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Abstract
This article articulates a regional, diachronic approach to precontact central Andean tombs by interpreting
differences in materiality and function as evidence for distinct religious traditions. I analyze a sample of
788 tombs from 30 sites in the Sacred Valley and adjacent tributary valleys (Cusco, Peru), built and used dur-
ing the Late Intermediate and Inka periods (ca. AD 1000–1532). Combining primary and published datasets,
this sample includes a wide variety of tombs that variably facilitated or impeded certain interactions and rela-
tionships between the living, the dead, and the environment. To understand this diversity, I develop a typol-
ogy comprising six tomb types based on morphological traits, which exhibit overlapping distribution patterns
at local and regional scales. In contrast to studies that emphasized commonality and timelessness in central
Andean mortuary practices, these data attest to considerable diversity in belief and value systems during half
a millennium. As such, this study challenges existing models and presents new interpretations of late precon-
tact tombs, considering that central Andeans across time and space held divergent beliefs about life and
death. Recognizing diversity in past and present Indigenous societies is required for an empirical and decolo-
nial archaeology that rejects stereotypes of cultural homogeneity.

Resumen
Este artículo presenta un enfoque regional y diacrónico sobre las tumbas del periodo pre-contacto tardío en
los Andes centrales, a través de la interpretación de las diferencias en materialidad como evidencia de dis-
tintas religiones. Analizo una muestra de 788 tumbas en 30 sitios del Valle Sagrado (Cusco, Perú), las cuales
fueron utilizadas durante los períodos Intermedio Tardío e Inka (ca. 1000–1532 dC). Esta muestra incluye
una variedad de tumbas que facilitaron o impidieron de manera variable las interacciones específicas entre
los vivos y los muertos. Desarrollé una tipología que comprende seis tipos de tumbas, basadas en rasgos
morfológicos, exhibiendo patrones de distribución superpuestos a escalas locales y regionales. A diferencia
de estudios que enfatizaron elementos comunes en las prácticas mortuorias de los Andes centrales, estos
datos demuestran diversidad en los sistemas de creencias y valores durante medio milenio. Este estudio
desafía a los modelos existentes y presenta nuevas interpretaciones de las tumbas, considerando que
existían creencias divergentes sobre la muerte a lo largo del tiempo y el espacio en los Andes centrales.
Reconocer las diferencias entre las sociedades indígenas pasadas y presentes es necesario para una
arqueología empírica y decolonial que rechace los estereotipos de homogeneidad cultural.
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But the greatest abuse in this is digging up and removing the dead from the churches and taking
them to the machays, which are the tombs they have in their ancestors’ fields. . . . And when asked
why they do it, they say it’s cuyaspa, for the love they bear them; as they say the dead in the church
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are in great sorrow, being bound by the earth, while in the countryside, since they are exposed to
the air and not buried, they get more rest [Arriaga 1999 (1621, Ch. VI):67; my translation].

With this passage, Jesuit priest Pablo José de Arriaga hoped to guide fellow extirpators in the violent
abolition of Indigenous religious practices during the early colonial period. Despite Arriaga’s intention
to present central Andeans as ignorant and culturally backward, this text illuminates a rationale that
informed some autochthonous mortuary practices in the Peruvian highlands during the seventeenth
century. In contrast to Arriaga’s transcendental Catholicism, his depiction portrays Andeans’ decisions
on the treatment of the dead as rooted in the physical world and human bodies’ immediate needs.
Rather than dictated by strict dogma, Arriaga explains these practices as pragmatic love for the
deceased, where the living and dead have equivalent desires.
Decades prior, chronicler Pedro Cieza de León emphasized diversity in Andean burial practices; to
him, it appeared that “each nation was looking for a new way to make tombs for their dead”
(2005 [1553, Pt. I, Ch. LXIII]; my translation). Unlike Arriaga, Cieza de León did not document
the reasoning behind such different kinds of tombs, opting instead to simply dismiss Indigenous
beliefs as diabolic superstition. Meanwhile, Spanish legal advisor Juan Polo de Ondegardo complained
that the explanations he had heard for distinct mortuary practices were too many to list (2023 [1566,
p. 249r]:141). This means that, while most of these religious philosophies have been lost over time,
archaeology presents an opportunity to reconstruct them.

In agreement with early colonial testimonies, archaeologists have detected remarkable heterogeneity
in central Andean mortuary practices across space and time (e.g., Covey 2008; Eeckhout and Owens
2015; Sharratt 2017; Velasco 2023). Differences in burial style have been appraised with reference to
variables such as sex, social status, and ethnic identity. However, Flammang’s (2021) analysis of 140
funerary contexts across the Inka Empire found no significant correlation between demography, burial
style, and grave goods, making room for other explanatory possibilities. In response, this article offers a
novel approach by testing whether religious beliefs can account for variation in tomb morphology.

