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Coastal–highland relationships were important in the development, expansion, and collapse of ancient societies in Nasca,
Peru. Connections between the regions began with the earliest occupants and extended through Inca rule; they consisted of
the exchange of goods, sharing of ideas, migration, and political dominance. By the end of the Early Intermediate period
(Late Nasca, AD 500–650), highland relationships intensified, and during the Middle Horizon (AD 650–1000), Nasca for
the first time came under highland control as the Wari Empire brought transformations to the region. By the end of the Middle
Horizon, Wari had collapsed, and much of the Nasca drainage was abandoned. People emigrated from the region, probably
because of drought coupled with political and social instability. When Nasca was repopulated (ca. AD 1200) in the Late
Intermediate period, a new type of society developed that was likely the result of large numbers of highland immigrants.
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Las relaciones entre costa y sierra fueron importantes en el desarrollo, expansión, y colapso de las sociedades antiguas en
Nasca. Las conexiones entre las regiones comenzaron con los primeros habitantes y se extendieron hasta la dominación
inca, y consistieron en el intercambio de bienes, el intercambio ideológico, la migración y el dominio político. Al final del
período Intermedio Temprano (Nasca Tardío, 500-650 dC) la relación con la sierra se intensifica y durante el Horizonte
Medio (650-1000 dC), Nasca por primera vez queda bajo el control serrano cuando el imperio Wari trajo transformaciones
a la región. Al final del Horizonte Medio, Wari se había derrumbado y gran parte del valle de Nasca fue abandonado. Después
de 200-300 años, Nasca fue repoblado durante la mitad del Período Intermedio Tardío. La evidencia arqueológica indica que un
nuevo tipo de sociedad se desarrolló como resultado, probablemente, que un gran número de personas eran inmigrantes de la sierra.

Palabras claves: Nasca, Andes, interacciones sierra–costa, sociedades complejas, movimiento de población

Nasca is a region of the Andes considered
coastal in terms of both geography
and culture. However, highland relation-

ships and influences were critical in the develop-
ment, expansion, and collapse of ancient
societies in the area. Highland–coastal connec-
tions are well documented in the Andes; they
began with the earliest occupants and continued
through Inca rule. In Nasca, highland relation-
ships were complex and varied, consisting
of the exchange of goods, sharing of ideas,
migration, and political dominance. One

defining factor of coastal–highland connections
is that they were bilateral, with influence and
people moving in both directions. Highland
contacts were more pronounced in some
periods than in others. This article focuses on
the period AD 500–1450, which encompasses
the end of the Early Intermediate period
(EIP), the Middle Horizon, and the Late
Intermediate period (LIP), all times of
intensified highland influence and population
movement that resulted in significant societal
change.
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Interactions, Population Movements, and
Cultural Change

Many types of interactions occur between groups
of people, some of which have a great potential to
cause cultural change. In the Andes, highland–
coastal relationships were particularly important
in the development and expansion of complex
societies. The geography and resources of the
region influenced the type and frequencies of
interactions. From the Andes mountains a series
of valleys extend to the coast, and many have
stacked vertical environments in which large
changes in elevation are covered in short dis-
tances (Murra 1972; Pulgar Vidal 1996). This
creates a situation where the procurement of
resources from diverse environmental zones
and interaction among different groups can
occur more easily than the difficult terrain
would indicate.

For many years, the dominant model of eco-
nomic organization and exchange in the Andes
centered on verticality and reciprocal exchange.
Based on the work by Murra (1972), verticality
is the practice in which highland communities
established colonies or directly controlled areas
and resources outside their home base to obtain
agricultural or other goods not available in the
high elevations. This system allowed communi-
ties to be self-sufficient and not rely on external
exchange relationships, merchants, or markets.
People were dependent on their ethnic group
whose leaders redistributed goods. On the
coast, by the Inca period specialization and com-
mercial exchangewere the bases of the economy,
and not verticality (Rostworowski 1977). Today
scholars propose that the situation was more
complex and that verticality was not always the
primary organization in the highlands. Some-
times it occurred along with other strategies,
such as barter or exchange, and only involved
certain segments of the population or particular
commodities (Goldstein 2005; Stanish 1992;
Van Buren 1996). The variability in how items
were obtained and exchanged dates back to the
earliest periods in the Andes and is evident
over time in Nasca (Burger and Asaro 1977; Eer-
kens et al. 2010; Mader 2019; Reindel and Isla
2018; Van Gijseghem 2006; Vaughn 2009;
Whalen 2014).

The exchange of ideas was just as important
as the exchange of goods. Archaeologists have
long documented time periods, called horizons,
in which art styles spread across broad areas of
the Andes (Rowe 1962). In many cases, these
styles were connected to influential religions
that brought new beliefs and ritual practices,
and their dissemination was often facilitated by
powerful states as they expanded their political
and economic dominance (e.g., Burger 1992;
Isbell 2008; Menzel 1964). The impact of these
ideas was variable, but they were often a catalyst
for change.

