direct and autonomous in the completeness of its 
strength, nothing more noble or more awe-inspiring, than a majestic rock, 
or a boldly-standing block of granite. Above all, stone  is . It always remains 
itself, and exists of itself; and, more important still, it  strikes  . . . Rock shows 
him something that transcends the precariousness of his humanity: an abso-
lute mode of being. Its strength, its motionless, its size and its strange outlines 
are none of them human; they indicate the presence of something that fasci-
nates, terrifi es, attracts and threatens, all at once . . . Men have always adored 
stones simply in as much as they represent something  other  than themselves. 

 (Eliade 1958:216) 

 The brief passage touches eloquently upon key concerns of this book: the 
material, agentive and imagistic capacities of stone. Simply put, it highlights the 
powerful otherness, or  alterity , of stone – which Eliade construed as a human 
universal: the fascination with stone arises because of its  inhumanity . As bold as 
this is, however, the assertion challenges scholars to seek evidence, detail cases, 
put forward comparisons and, perhaps most important, cultivate a perspective 
of change through time.   

 Our exploration leads us to the Central Andes and, specifi cally, to the high-
lands of north-central Peru  ( Figure 1.1 ) . This region is home to the Cordillera 
Blanca, the highest mountain chain in the New World tropics and heartland for 
early civilisation in the Americas. In this dramatic land, with its glaciated peaks, 
azure lakes, mosaicked fi elds, and deeply carved canyons, stone is plentiful and 
varied. In fact, stone might be considered the material ‘glue’ that links all these 
settings. Thousands of years ago, ancient groups came to rely on the material for 
all manner of making and cultural practice having to do with dwelling, work, 
play, politics and art. 

 Carved monoliths, as great cult images or idols, were crucial for the emergence 
of civilisation in the region, most notably for the Chavín religion that rooted 
in the Peruvian Andes during the 1st millennium BC. Subsequent societies also 
depended on stone for their religious objects: e.g., small magical charms, out-
crops, oracles and ancestor effi gies. All the major cultures of highland Ancash, 
the region of the Central Andes which will comprise my case studies, built 
impressive places and monuments out of stone. 

 It is through and about stone that we can begin to reconstruct a prehistory 
about the patterns of engagements between people and their landscape over 
some fi ve millennia. This epoch spans the rise and fall of pilgrimage centres, 
warrior societies, ancestor cults and imperial conquests, both Andean and Euro-
pean. What seems to have remained constant in this sociocultural fl ux was the 
enduring commitment to working this plentiful, hard material. Thus this book 



4 Introduction

illuminates a long-term regional tradition of human effort with stone. In the 
course of describing the region’s archaeological record, I aim to explore three 
main propositions about the work and presences of stone for groups of the 
Central Andes. 

 The fi rst proposition regards stone and its various modifi ed forms as material 
durations. By ‘material durations’, I mean culturally negotiated understandings 
by which people reckoned time, history and social relations. Stone monuments 
are tangible measures of time in several important ways. It provides a duration 

Figure 1.1. Map of Central Andes locating sites mentioned in the text. Drawing by author.
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for this book’s reader; that is, it provides a dataset and frame by which to imagine 
and keep track of the particular past to be explored within these pages. Stone 
also provided a material basis to understand the past for our subjects: the ancient 
groups in question. Andeans very often fabricated objects and places in stone to 
emphasise durability, perpetuity and location. It related people to places. Other 
kinds of durations entail their reuse and their fragmentation – which reorients 
the tracking of time by interrupting or extending the life of the stone and its 
essence. 

 Second, I aim to show that stone was seen to be agentive. For Andeans, stone 
was ascribed an energy and life that gave it capacity to act and do stuff for and 
with people. Stone acted as expressions of human and nonhuman powers who 
both embodied and served to do things as  persons  of a certain kind – they were 
functional. While it is diffi cult to be certain regarding the continuity of such 
durations, patterns in the archaeological record can be compared and also anal-
ysed with historically known examples. The comparisons are made to elucidate 
individual cases of stonework; they will also help to reconstruct a sequence of 
cultural patterns through time as a regional tradition. 