The practices described by chroniclers developed during the late precontact period—encompassing
the Late Intermediate (LIP; ca. AD 1000–1400) and Inka periods (AD 1400–1532)—a dynamic time of
intergroup competition, aggrandizement, and imperialism. This study takes the Sacred Valley (Cusco,
Peru) as a case study to address the question: Why did late precontact peoples inter their dead in dif-
ferent ways? To this end, I analyze a sample of 788 tombs from 30 sites and develop a typology to
understand how these structures functioned to facilitate divergent interactions between the living
and the dead (Figure 1). As an important region of the former Inka heartland, the Sacred Valley’s mor-
tuary landscape offers insight into the political dynamics at play during Inka state formation. The
results of this analysis demonstrate how Inka and local (non-Inka) groups cared for the dead according
to distinct religious frameworks, where religion encompasses interrelated sets of metaphysical and eth-
ical principles.

Ancestor Worship and the Ayllu

Following the disintegration of the Wari and Tiwanaku states by AD 1000, the LIP was marked by
political decentralization throughout the central Andean highlands. Around the onset of this period,
people across the Andes started building aboveground tombs to house their dead (Arkush et al. 2024).
Isbell (1997) accounted for this pattern by deducing that the construction of aboveground tombs,
which he called open sepulchers, coincided with the implementation of ayllu social organization in
communities across the central Andean highlands. The term ayllu typically refers to a community
organized through the idiom of kinship, which articulates claims to lands and resources, coordinates
subsistence activities, and practices reciprocal labor exchange. Scholars have drawn on ethnographic
and historical accounts to conceptualize ayllus as patriarchal and hierarchical groups that worship
seminal ancestor mummies (mallkis; Gose 2008; Mantha 2009, 2022; Salomon 1995). In this model,
higher status was afforded to members who were closely related to the group founder (Isbell 1997:98).

Based on the work of Isbell (1997) and others, scholars identified “the ayllu” as the “bedrock of
Andean political order” and “the cult of mummified ancestors as the core of Andean religion”
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(Gose 2008:16–17). According to Isbell (1997:138), “Without the ancestor mummy in its open sepul-
cher there could be no ayllu.” Likewise, he inferred that the ayllu “did not exist among peoples who
buried their principal members” (Isbell 1997:144). This reduces central Andean societies to two dis-
crete, mutually opposing categories: (1) those with ayllus, which required access to ancestor mummies,
and (2) those without ayllus, wherein burials eliminated ongoing physical contact between the living
and the dead.

One weakness of this model is that it does not account for central Andeans’ distinct trajectories of
change in the volatile political context of the late precontact and early colonial periods. Moreover,
many Andean highland groups were mobile agropastoralists without pronounced status or wealth
differences during the LIP (Parsons et al. 2000; Quave et al. 2018; Wynveldt et al. 2023). Because
Inka imperialism fomented political centralization and gender inequity, the degree of social stratification
that Spaniards documented among some autochthonous groups likely differed from that of the LIP
(Costin 2016; D’Altroy 1987). Furthermore, Inka and Spanish imperial projects promoted stereotypes
of central Andean cultural homogeneity to manage subject populations (Stanish 2005:230–231). As
Menaker noted, “The post-contact and contemporary ayllu . . . may have been a colonial invention as
Indigenous people adapted to the trauma of life after the Spanish invasion” (2019:20).

While Isbell’s (1997) argument has remained highly influential among scholars more than two
decades since its publication, his assumptions of cultural homogeneity and timelessness have hindered
the identification of religious diversity. For example, Isbell categorized alternative interment styles as
“open sepulchers” (1997:181) based on nineteenth-century travel writer Ephraim Squier’s idealized

Figure 1. Tomb distribution relative to local villages and important Inka sites. Some tomb locations have been modified to
enhance visualization and minimize overlap. Relevant sites are numbered as follows: 1, Pataswaylla; 2, Iskumoqo; 3,
Pusaqraqayniyoq; 4, Tantanmarka; 5, Yawarmaki; 6, Yucay; 7, Umaspata; 8, Machuqollqa; 9, Urquillos; 10, Antaraqay; 11,
Kullkunchayoq; 12, Concón; 13, Wayronqochayoq; 14, Kaytumarka (Cerro Calvario); 15, Piste; 16, K’allaray; 17, Markapunku;
18, Lluq’iqhata; 19, Ankasmarka; 20, Pintaswayq’o; 21, Huch’uy Qosqo; 22, Hatun Raqakay; 23, Pillpintuyoq; 24, Hatun
Saywa; 25, Markasunay; 26, Qhapaqkancha; 27, Paullo; 28, Watana; 29, Ñawpa Taray; 30, Pisaq; 31, Muyuch’urqu (Chongo
Basin); 32, Pukara Pantilliklla. (Color online)
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sketch and short description of the cliff-face cemetery at Pisaq (1877:531–532). Though he had appar-
ently not viewed the tombs in person, Isbell (1997:181) presented the following interpretation:

Could the bodies be reached easily? Were the cliffs furnished with plazas or other facilities for the
ritual adoration of and offerings to important ancestors? What we do know is that Squier reached
and inspected the tombs without difficulty, the tombs were designed to preserve the cadavers, and
offerings accompanied the bodies. I suggest that Cuzco’s cave, rock shelter, and cliff face tombs
should be added to the list of open sepulchers.

Squier (1877:531–532) did not attest to inspecting the tombs up close, nor did he claim that access was
“without difficulty.” Instead, the opposite is true: almost all Pisaq’s tombs are virtually inaccessible, and
the tombs’ immediate environs are absent of infrastructure that would facilitate large-scale ceremonies
to fête ancestors (Figure 2). Thus, Isbell overlooked the significant ways in which certain tombs
diverged from his model’s expectations.

Considering these observations, this article takes an alternative approach to central Andean mortu-
ary architecture. I contend that variation in the materialities of tomb construction should be taken seri-
ously as indicative of historically specific social practices and religious beliefs (Feinman and Neitzel
2020; Pauketat and Alt 2005; Swenson 2015). Suspending the assumption that precontact societies uni-
formly resembled historically and ethnographically documented ayllus, this study makes space for
detecting other modes of engagement between the living and the dead.

Informal Religion and Mortuary Practice

Globally and historically, mortuary practices have been conditioned by a wide array of factors
including metaphysics, politics, ethics, aesthetics, and hygiene (Kristensen 2014:37; Smith 2019).
Differences in the treatment of the dead are often instrumentalized to signal cultural and ethnic
identity, class, and piety. The treatment of human remains is often governed by strict rules and
biopolitics that may result in penalties for those who do not follow socially accepted guidelines
(Stepputat 2014:4). Cultural and religious systems are concerned with explicitly defining the correct
treatment of human corpses and accompanying behavior and rituals in the context of death
(Eeckhout and Owens 2015:1).

I define religion as a belief system concerned with the human condition and the numinous (Insoll
2004). Religious systems deal with explicating and ritualizing orthodox responses and interpretations
of death (Eeckhout and Owens 2015). Following Smith (2019), I interpret the unique materialities of
interment practices as evidence for beliefs regarding the nature of being, or metaphysics. While

Figure 2. (Left) Squier’s (1877:532) idealized sketch of the cemetery at Pisaq depicts rows of regularly spaced tombs opening
onto narrow ledges for access. (Right) A photo of the cemetery shows tombs clustered according to the topography, without
defined paths. Note that the visible openings are not original to the structures but were created by looters through forced
entry. (Color online)
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metaphysical principles do not determine mortuary practice, they do influence the viability of practices
in each society (Smith 2019:12). Therefore, my objective is not to precisely delineate or explain reli-
gious principles. Instead, I analyze how mourners designed tombs to structure interactions and rela-
tionships with the dead, as informed by distinct but intersecting sets of belief.

Religion is often understood as an institutionalized, doctrinal system characteristic of hegemonic
societies. In the politically decentralized context of the LIP, we would not expect all communities to
subscribe to a uniform religious doctrine. But neither can we say that these groups existed without
any form of religion, considering that hegemonic religions must have some precedent. To bridge
this gap, I draw on the concept of informal religions. According to Boyer (2020), “wild” or informal
religions have developed in nonhegemonic contexts prior to political centralization and continue to
flourish at the margins of state-sponsored religious systems.

Informal religions focus on pragmatic goals and have neither a stable doctrine nor a fixed group of
adherents (Boyer 2020). This situation of flexibility and goal-oriented practice, such as respecting and
caring for the dead, helps model religious organization among nonstate groups. Informal religiosity
also explains fluidity and diversity in mortuary practices, and the overlapping distribution of tomb
types. This provides a framework for analyzing hegemonic and nonhegemonic religions as part of
the same phenomenon. Such a holistic approach is appropriate for this study, which addresses a period
of state formation but does not presuppose the subjugation of autochthonous peoples or the extinction
of their traditions during this process.