The movement of people between the high-
lands and coast is another important factor in
the rise and fall of complex societies in the
Andes. Resettlement of people was an exten-
sively used strategy by the Inca, who moved
communities into areas where they would be
more productive, less of a threat, or both (e.g.,
Cieza de León 1984 [1553]; Garcilaso de la
Vega 1966 [1609]); it was a strategy possibly
used by earlier civilizations, such as the Wari.
Other types of population movements—includ-
ing the large-scale abandonment of regions and
smaller, more sporadic movements of people—
likely were also important factors in cultural
change.

From the beginnings of archaeological
research, migration has been proposed as a causal
factor in changes evident in the archaeological
record. This hypothesis was particularly promi-
nent in the early and mid-twentieth century when
the dominant paradigm was culture history that
focused on the diffusion of traits through migra-
tion (e.g., Anthony 1990). Migration as an
explanatory mechanism fell out of favor begin-
ning in the 1960s with the spread of processual
archaeology. A recent resurgence in the study
of population movements has focused on how
they affected societies in many areas, including
the Andes (e.g., Beresford-Jones and Heggarty
2014; Goldstein 2015; Knudson 2008; Tung
2008). The renewed focus is partly due to archae-
ologists’more common use of newer techniques,
including strontium and oxygen isotopic anal-
ysis, that can tell us where individuals were
born and where they lived in adulthood, and of
DNA that can elucidate broader population
movements. In addition, today we vividly see
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the effect of migration and how it is related to
broader political, economic, and environmental
factors.

Nasca–Highland Relationships

Nasca is located along the desert plain of thewest
coast of Peru in a region called the south coast,
although geographically it is the south-central
coast. It is part of the hyper-arid far northern Ata-
cama Desert, with a mean annual precipitation of
10 mm (Mächtel et al. 2009:39). The Nasca
drainage consists of a series of rivers that run
from the highlands, merge into the Grande
River, and then into the Pacific Ocean (Figure 1).

This positions much of the drainage away from
the coastline; the focus of habitation was inland
along the rivers in the middle valleys, where it
was easier to access water and agricultural land.
From this inland position people had quick
access to higher environmental zones and their
resources.

One difficulty in examining coastal–highland
relationships in Nasca is distinguishing the
coastal area from the highlands. Schreiber and
Lancho Rojas (2003:30–31) subdivided the
Nasca valleys based on hydrology, because
water is the most critical resource in the desert.
They developed the following zones: Lower Valley
(below 400 m asl), Middle Valley (400–800 m

Figure 1. Map with modern towns on the south coast, the obsidian source Quispisisa, and the archaeological site of
Wari.
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asl), Zone of Infiltration (800–1,200 m asl),
Upper Valley (1,200–2,000 m asl), and Sierra
(above 2,000 m asl). The Nasca cultural area is
most closely associated with the Middle Valley
(the lower elevations and foothills of the
Andes), although the cultural area extends to
the Zone of Infiltration. A noticeable change
occurs in the elevations of 2,000 to 3,000–
4,000 m asl near the headwaters of the rivers,
where the valleys are steep and narrow except
for pockets of open land known as cabezadas
(McCool 2017; Sossna 2014). In many time pe-
riods this zone had a mix of influences from the
lower elevations and societies to the east. The
puna regions (high-elevation grasslands) are at
around 4,000 m asl; farther to the east and
lower in elevation lay the central Andean valleys
of the province of Ayacucho. I define the coastal
Nasca cultural area as being between zero and
2,000 m asl, an intermediate area focused on the
cabezadas from 2,000 to 3,000–4,000 m asl,
and a highland cultural area that includes the
puna and regions to the east.

This article focuses on the period from AD
500 to 1450, but highland–coastal connections
have their roots in the Preceramic period
(9000–1800 BC). A central line of evidence for
these contacts is the procurement of obsidian,
because its sources are not present on the coast.
The primary source used by Nasca people was
Quispisisa in central Ayacucho, located 100 km
from the town of Nasca (Burger and Glascock
2000; Eerkens et al. 2010). One of the most direct
routes from Quispisisa to the coast is through
Nasca, and from early on, the highland–coastal
movement of obsidian affected cultural develop-
ments (Burger and Glascock 2002:360). During
all phases of the Preceramic, obsidian is present,
and by the end of the period camelid bones are
present at lowland sites, indicating the wide-
spread use of these highland animals (Conlee
2016; Engel 1981; Gorbahn 2013; Isla 1990;
Vaughn and Linares Grado 2006). During the
Early Horizon (800 BC–AD 1), highland–coastal
links became well established. In the northern
drainage many sites were in high elevation
zones, some of which were production centers
that provided coastal sites with goods (Mader
2019; Reindel and Isla 2018; Sossna 2014).
Highland products (obsidian and camelids)

were found in large amounts in the lowlands,
whereas coastal products (shell) were rare in
the highlands, indicating that coastal people
spurred this interaction (Mader 2019).