 The fi nal important issue treated by this book concerns how worked stone 
helped to create communities. This is more than contending that stone was 
important for constructing houses and settlements. Rather, I aim to illustrate 
how it was a fundamentally social material: I will show that, by promoting rela-
tions between human beings, in various instances stone and stone things (monu-
ments and cult objects) served to integrate, maintain and sometimes distinguish 
social groups, broadly termed here ‘communities’. With its many qualities, stone 
played and continues to play vigorous roles in orienting social life. 

    

 Having foregrounded the key propositions, I wish now to itemise the main 
theoretical perspectives which frame this investigation and the interpretations 
to follow. Essentially, I examine stone monuments with an eye toward their 
phenomenology, object agency, distributed personhood and role in sacred land-
scapes. These somewhat clunky terms demand some clarifi cation. 

  Materiality and being in the Andean world.  First, my study draws from phenom-
enological approaches to the materiality and perception of the environment, 
specifi cally of stone things and places. Especially relevant is the anthropological 
literature considering how people interact with their environment. Landscape 
features and objects manifest cognitive structures (Tilley 1994; Tilley and Ben-
nett 2004), but also result from and orient patterns of practice and behaviour 
(Bradley 2009; Ingold 2000). Although, admittedly, it is often diffi cult to acquire 
archaeological evidence on how things were  experienced  in the past, even without 
eyewitness or indigenous accounts, we can nevertheless reason empathetically 
and make best guesses linking comparable contexts. 

 Recent studies of stone monuments in Pre-Columbian societies emphasise 
their physical effects, as things in interaction with people (e.g., Bray 2009; Dean 
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2010; Houston, et al. 2006; Lau 2008, 2013; O’Neil 2012). Such a perspective 
also entails experiential recognition of bodily activity and senses, not just the 
visual. This perspective helps to complement the traditional emphasis on icono-
graphic ‘meanings’ – what an image depicts, stands for or signifi es. 

 The look, feel and properties of stone have important effects on their uses 
 ( Plate 1 ) . People prefer marble countertops, slate roof tiles or green aquarium 
pebbles. Coloured gemstones orient tastes in the jewelry industry. When struck, 
chert produces a potentially useful spark and a sharp blade. Even common stone 
rubble will be selected for its use as fi ll, precisely because of its qualities – namely 
it is nondescript, nearby and plentiful; people will not miss it when it is gone. 
Stone qualities vary, and distinctive ones are often valued. Some of the most 
important include size, colour, sheen, texture, ductility/brittleness, abundance/
rarity, proximity of source, resistance to fi re and durability. Put another way, stone 
and their properties are integrated into complex systems of meanings affecting 
value, demand and utility.   

 Stone properties are experienced because they are sensed by people. Seeing, 
touch, hearing and smell count as the most important senses. But of course the 
ways to detect these senses in the ancient past can only be limited (Houston, 
et al. 2006; Moore 2005; Skeates 2010). What archaeology recovers is evidence 
of activity contexts and behaviours from which to infer likely kinds of sensory 
engagements with artefacts. Evidence of carbon sooting in a dark chamber tomb 
may indicate candlelit illumination or burning offerings and incense, just as a 
low passageway leading to it may have required visitors to crawl. 

 Archaeology benefi ts from two powerful comparative methods in this regard. 
The fi rst is the emphasis on scalar forms and patterns: data can pertain to expe-
riential patterns at house, settlement and regional scales. The other key virtue of 
archaeological evidence, of course, is its capacity to reveal diachronic change – 
that is, how patterns may be different over a period time. Such changes tell us 
about how people adapted to new conditions and sociopolitical contexts. 

  Object agency.  Much of this book examines the ‘object agency’ of stone (Gell 
1998; Latour 2010; Viveiros de Castro 2004). For many cultures, including our 
own, objects are not necessarily inert things, seen as lifeless and impotent. On the 
contrary, many people imbue them with life, subjectivity and the agency to do 
things. Their capacity as reservoirs of belief is what initiates forms of behaviour 
in, around and with them. Hence, people go to great effort to make and house 
effi gies of divinities because they are seen to provide good fortune and rains. 
People visit them in places of worship to see them, but conversely, to be seen by 
them. People trust in trains to get them from point A to point B, just as dolls 
are played with as if they are human (Gell 1998; Stewart 1993). What is crucial 
in this thinking is that objects, including idols and buildings, hold vital places in 
the various networks of actionable relationships that constitute the indispensable 
stuff of social life. 