Cuyaspa and Techniques of Care

Drawing on linguistic evidence helps reconstruct emic conceptualizations of mortuary practices.
Colonial documents use a variety of terms to describe Andeans’ interactions with the dead, including
venerar (venerate), adorar (worship), and mochar (from the Quechua verb much’ay, “to kiss or adore”).
Much’ay is semantically related to begging, reverence, and gratitude (Gonçalez Holguín 1608:243).
Central Andean informants used these words to describe their own actions, as in the context of idolatry
trials (Duviols 2003). Nevertheless, “worship” and “veneration” do not encompass the full scope of
central Andean religions across time and space. Here, I consider other dimensions of mortuary practice;
namely, socialization and care within a religious framework.

Arriaga’s informants explain their actions as “cuyaspa” (1999 [1621, Ch. VI]:67). Diego Gonçalez
Holguín’s (1608) colonial Quechua lexicon offers insight into the root word cuya and its uses. As
Quechua is an agglutinating language, suffixes are added to root words to convey different meanings.
The verb cuyay means “to love and [have] compassion” or “love that gives good” (Gonçalez Holguín
1608:75). Arriaga’s informants added the suffix -spa to form the present perfect participle, “loving
and having compassion.” In modern Quechua dialects, the verbmunay is typically used as the translation
of the Spanish querer, “to want,” or “to love”; but in Gonçalez Holguín’s lexicon, munay translates to “will,
wanting, taste, appetite, or love” (1608:173). This way, cuyaspa appears to represent an autochthonous
conceptualization of love as informed by ethical principles.

This article interprets interment styles as accommodating historically specific theories about mor-
tality and the human condition. Considering that the perceived mistreatment of human remains elicits
a strong emotional response, mourners seek to honor and care for the dead (Arriaga 1999 [1621, Ch.
VI]:67; Polo de Ondegardo 2023 [1566, p. 251v]:147). Humans do not make arbitrary or casual deci-
sions about the postmortem treatment of their loved ones. As such, I ground the following appraisal in
recognizing mortuary practices as acts of care for individuals transitioning between life stages, which is
reflected in the concept of cuyaspa (Allen 2015; Buch 2015).

Early chroniclers claimed that central Andeans generally believed in the immortality of the soul (Cieza
de León 2005 [1553, Pt. I, Ch. LXIII]; Polo de Ondegardo 2023 [1566, p. 248v–249r]:140–141), such that
the dead retained their identity, needs, and desires, and their relatives maintained social responsibility for
them as caregivers. Group members made offerings both to deceased leaders and to their forebears,
expressing indebtedness for allowing the living to be born into this world (Polo de Ondegardo
2023 [1566, p. 251r]:146). This attests to personal experiences of mourning and memory that play out
on a more intimate scale between immediate family members or loved ones.
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Notwithstanding these commonalities, Polo de Ondegardo explained that central Andeans held
divergent beliefs regarding the proper treatment of the dead, which in turn gave rise to countless funer-
ary customs (2023 [1566, p. 252r]:148). For example, some families kept bundled mummies in their
houses, whereas others interred their dead in their house and subsequently burned and abandoned
it. Still others buried their dead under their house floor, leaving a small hole so libations could be inter-
mittently funneled down. According to Polo, central Andeans feared that neglect or mistreatment of
corpses would have catastrophic consequences, both for the deceased and those responsible for the
deceased’s care (2023 [1566, p. 251v]:147). For this reason, central Andeans went to great lengths
to ensure proper treatment of the dead according to their beliefs and traditions.

Regional Context

The Sacred Valley is a section of the Urubamba-Vilcanota River Valley located some 22 km north of
the Cusco Basin. The topography consists of a narrow stretch of fertile alluvial land between steep
slopes that rise about a vertical kilometer from the valley floor. This region experienced modest settle-
ment prior to AD 1000, after which a settlement shift occurred and hilltop settlements were established
or reoccupied (Covey 2014; Kosiba 2010). Colonial documents identify numerous ethnic groups as the
inhabitants of this region, including the Kuyus, Wayllakans, and Pok’is, among others (Sarmiento de
Gamboa 2007 [1572]). Chronicles also mention villages such as Ankasmarka, Kaytumarka, and
Kuyumarka (Pukara Pantilliklla), which are included in this study.

Though commonalities between architecture and pottery styles found at local villages indicate
shared cultural values, differences are equally indicative of localized identities and communities of
practice (Earle and Romero Villanueva 2023). Positioning local villages on hilltops and slopes facili-
tated access to herding pastures and rainfed slopes for agriculture, ideal for a diversified agropastoral
economy (Covey 2014). Villagers exploited their ecologically heterogeneous environments by dry-
farming tubers, pseudo-cereals, and legumes, while supplementing their diets with wild resources.
Local public architecture involved the subtle modification of natural landforms to create open spaces
for community events (Parsons et al. 2000). Thus, there is minimal indication of endemic social strat-
ification; instead, pronounced social boundaries and exclusion appear linked with Inka influence.