Late Early Intermediate Period (AD 500–650)

The EIP, beginning around AD 1, marks the rise
of the Nasca culture, the first large complex soci-
ety centered in the drainage. Best known for the
Nasca Lines (geoglyphs), the people of the
Nasca culture also produced fine polychrome
pottery, built the large center of Cahuachi, and
spread the practice of making trophy heads
(e.g., Orefici 2012; Proulx 2006; Reiche 1968).
Highland relationships are not particularly evi-
dent, and few settlements were located in high
elevations compared to the Early Horizon (Rein-
del and Isla 2018; Sossna 2014). As in earlier
periods, obsidian is a crucial indicator of high-
land connections, and its distribution was vari-
able, suggesting different procurement strategies.
It is proposed that people living in the puna
above Nasca brought obsidian to the lower eleva-
tions to trade for products such as maize and ají
peppers (Burger and Asaro 1977; Vaughn 2009).
Vaughn (2009:146) concludes that this was
small-scale reciprocal exchange among house-
holds and not redistribution by elites. However,
at larger settlements in lower elevations, like La
Tiza, the quantity of the material was greater,
and reduction patterns and artifact types indicate
more availability than previously found (Conlee
2014). There, a more organized and frequent
type of trade is indicated that possibly involved
elites. Generally, long-distance exotic goods
were not the focus of the economy, exchange,
or status building. Instead, Nasca goods, particu-
larly pottery and textiles, are found as far away as
the Moquegua Valley (Goldstein 2000). This
attests to the prestigious position held by the
Nasca culture: it was not a society that looked
externally for legitimation or prestige.

Critical shifts in highland–coastal relation-
ships began in Late Nasca, when links with the
Huarpa (the pre-Wari people) of highland Aya-
cucho become evident. Huarpa potters adopted
aspects of Nasca iconography and ceramic tech-
nology, practices that continued during the sub-
sequent Middle Horizon (e.g., Benavides 1971;
Knobloch 1983; Leoni 2006; Menzel 1964).
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Some researchers have argued that people from
Nasca moved up into the highlands because of
increased aridity on the coast, and possibly arti-
sans made their way to the Huarpa heartland
where they directly influenced the pottery style
(Eitel andMächtle 2009; Schreiber 2005; Valdez
and Valdez 2016). Genetic data support this
hypothesis: mitochondrial DNA of northern
Nasca populations suggests migrations into the
highlands occurred around AD 640 (Fehren-
Schmitz et al. 2014).

During the Late Nasca, shifts in obsidian pro-
curement occurred, at least in the upper eleva-
tions of the southern drainage. At the site of
Cocahuischo, obsidian was mostly in the form
of finished tools with little debitage, indicating
that objects were imported as preforms or finished
tools (Whalen 2014:306–309). This contrasts with
the pattern at earlier sites where the full sequence
of reduction was found and the material was likely
imported as nodules. Whalen (2014:332) suggests
that Huarpa people controlled Quispisisa obsidian
and produced complete artifacts carried by llama
caravans into Nasca.

Late Nasca architecture also had highland
influences. At the site of Huaca del Loro in the
Las Trancas Valley, Strong (1957:36) excavated
a large round structure (connected to a multiroom
rectangular compound) that was constructed of
stone and rubble, with a plastered floor and
painted red walls. Paulsen (1983:100) proposes
it was a highland-style temple built by the
Huarpa people. The structure is similar to a
round ceremonial building at Ñawinpukyo in
Ayacucho, dating to the late Huarpa (Leoni
2006), and to a large round funeral structure
with a central square chamber at Huayuncalla
in northern Nasca (Sossna 2014:47). Cook
(2015) identifies round structures in the midst
of rectilinear architecture as a Huarpa tradition,
which morph into D-shaped temples during the
Wari period. Overall, the evidence indicates
an important shift in the Late Nasca, when
relationships between the highlands and coast
expanded with the movement of ideas, goods,
and people.