 Object agency has become increasingly important for investigating the 
archaeological record. On the one hand, it helps to make sense of contexts 
where objects, not biological persons, seem to be taken as special and animate. 
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It is part of the ontological or ‘agentive’ turn in various scholarly disciplines 
increasingly focused on subjectivities and capabilities attributed to nonhumans 
(e.g., animals, objects, numina). On the other, interpretations about such cases 
will require new sources of evidence for understanding indigenous logics for 
human–object relations; that is, why people relate to objects in the diverse ways 
that they do (Alberti and Marshall 2009; Descola 2010; Pauketat 2013; Santos-
Granero 2009a). 

 Particularly relevant is the rich ethnographic and historical material from 
different regions around the globe. The Central Andean corpus reveals the 
importance of stone for Amerindian groups of the high Andes, and especially 
the great emphasis Andeans placed on stone buildings and objects that promoted 
ritual life and community well-being (e.g., Allen 1997; Bray 2009; Dean 2010; 
Duviols 1977; Howard 2006; Lau 2008, 2013; Meddens, et al. 2013; Paternosto 
1996; Protzen and Nair 2013; Salomon 1998; Sillar 2009). It also features formal 
correspondences and continuities in meaning shared by groups during Inka 
times, the colonial period and those of the ethnographic present. How far back 
in time these patterns went, and how durable traditional Andean dispositions 
toward stone were, comprise important topics of this book. 

  Distributed personhood . Objects gain and lose meanings when they are made, 
given, displayed, modifi ed or otherwise used to act in the world. Because objects 
participate in the lives and networks of people, very often they are taken as parts, 
results and/or offshoots of persons (Fowler 2004; Knappett 2006; Lillios 2008; 
Santos-Granero 2009a; Strathern 1988). Just as making an artwork embeds 
something of the artist into the piece (e.g., intention, style, creativity), a gift may 
embody a quality or desire of the giver (e.g., care, debt repaid, esteem). A trap 
manifests the intention of its maker to ensnare an enemy or prey. People blow 
on dice to win games of chance. Scholars sometimes call these ‘extensions’ or 
‘agents’ because they maintain and channel different sorts of agency, very often 
to have effect on others, human and nonhuman. 

 To restate the above ideas in more accessible terms, let’s consider a kind of 
baseball, say a baseball caught by a young boy as a souvenir. He might value that 
experience for the rest of his life. That ball plays an ‘agentive’ role in connect-
ing the boy and parents (who brought him to the stadium), those people and 
childhood, that team and that family, and that event and that place. If the ball 
happens to have been from the game-winning home run in Game 1 of the 1988 
World Series, it provides an instant link to its hitter, the Los Angeles Dodger 
Kirk Gibson. Gibson had no hand in making the ball (in producing the hard 
core or stitching the leather), but that ball’s quality and persona were remade 
through that event. The home run was broadcast through television and radio, 
recorded on video, reaching audiences throughout the world. It might be seen 
as a distributed ‘product,’ a part, of Gibson’s personal handiwork. Moreover, since 
the ball is worth millions, it now mediates between that lucky fan, bankers, spe-
cialists in baseball memorabilia, other fans and maybe Gibson himself, and other 
collectibles – it holds a place in that network of objects and persons pulled into 
the vicinity, history and likely future of the ball. Any object – another ball, an 
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heirloom, smartphone, what have you – may intervene in our social world(s) 
as persons of this kind. Some objects, such as saintly relics or memorabilia, are 
often imbued with heavier doses of desirable, powerful qualities than others; they 
become  sacra , which embody and distribute the charisma of its previous holder(s) 
and contributor(s) (Carrasco 1999; Graeber 2001; Munn 1986; Tambiah 1984). 