Middle Horizon (AD 650–1000)

During the Middle Horizon coastal–highland
relationships were transformed, and Nasca

became directly enmeshed with the highland
Wari, who expanded their influence and power
to the coast. Whereas the exchange of goods
and ideas, as well as some migration, occurred
earlier between Nasca and the highlands, during
the Middle Horizon the coast experienced high-
land political dominance and colonization.
Nasca people had variable relationships and
responses to the Wari (Figure 2). In the lowland
areas of the northern valleys, the number and size
of local settlements decreased (Reindel 2009;
Silverman 2002; Sossna 2014). Wari-related
tombs with multiple burials and high-status
grave goods are documented at several sites,
and Lambrasniyoq has small Wari-style rect-
angular compounds and a D-shaped temple
(Isla 2001, 2009; Isla and Reindel 2014; Sossna
2014). In the cabezadas between 2,000 and
4,000 m asl, Proyecto Nasca-Palpa identified
more than 40 sites with a Wari affiliation (Isla
and Reindel 2014; Sossna 2014). One of the larg-
est sites, Huayuncalla, has Wari-style rectangu-
lar compounds. None had defensive walls,
slingstones, or other evidence of conflict (Sossna
2014:196). Late Nasca (Nasca 7), local Middle
Horizon (Loro), and Wari (Chakipampa) ceram-
ics are present, sometimes in the same strati-
graphic contexts. Sossna (2014:192) proposes
that in the late seventh century “conservative
locals” using Nasca 7 pottery lived alongside
local people using Loro pottery, who adopted
some elements of Ayacucho pottery styles, as
well as a small group of immigrants using Wari
imperial styles. This mixing of people and cultures
is a hallmark of the Middle Horizon in Nasca.

In the southern drainage, Wari sites include
Pacheco in the lower Nasca Valley, Huaca del
Loro in themiddlevalley, Pataraya in the upper val-
ley, and Incawasi in the cabezadas (Conlee et al.
2021; Edwards and Schreiber 2014; Menzel
1964; Tello 2002). All contain Wari rectangular
compounds and imperial- and local-style pottery,
and Huaca del Loro has at least one D-shaped tem-
ple. Incawasi and Pataraya are connected by roads
that originate in the sierra and continue down to the
middle and lower Nasca Valley (Edwards and
Schreiber 2014), indicating the importance and fre-
quency of travel between the areas.

Huaca del Loro was a Wari colony at the
southern edge of Nasca. The settlement spans
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approximately 20 ha and contains cemetery, rit-
ual, and domestic areas (Conlee et al. 2021;
Strong 1957; Tello 2002). Recent excavations
uncovered a rectilinear Wari compound and
a D-shaped temple in the western part of the
site (Figure 3; Conlee et al. 2021). Ground-
penetrating radar documented the presence of
several other rectilinear compounds, indicating
that the Wari sector was substantial. The eastern
half of the settlement contains local architecture
and may have housed local support personnel for
the Wari installation. Local Loro-style pottery
predominates, but imperial styles Chakipampa
and Viñaque are present in small quantities
(Figure 4). Similar pottery assemblages are
found at all Wari sites in Nasca: Loro appears
to be a widespread style used by Wari and local
communities and was not developed solely in
resistance to the Wari. The association between
Wari and Loro pottery and Loro influence out-
side the region requires additional investigation.
Future excavations at Huaca del Loro will further

clarify the nature of the site and the relationship
between the Wari and Nasca peoples.

La Tiza in the middle Aja Valley is not a col-
ony, but several lines of evidence indicate strong
Wari ties. Obsidian was procured and used in
greater quantity than earlier and exclusively
came from Quispisisa, which was likely under
Wari control (Conlee 2016). New copper alloys
were developed in the Middle Horizon, and
bronze objects are common at Wari sites (Jen-
nings et al. 2015; Lechtman 1991, 2005). At
La Tiza bronze objects were used for the first
time; tupus (shawl pins) were the most numer-
ous. The tupus are similar to those found at Pata-
raya (Edwards 2010:376–377), in tombs in the
northern drainage (Reindel et al. 2013:304),
and in the Wari heartland. Tupus were wide-
spread in the Middle Horizon probably because
of Wari influence. The Middle Horizon La Tiza
textiles contain a higher quantity of camelid
fiber than earlier, indicating that fiber or yarn
was being increasingly traded from the highlands

Figure 2. Map of the region showing the Middle Horizon sites discussed in the text.
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(Mills and Conlee 2019). Certain kinds of fab-
rics, such as interlocked tapestries, were prob-
ably introduced by the Wari (Rowe 1979:186),

and those that combined highland designs and
coastal techniques indicate new highland links.
As at other contemporary sites, the pottery con-
sisted mostly of the local Loro style, with a few
pieces of Chakipampa and Viñaque.

At La Tiza, Wari-style family mausoleums,
similar to those documented in the northern
drainage, were used and contained elite grave
goods of Spondylus shell, fine pottery, textiles,
and copper artifacts that were also common in
Wari tombs. The new burial practices represent
a stimulus from the Wari heartland where mul-
tiple burials were common and replaced the indi-
vidual graves used previously (Isbell 2004;
Ochatoma and Cabrera 2001). Foreigners were
identified in the mausoleums through oxygen
and strontium isotopic analysis (Buzon et al.
2011; Conlee et al. 2009). Two women in their
early twenties had signatures similar to highland
regions and may have married into the commu-
nity to create ties between local high-ranking
people and the Wari.

Nasca–highland relationships in the Middle
Horizon were not unilateral. Various aspects of
Nasca culture, most notably the Nasca pottery
style, were adapted by the Wari. The Wari
incorporation of Nasca religious and cultural
images reflects the prestige of Nasca (Menzel

Figure 4. Pottery from Huaca del Loro: (a) Wari imperial
Viñaque style and (b) the local Loro style. (Color online)

Figure 3.Map of Huaca del Loro showing the excavated units and the rectilinear compound (Structure 1) and D-shaped
temple (Structure 2) (drawn by Zach Lindsey).
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1964) and likely some aspects of a shared ideol-
ogy. Trophy heads were possibly popularized
through Nasca influence, although differences
occurred in their use and who they were obtained
from (Conlee et al. 2009; Kellner 2006; Knudson
et al. 2009; Tung 2012). The Wari also perhaps
incorporated the Nasca tradition of burying the
dead in a flexed, seated position (Valdez et al.
2006:684).

In sum, the Wari and Nasca were very
enmeshed. In Nasca, for the first time, archaeo-
logical evidence indicates the political, social,
and economic dominance of highland people
and institutions. This dominance is found archae-
ologically in the establishment of Wari colonies,
an increase in highland goods such as obsidian
and copper alloys, new mortuary practices, and
the presence of foreigners. Nasca’s influence in
the highlands is reflected in Wari people’s
incorporation of Nasca ceramic technology and
iconography and possibly in the increased use
of flexed burial positions and trophy heads.

A major disruption occurred at the end of the
Middle Horizon that resulted in the collapse of
Wari and Nasca. Much of Nasca was abandoned
by AD 1000, and it was not reoccupied until at
least AD 1200 (Conlee 2016; Edwards 2010;
Reindel and Wagner 2009; Sossna 2014). In
the middle of the tenth century, the Wari colony
Pataraya was ceremonially closed in an event
during which corridors were sealed, ceramics
vessels smashed, fires lit in the corners, and a
fine layer of sand placed on the surface, indicat-
ing a purposeful and quick abandonment
(Edwards 2017). At Huaca del Loro the
D-shaped temple was filled in and offerings of
cotton were left, although the timing and exact
nature of this event are yet to be established. At
La Tiza, the collapse was more gradual, with
abandonment of domestic areas before burial
areas. It is unclear where people moved, although
it is suspected they migrated to higher elevations
or to coastal areas to the north that had more
regular access to water.

Wari collapse and Nasca abandonment were
caused by multiple factors. Wari was an expan-
sive state that encompassed a vast area of the
Andes; when the political system weakened, it
would have been difficult to support administra-
tive centers and economic activities in the

colonies. Climatic change, particularly drought,
potentially caused instability as decreasing agri-
cultural yields led to stress and weakened the
power of the rulers (McEwan 2006; Shimada
et al. 1991; Thompson et al. 1985; Williams
2002). Other potential factors include internal
rebellion or epidemic diseases that affected peo-
ple or crops (Schreiber 2012).

In Nasca, drought conditions are evident.
Geoarchaeological data from desert loess indi-
cate the desert shifted east (limiting agricultural
land), and a more arid period began around AD
600 that extended until the fourteenth century
in some areas (Eitel et al. 2005). Lake cores
from Laguna Pumacocha document a period of
marked aridity from AD 900 to 1100 (Bird
et al. 2011:8587), and analysis of marine sedi-
ments near Lima indicates extreme drought
from AD 800 to 1250 (Rein et al. 2004). How-
ever, Nasca had faced drought before that did
not lead to large-scale abandonment (Eitel and
Machtle 2009; Eitel et al. 2005; Reindel and
Isla 2013); therefore, other factors contributed
to its instability. During the EIP, the puquios, a
system of underground aqueducts, were built in
the southern valleys—a major investment that
helped stabilize the water supply (Schreiber and
Lancho Rojas 2003). Large-scale irrigation sys-
tems anchor people to locations and can generate
vulnerabilities because fields and communities
are not easily moved when water availability
decreases (Hegmon et al. 2008; Nelson et al.
2010). The puquios may not have been effective
during a drought that lasted many years and
severely limited the subterranean water supply
(Conlee 2015). Additionally, irrigation systems
may increase water availability or stability for
some while causing shortages or instability for
others (Nelson et al. 2010:4). It is possible that
theWari fundamentally changed local communi-
ties’ control over irrigation and water, which cre-
ated greater disparities in the water supply and
generated more social inequality, which was a
factor in people leaving (Conlee 2015).