 This study is especially interested in the ‘partibility’ of stone. Intact construc-
tions and built spaces in Andean record are exceedingly rare, and what is left 
are scattered but abundant remnants of a previous whole (e.g., Protzen and 
Nair 2013:89). Stone has the propensity over time to fragment, both through 
human and environmental action, into smaller pieces. The major stone forms 
(e.g., geological formations, outcrops, boulders, pebbles and sand grains) might 
be taken as parts of a larger body, the living earth or mountains; in the Andes, 
the smaller forms may retain an essence of the original (Allen 1997; Dean 2010; 
Howard 2006). It is frequently said that building sacred places counts as efforts 
that emulate the cosmogonic work of divinities and that bring people closer to 
gods (Eliade 1958:Ch.X). But reduction, fragmentation and lithifi cation also 
serve as kinds of action on the world, and in the Central Andes they are driven 
by human and superhuman effort. 

 Certain stones in the Andes can be ascribed personhood, not least because 
blocks were often carved with fi gural representations of immortals and humans. 
On occasion, the sculptures were seen to be expressions and sometimes the 
offspring of their original prototypes – as ancestors and parts of ancestors. 
Stone, because of its various formal qualities, was the material  par excellence  to 
carry out this cognitive work. Rock can be chipped, rent, reduced, polished and 
carved – while maintaining a semblance of its original form (e.g., Bailey 2005; 
Chapman 2000). Parts of stone (stony presences that share the same colour and 
texture) can be given away, curated, stolen and otherwise transacted, which by 
obligation, then, serves to connect people. The interplay of various presences 
and transformations of the stony landscape form a crucial, running strand in 
each chapter of this book. 

  Sacred landscapes . The fi nal major element in my framework concerns the 
landscape. If, for Andean groups, things and artefacts can be animated with 
capacities to ‘act’, it stands to reason that the setting for them, the environment 
perceived as the landscape, also held life, power and agency (e.g., Allen 1988; 
Gose 1994; Walter 2002). The ethnographic literature is especially vivid in 
describing the animate landscapes of indigenous Andeans, in which a vitality 
is shared by the environment and its features and inhabitants. This vitality may 
enliven various beings in the world – plants, animals, things and places – and it 
is also source of life, well-being and abundance for people. Because it is fi nite or 
not always present, however, ritual work is directed at its management and fl ow, 
very often based according to the yearly round. Thus the landscape can also be 
the recipient of attention and veneration. 

 Indeed, many Amerindian groups in the Americas, past and present, recognise 
a ‘sacred landscape’ (see Dransart 2006; Moore 2005; Scully 1975; Townsend 
1992; Walens 1981). Given its relationship to food, resources and the cycle of 
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life, the environment is at once the context and target of human labour, faith and 
the arts. All the New World civilisations emphasised the fertility of the environ-
ment. Ritual action was directed towards the divinities and elemental forces who 
held ambivalent powers over the environment and its properties, particularly the 
rains, the seasons, thunder, earthquakes, the sea, and fertility of crops and herds. 
Hence, they hold the capacity to vitalise or to destroy. 

 Yet it is worth noting that some locales feature more importantly than others. 
Very frequently these were distinctive features, such as caves, springs, and bodies 
of water seen to be ancestral places, crucial in myth, or hotspots of extraordinary 
past signifi cance. As will be seen, stone was crucial in all our case studies of being 
part of and essential to local sacred landscapes. 

 Previous scholarship on Andean stonework 

 Just like the many stones that will make up our record, previous research pro-
vides the building blocks and foundations for this new consideration. Yet the 
study of stone, especially for the Central Andean past, has been uneven and 
has followed certain conceptual frameworks while marginalising potentially 
productive avenues of inquiry. This section highlights what I see as the four 
principal intellectual frameworks for appreciating ancient Andean stonework: 
stone as archaeological culture; stone as potent objects and in sacred landscapes; 
the materiality of stone; and stone as artworks. 

 Stone as archaeological culture: Chronology, function, materialisation 

 My study sample consists primarily of stone blocks – things modifi ed into things 
often termed sculptures, effi gies, cult objects, fi gurines and uprights. This work 
also evaluates stone constructions, stone outcrops and monuments. For reasons of 
space and subject, it cannot address the wide scholarship and record of chipped 
or ground stone artefacts in the Andes, which would comprise a very different 
kind of book. 

 The predominant framework in existing scholarship emphasises stonework 
in its original cultural setting, or in archaeological context. Practitioners treat 
stone as a normative trait or element, some might say ‘sign,’ of the originating 
culture. The forms, imagery and techniques of making – sometimes collectively 
called ‘style’ – are used to identify the stones in time and space, as well as to make 
inferences about past meanings and culture change. 

 The basic archaeological questions concerning stone assemblages centre on 
what, where and when. Strong emphasis is given especially to contexts of appear-
ance and use: that is, where the stone is used and its role(s) in a given society. The 
remaining questions of how and why typically rely on functional explanations. 

 Work to date has highlighted the Inka (ca. 15–16th centuries) and the earlier 
Tiwanaku cultures (AD 300–900) (Dean 2010; Gasparini and Margolies 1980; 
Janusek, et al. 2012; Niles 1987, 1999; Protzen 1992; Protzen and Nair 2013). 
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The impressive ruins of Cuzco and Tiwanaku, the capitals of these cultures 
respectively, refl ect the sheer mastery and technical achievement in ancient 
Andean stone working. 

 But more than that, the stone work is taken as a diagnostic, a material cor-
relate, of state-level societies. Scholars reason that labour organisation for such 
work is beyond the means of small collectivities. Archaeological research on Inka 
stone work has focused on the colossal labour expenditure and organisation of 
the empire (e.g., Hyslop 1990; Ogburn 2004; Protzen 1992). The style of stone 
work has also been studied as the quintessential diagnostic of Inka presence in a 
region, an element of its cultural infl uence and spread. 

 A common explanation for the elaboration of stone work is that it is employed 
by the making group as ideological display. Archaeologists sometimes use the 
term ‘materialisation of ideology’ to describe the general existence of certain 
elaborate things (e.g., artefacts, architecture, arts) in complex societies (DeMarrais, 
et al. 1996). These things are made to ‘materialise’ and convey the politico-
religious authority and wealth of leaders, nobles or high-status individuals. 

 Stone sculpture is a quintessential form of ideological display. Because stone 
sculpture is expensive in terms of labour and because its production requires 
expert knowledge and tools, archaeologists frequently understand its production 
as a specialised activity, which must be contracted or sponsored by the dominant 
group. A corollary is that leaders do not commission carvings (and associated 
monuments) for no reason. Rather, they do it to confer legitimacy and bring 
prestige to themselves or their associations (e.g., lineages and forebears, gods or 
their reign) (e.g., Janusek, et al. 2012:94; Kolata 1993:103–172; Niles 1999:84; 
Ogburn 2005:232; Rick 2008:32). It is also a sign of wealth – for it shows the 
ability to divert some form of capital (monetary, social, labour debt), to what 
might be seen, at least in orthodox Western terms, as nonessential work. Stone 
sculpture and monuments are therefore ‘conspicuous’ displays: they  function  to 
communicate the power and ideology of those who made and use it. 

 Other studies of stonework highlight the imagery of key cultures and asso-
ciated sites, such as the early ceremonial centres of Cerro Sechín and Chavín 
de Huántar (Bennett 1942; Burger 1992; Maldonado and Samaniego 1992–95; 
Roe 1974; Rowe 1962; Tello 1956, 1960). Although the Chavín people (ca. 
1000–400 BC) also built ‘megalithic’ constructions, they are most famous for 
their fi nely carved stelae, the standing prismatic slabs bearing intricate imagery 
of monstrous divinities. These were very likely mythic supernaturals important 
in the oral traditions of the groups in question. These, too, materialised ideology, 
but rather than that of lineages and political leaders, the images conveyed the 
otherworldly subjects associated with specialised cults and priestly elites. 

 Very few works actually compare sculptural traditions in the Central Andes or 
examine them over the  longue durée . The last major assessment was made a half 
century ago by the archaeologist Richard Schaedel (1952), who created classifi -
catory descriptions of individual sculptures across the Central Andes and defi ned 
key sculptural regions (nine ‘central areas’) and ancillary regions (eleven ‘isolated’ 
and ‘peripheral areas’) for stone sculpture. This book will highlight Peru’s north 
highlands, which comprises eight of the twenty sculpture areas identifi ed by 



Introduction 11

Schaedel. Decades of archaeology since this study reveal many other areas with 
lesser-known developments in stone sculpture, not only in the Central Andes, 
but beyond – such as Ecuador and Colombia. None of the Andean traditions, 
however, features the time depth or the concentration of sculpture evidenced 
in ancient Ancash. It is now timely and more suitable than ever to recount a 
prehistory of Andean peoples’ interactions with stone monuments through time. 