Late Intermediate Period (AD 1000–1450)

The Nasca drainage was reoccupied around AD
1200, a period that coincided with improved cli-
matic conditions. Evidence from loess and
related deposits suggests increased humidity,
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and the period is classified as semiarid with more
reliable rainfall (Eitel et al. 2005:153). A period
of monsoonal precipitation occurred between
AD 1320 and 1440, with more water in the
Nasca rivers (Unkel et al. 2007:23). The
improved conditions may have spurred popula-
tions to settle in the region, although other factors
were likely important as well.

The society in the LIP was profoundly differ-
ent from earlier ones in Nasca. Throughout the
middle valleys and foothills, the population
increased, and large agglutinated villages and
towns dominated the settlement hierarchy;
many ranged from 8 to 30 ha (Conlee 2003;
Lambers et al. 2007; Reindel 2009; Schreiber
and Lancho Rojas 2003; Siveroni 2017; Sossna
2014; Figure 5). Settlements were more varied
in size, location, architectural layout, and con-
struction material. Many sites, such as La Tiza,
were in defensive locations and contained large
walls and piles of slingstones, indicating
increased conflict and a greater concern with

defense. (Figure 6). However, a few sites such
as the village of Pajonal Alto were located on
the valley bottoms without any defensive
features.

Sites in the cabezadaswere unlike those in the
coastal region. In the northern drainage they con-
sisted primarily of round structures, whereas in
the lower elevation, houses were square and rect-
angular and often agglutinated in compounds
(Sossna 2014). Despite the architectural differ-
ences, the pottery was similar. Sossna
(2014:201) suggests that a cultural or political
border existed between the two and names the
group living in the foothills Nanasca, and the
one in the cabezadas Rucanas, names that
come from historic sources. He proposes that
similar pottery in both areas and the presence
of highland products such as camelids and tubers
in the lower elevations indicate a close economic
relationship. Both areas have defensive sites and
evidence of conflict indicating a threat from
groups in neighboring valleys or populations in

Figure 5. Map of the Nasca region showing the LIP sites discussed in the text.
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the highlands east of the puna. A similar pattern
is found in the cabezadas in the southern tribu-
taries, where Weston McCool (2017, personal
communication 2020) has documented 17 sites
with round residential architecture and chullpa
burial towers, which resemble those of the Luca-
nas region to the east (Abraham 2010; Schreiber
1992). This pattern contrasts with settlements in
the lower elevations where rectangular and
square architecture is the norm and burials were
in simple pits. The settlements in the southern
cabezadas are described as hillforts with
nucleated residences, multiple large walls, and
ditches, indicating endemic warfare and conflict
(McCool 2017). The ceramics are similar to
those in lower elevations (Weston McCool, per-
sonal communication 2020). These patterns indi-
cate that the cabezadas were a well-demarcated
intermediate zone during this period.

New economic activities and relationships
developed, with production focused on utilitar-
ian goods such as plain pottery and textiles, con-
trasting with the fine pottery and textiles of
earlier periods (Conlee 2003, 2006, 2016). Pot-
tery changed dramatically to simple geometric
designs and less skillful manufacture, suggesting
a loss or rejection of the previous practices.
Chemical compositional analysis (INAA) of pot-
tery from the small village of Pajonal Alto and

the large town of La Tiza identified a variety of
clay sources and many communities producing
pottery (Conlee et al. 2019; Vaughn et al.
2006). People continued to obtain obsidian pri-
marily from Quispisisa, but Jampatilla (located
18 km farther away) was a source of lower-
quality material that was also used (Conlee
2016; Eerkens et al. 2010). Metal objects are
not reported, suggesting that people could no
longer obtain these items or that they were no
longer important in demarcating social identity
and status. Subsistence activities were similar
to those at earlier settlements, with a focus on
farming and possibly an increase in camelid
herding (Conlee 2003, 2016). Overall, the evi-
dence for production, exchange, and subsistence
practices suggests substantial regional inter-
action and continued ties to the highlands.

Religious and burial practices were markedly
changed. In the burial practices of the middle val-
leys and foothills, individuals were placed in pits
with few grave goods, and infants and children
were interred in large ceramic pots or with
large pieces of pottery (Conlee 2016). The mau-
soleum tombs of the Middle Horizon were
absent, as were elaborate grave goods. No longer
were supernatural beings depicted in the art, and
trophy heads are not documented. The geoglyphs
that were a hallmark of the Nasca culture, and

Figure 6. Large wall at La Tiza with an inset of typical domestic terrace architecture at the site.

414 Vol. 32, No. 2, 2021LATIN AMERICAN ANTIQUITY

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2021.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2021.12


continued to be constructed in the Middle Hori-
zon, were not used in the same way. Many long
paths with an abundance of associated LIP pot-
tery cross the desert plateaus where large concen-
trations of geoglyphs are found (Lambers 2006;
Sakai et al. 2010). However, LIP buildings
were constructed on top of geoglyphs, indicating
they were no longer sacred (Lambers 2006), and
much of the religious system centered on the geo-
glyphs appears to have been abandoned. Rituals
were also no longer conducted on a regional
scale and instead were community or family
based. At Pajonal Alto a small mound and
plaza were associated with an elite compound
(Conlee 2003). In contrast, at La Tiza small hill-
top structures were used for rituals, indicating
diversity in ritual locations (Conlee 2016). Peo-
ple maintained Pan Andean religious ideas,
which included mountain and water worship,
animal and plant offerings, and the use of chicha,
antaras, and Spondylus in rituals. Religious
practices associated specifically with the Nasca
and Wari cultures were absent.

The political and social nature of society was
substantially different. Given the complexity of
regional settlement patterns and the diversity of
architecture, it appears that the number and
kinds of social statuses increased (Conlee 2005,
2016). The hierarchy expanded but also diffused,
with resources of power becoming more variable
and resulting in a more segmented and horizon-
tally complex society. With religion no longer
playing an important centralizing role, expanded
economic relationships and regional trade—
along with new political structures—worked to
integrate the region. Evidence of conflict suggests
that violence and the threat of violence were com-
mon and that leadership was based in part on the
ability to defend settlements or lead attacks.

These major changes may be attributed to the
long period that the region was abandoned.
When people resettled, they brought different
ideas and practices, which resulted in a different
material culture. Another consideration is that
the new immigrants (or at least a large percentage
of them) were not genetically related to those
who lived there previously. Mitochondrial
and Y-chromosomal DNA research by Lars
Fehren-Schmitz and colleagues suggests major
changes in the Nasca population based on

samples from the northern Nasca drainage. Ge-
netic distinction between coast and highland
populations was very marked during the EIP and
the Middle Horizon, but not in the LIP (Fehren-
Schmitz et al. 2010, 2011, 2014). Mitochondrial
DNA studies indicate genetic discontinuity
between the Middle Horizon and the LIP, and
that LIP coastal populations were similar genet-
ically to those of the highlands (Frehren-Schmitz
et al. 2014:9445). It is proposed that a substantial
influx of highland people to the coast occurred
around AD 1150, coinciding with increased
humidity on the coast and increased aridity in the
highlands (Frehren-Schmitz et al. 2014:9447).
The genetic data suggest that many of the people
who resettled Nasca were not the direct descen-
dants of the previous occupants, which would
help explain the major differences in society.

At La Tiza four individuals were buried near
each other in a large domestic structure. They
included one possible female aged 25–33, one
possible male aged 14–15, and two infants
aged 1.0–1.5 years. All four were born and
lived in the local region, based on oxygen and
strontium isotopic analysis (Buzon et al. 2012;
Conlee et al. 2009). A radiocarbon date of AD
1315–1435 came from charcoal associated with
the adult female. Radiocarbon dates from other
LIP contexts at the settlement span AD 1212–
1455. These data suggest that, if emigration
from the highlands occurred and some people
settled at La Tiza, by 1300 a new generation
was being born and raised at the settlement. It
is also possible that these individuals represent
a small local population who did not move out
of the region at the end of the Middle Horizon.

In addition to the use of DNA and isotopic
analysis, connecting highland people to the
new type of society in the LIP can be done by
the comparison of material culture. However,
this comparison is difficult, given the sparsity
of information about groups in the highland
regions adjacent to Nasca. In particular, little is
known about early LIP sites in coastal Nasca
(where they are missing), in the intermediate
area, or in the highlands. More information is
known from the later part of the LIP and the
Late Horizon. Historic and archaeological evi-
dence indicate that the Lucanas ethnic group
occupied the upper areas of the Nasca drainage,
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including the puna regions such as the Pampa
Galeras (Meddens and Schreiber 2010:134). Pre-
liminary reconnaissance, including around the
town of Puquio, identified a substantial popula-
tion at the time of Inca conquest. The site of Pula-
puco, located at 3,450 m asl near the town of
Lucanas, was an LIP settlement and then an
Inca administrative center. The settlement has
round residential architecture, fortification
walls, and tombs constructed at the base of
boulders or outcrops that contain multiple indi-
viduals (Abraham 2010). The pottery is highland
in style, with only one piece with the dot-and-
band motif common in Nasca (Abraham
2010:233). Two sherds—one with a raised oval
appliqué with deep impressions and one with
a round circle appliqué that forms a flower
(Abraham 2010:Figures 7.16 and 7.17)—are
similar to single examples found at Pajonal
Alto. These styles have not been identified at
other coastal settlements and are likely highland
imports. In contrast, the red slip and other types
of appliqué pottery common at Pulapuco are
found at many sites in the surrounding Lucanas
region, the Andamarca Lucanas region to the
east, and the Soras region to the northeast
(Abraham 2010; Meddens and Schreiber 2010;
Schreiber 1993). Pulapuco architecture is similar
to that in Andamarca Lucanas and Soras, and in
the cabezadas, but has nothing in common with
sites in coastal Nasca. Historical information
indicates the Lucanas people traded camelid
meat and wool for coca and aji pepper with
populations in the lower elevations (Monzón
1965). Overall, the Lucanas people, as repre-
sented by those who lived at Pulapuco, had
some shared cultural traditions with the
Andamarca Lucanas and Soras groups, as well
as the cabezadas people, but not with people of
the lower elevations of Nasca.