 Objects of cult and landscape 

 Another major strand of research about stone in the Central Andes centres on 
their importance as ritual objects. Comparisons to, or ‘ethnographic analogy’ 
with, the beliefs of contemporary groups have been crucial (e.g., Abercrombie 
1998; Allen 1988; Gose 1994). Eyewitness descriptions and a rich ethnohistorical 
record illuminate appreciation of stone by the Inka and colonial era indigenous 
groups (see esp. Dean 2010; Mills 1997; Niles 1999; Salomon 1991). 

   The rich documentary record makes clear that many traditional groups of the 
Andes value stone(s) as ritually potent objects in a sacred landscape  ( Figure 1.2 ) . 
Inka groups believed that special rocky forms 1  were imbued with a life force, or 
essence, that had power to vitalise others (e.g., Dean 2010; Van de Guchte 1990). 
Stony forms were incorporated into ritual practices regarding the dead, fertility 
and land. Most commonly, stones held status as durable embodiments of key 
forebears who become effi cacious beings for the living. The studies highlight 
how Inka stone work sought to manipulate essences and qualities ascribed to 
certain stones. 

Figure 1.2 Bosque de piedras, ‘Forest of stones’, Hatun Machay. Photograph by author.
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 Stone was the material  par excellence  for encoding relations between people 
and land, for it associated place with local histories, identity and, not least, power 
relations. For Dean (2010:Ch.2), the elaborate stone work treats the reciprocity 
between humans and the landscape. Stone monuments acted to incorporate and 
order the physical world of the Inka Empire, known as Tawantinsuyu, or ‘the 
four parts united’. For Paternosto (1996:186), stone work created an ‘intimate 
reverence’ by Inka groups for the ‘intrinsic holiness’ of stone and the natural 
environment; they focused attention there (see also Cummins 2002:27–28; 
Pasztory 2005:198). 

 Certain stone and outcrops have associations with celestial and unpredictable 
natural phenomena. Gade has noted how stones and outcrops cleft by lightning 
are particularly special and associated by southern Andean groups with dual 
divisions and complementarity. Specialised shrines, ‘illawasi’, were dedicated to 
places of lightning strikes (Gade 1983:776) and were places for sacrifi ces and use 
of bezoar stones (Hernández Príncipe 1923:27). Lightning was, of course, the sign 
of Andean storm gods, and their worship often sought to increase herd success. 

 The colonial literature also makes frequent reference to large standing stones, 
called  huanca  or  wanka  (Duviols 1977, 1979). 2  These were former humans who 
had been turned, or lithomorphosed, into stone, and were worshipped as tutelary 
divinities by the descendant group. From the Formative Period onwards, such 
uprights play an important role in the ceremonial patterns of Ancash  ( Plate 2 ) , 
and subsequent chapters will examine them in more detail. Suffi ce it to say here 
that many huancas survive in highland Ancash (Bazán del Campo 2007). They 
were erected in sacred spots important in the collective memory and action 
of corporate groups: e.g., origin points (springs, caves), fi elds, high spots with 
sightlines, irrigation nodes, places of past divine intervention. As monuments, 
their later use in prehistory marked the boundaries and fragmented territories 
of increasingly warlike societies. 

   For contemporary Quechua groups around the former Inka capital, Cuzco, 
the signifi cance of stone remains very prominent (e.g., Allen 1988, 1997; Flores 
Ochoa 1977; Sallnow 1987). These groups handle stones, most small and natu-
rally shaped, for all manner of play and ritual. Pebbles are assiduously collected 
and manipulated to stand for other things (e.g., houses, potatoes, herd animals, 
televisions, people), typically of miniature households; they are gathered together 
and moved around not unlike the make-believe of dollhouses. They reproduce 
human-scale actions and create metaphors, alluding to larger wholes (e.g., vil-
lages, fi elds, mountains, herds, collectives), and to bring about new and bounte-
ous futures. By managing the miniature, the stones are power objects that help 
‘change the lived-in world’ (Allen 1997:81). 