In the northern Nasca drainage, Sossna
(2014:236) proposes that people living in the
middle valleys and foothills were immigrants
from the northern valleys of Ica, Pisco, and
Chincha, and that those living in the cabezadas
emigrated from the southern or central highlands.
However, isotopic and genetic data do not indi-
cate influxes of northern coastal populations at
this time. Additional samples from lowland
Nasca settlements and from the northern south

coast valleys are needed to fully assess this pro-
posal. In the southern drainage, one potential
scenario is that in the early part of the LIP people
from eastern Lucanas began moving across the
puna and settled at the site of Pulapuco and
around Puquio. By the middle of the LIP, they
had established settlements in the cabezadas,
and possibly large numbers of them moved
down to the foothills and middle valleys. There
they may have mixed with remnant coastal popu-
lations. Radiocarbon dating and excavations at
cabezada sites, as well as additional DNA anal-
ysis of individuals from the highlands, cabeza-
das, and lowlands, will help address this
scenario.

Discussion and Conclusions

Archaeological evidence reveals a long and
dynamic history of Nasca–highland relationships.
By the EIP interactions between the highlands and
coast were well established. Consumption of
highland obsidian had increased in some but not
all Nasca communities, suggesting a differential
access to goods based on community location
and status. By the Late EIP, substantial changes
occurred as connections between the Nasca and
the Huarpa people of Ayacucho strengthened.
DNA evidence indicates the movement of coastal
Nasca people into the highlands, andHuarpa-style
architecture on the coast suggests that highlanders
moved to Nasca. This dynamic period led to the
development and expansion of the Wari Empire.

Highland relationships were transformed in
the Middle Horizon as the Wari came to govern
Nasca. However, questions remain about
the relationship between the two. When did the
Wari conquest begin? Evidence suggests the
presence of substantial Huarpa influence and
connections in the late EIP. Did the movement
of people, ideas, and goods occur before domin-
ation by the Wari, or did political conquest begin
in the Huarpa period? What did conquest
involve? The lack of defensive sites or other evi-
dence of conflict indicates that large-scale war-
fare did not occur. How then, did the Wari
establish itself in the region? The Wari colonies
found in the cabezadas imply direct control of
that area, but the Wari people’s relationship
with settlements in the middle valleys and
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foothills is more complex, involving both the
establishment of colonies such as Huaca del
Loro and government through local elites and
marriage alliances at La Tiza.

The end of the Middle Horizon and beginning
of the LIP was a time of great disruption as people
left Nasca. A better understanding of the impact of
changing environmental conditions on people,
farming, and irrigation is necessary to understand
what led to collapse and migration. It is infor-
mative to compare this period in Nasca with that
in the Ica Valley to the north: in the lower valley,
abandonment did not occur, indicating different
political, social, and environmental conditions
(Cadwallader et al. 2015). Information is lacking
on this period in the Acarí Valley to the south,
but this would be a productive area of future
investigation. Other issues that need to be further
addressed are the extent of highland people in
Nasca in the LIP, where in the highland these
individuals came from, and what aspects of
culture they brought with them. The hillfort
settlements in the cabezadas resemble those to
the east in the sierra in Lucanas and have little
in common with settlements in the lower drain-
age; however, the ceramic styles are similar to
those in the lowlands. What does this disparity
in material culture represent? These settlements
may be key to understanding population dynamics
in this period.

If LIP populations consisted primarily of
highlanders, then the Nasca culture of the EIP
may have been the last primarily coastal society
in the region. The Middle Horizon was a time
when the cultures of Nasca and Wari mixed
and coastal–highland dichotomies became less
pronounced. If, in the LIP, new people settled
the region and brought different ideas and tradi-
tions, when the Inca conquered Nasca they may
have encountered a society that had many aspects
of highland religious beliefs, sociopolitical
organization, and perhaps even language. This
history of the Nasca region highlights the close
connections between coastal and highland
regions over several hundred years that involved
substantial population movements, intensified in
the Middle Horizon, and transformed local soci-
ety by the time of Inca conquest.
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