 The Cuzco region is also home to small stone objects known as ‘ illa ’ and 
‘ enqaychu ’ (Allen 1982:184; 1997; Flores Ochoa 1977; Salomon 2004; Sillar 
2012). 3  These are typically handheld objects, akin to ‘amulets’ or ‘charms,’ that 
are seen to enhance the well-being and success of their bearers and her/his 
crops and herds (Flores Ochoa 1977:218). Sometimes illa are carved or have 
natural features which resemble certain plants or animals (e.g., guinea pigs or 
 cuy , camelids, sheep, corn, beans)  ( Figure 1.3 ) . Also, some bezoar stones of 



Figure 1.3  Stone effi gy objects. (A) Stonecarving in the form of seated mummy bundle  
height 6.4 cm, Chinchawas. (B) Modelled stone camelid effi gy. (C) Modelled 
stone camelid effi gy. Such objects were worshipped as charms for fertility and 
well-being. Photographs by author.
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camelids and deer, also called illa, work similarly (Salomon 2004). They are 
small and hard concentrated forms, reservoirs of vital potency, like a battery. 
They also have protective and tutelar associations, and they are kept to generate 
abundance (Flores Ochoa 1977:218–219). They are also seen as lucky objects, 
for they are found opportunistically and can also dispense good fortune to 
its bearer. But they are also fi ckle and alienable, for they can be lost and have 
other owners. 

   Such objects appear to have had considerable antiquity. Related stone forms, 
variously called ‘ chanca ’, 4  ‘ conopa ’, 5  ‘ con churi ’, 6  ‘ zaramama ’ and ‘ illa ’, are known 
from the prehispanic and colonial periods (see especially Arriaga 1999:Ch.2; 
Mills 1997:Ch.3). 7  To be sure, they are not necessarily the same, and it is almost 
certain that meanings for some of these words have changed over the centu-
ries. 8  While the principal commonality is their stoniness, their forms, origins, 
the intervention of humans, and the domain of effi cacy can all be very different 
for these objects  ( Table 1.1 ) . The diversity of names and forms indicate their 
pervasiveness for Andean groups as well as their time depth. 

   Such objects were selected for their unusual shapes, colour, surfaces or 
location of discovery. Some Inka conopas feature small holes on the back on 
camelid forms, where fat was inserted and burned as an offering. All of these 
stone objects were repositories of supernatural potency to help the success of 
the owner. They have permanent  generative  capacities for that which is either 
represented or with which it is connected. 9  

 The extirpator Fernando de Avendaño, in 1617, provides some insight: ‘The 
Indians worship two kinds of idols, some fi xed, like mountains, crags and high 
peaks . . . others are portable [such as guanca, caullama, zaramama, bezoar stones 
and personal idols] . . . These idols, which they call  huacas  in their language, 
are very old, and they are passed on from fathers to sons, and the ministers of 
idolatry also introduce new idols [e.g., chancas] . . . The Indians have stories 
about their idols, which are known through traditions by the elders, and they 
say that all of the idols have inside them, although they are stones,  a certain divin-
ity  that transfers into the stone, and for this reason, they adore it’ (my emphasis, 
Avendaño in Duviols 2003:715). 

 Another indication of their signifi cance is the frequent mention of them 
being wrapped in cloth, when stored and presented. The wrapping resembles 
the key treatment of mummy bundles; the dedication of cloth and rebundling 
of the object were the devotional practices of close relations (Lau 2008). Like 
the mummy bundles, the stones were also worshipped by making supplications 
and offerings to them, of  chicha , llama fat, blood, cuy, coins, coca leaf, and 
other valuables. These were the customary components for their ritual nour-
ishment. Today, such offerings encourage special moments of ritual potency, 
when they can be effi cacious in bringing about change (Allen 1997:81; Sillar 
2012). Historian Kenneth Mills (1997:100) asserts the worshipper ‘saw his 
fortune and condition being directly related to his ritual attention to them 
[the stone objects]’. 