During the LIP, aggrandizers in the Cusco Basin amassed social power through intergroup competition
and alliance building, gradually moving to occupy territory in the surrounding region (Bauer and Covey
2002). This dynamic political landscape materialized through changing construction and land-use practices
on local and regional scales. The Inkas intensified land development in conjunction with the elaboration of
a royal estate system in the Sacred Valley. By the time of the Spanish invasion, the estate system in the
Sacred Valley had become foundational in supporting Inka sovereign ideology and political economy.
Nevertheless, Inka presence remained patchy and largely restricted to the main river valley, while local
groups variably responded with opportunism or resistance to Inka power strategies (Covey 2014).

Materials and Methods

Field Methods

Building on coarse-grained chronological and settlement data produced by previous surveys (Covey
2014), I conducted systematic site surveys in the Sacred Valley and adjacent tributary valleys. My pro-
ject gathered quantitative, qualitative, spatial, and chronological data on architecture, infrastructure,
and tombs at 51 late precontact sites. Relative and absolute chronological data produced by this project
and previous research situate site occupations between the AD 800s and 1500s. Site types and cultural
affiliations were determined based on evaluations of architecture and surface ceramic scatter. Contrary
to previous assumptions based on chronicle narratives, archaeological and historical data do not indi-
cate that the Inkas uniformly expulsed local inhabitants from their territories by AD 1400 (Espinoza
Soriano 1974; Villanueva Urteaga 1970 [1558]). Therefore, this study treats Inka and local landscapes
as contemporaneous and overlapping.

My fieldwork registered 208 tombs by producing technical drawings and recording qualitative and
metric data on standardized forms. For an additional 302 tombs that were inaccessible, such as those in
sheer cliffs, the project team registered spatial and qualitative data remotely. As such, we directly
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registered 40.8% of the 510 tombs observed at 28 sites. The dataset analyzed herein also includes 277
additional tombs previously documented in the Sacred Valley (Camala Lizaraso and Jorge
Huallpayunca 2021; Carrillo Salazar and Quiñones Ñaupa 2016; Franco Chávez and Huanca
Espinoza 2018; Inquiltupa Quispe and Flores Quispe 2022; Marocho Orue 2019). The combined
data comprise 788 tombs at 30 late precontact sites.

A Note on Tomb Preservation

This study develops a noninvasive approach for analyzing mortuary practice based on tomb structures
rather than human remains and grave goods. This is also a practical adaptation to the state of preser-
vation in the Sacred Valley. Here, tombs are more vulnerable to destruction than other classes of
archaeological remains in part due to their diminutive size, discrete appearance, and remote locations.
For centuries, “extirpators of idolatry” and looters have targeted tombs as conspicuous containers of
human remains and grave goods. As a result, all readily visible tombs in this region have been dis-
turbed and damaged, even the most inaccessible. Many are now nearly empty due to looting, contain-
ing only scant fragments of human bone. In other cases, human bone is abundant where it has been
callously thrown out by looters in search of grave goods, while the rubble and wall foundations are all
that is left of collapsed tomb structures. Additionally, hillsides near the valley floor have been increas-
ingly subjected to dynamite and heavy machinery to build roads, indiscriminately destroying any
structures embedded therein. It is more important than ever to document and study Sacred Valley
tombs given these ongoing threats to their preservation.

Classification and Typology

Given the coexistence of different mortuary structures, builders chose specific designs despite their
awareness of alternative practices. Therefore, this research treats variation in tomb characteristics as
the result of technological choices (Sillar and Tite 2000). Tombs broadly share the same function as
containers for the dead, yet serve the living for memorialization, identity signaling, conspicuous con-
sumption, and claiming rights to land and resources. Variation in tomb morphology, aesthetics, and
spatial position resulted from mourners’ selection of design features to fulfill certain functions during
construction, interment, and subsequent engagement.

Classification is an analytical tool for identifying patterns in large data sets that reflect human
behavior according to research objectives (Rouse 1960). With reference to how previous surveys in
the Sacred Valley and contiguous regions classified tombs and developed typologies to analyze distri-
bution patterns (Covey 2006; Dean 2005; Kosiba 2010), I developed a new typology to analyze the pre-
sent sample. Types are defined by how shared and discrete qualities intersect, while aesthetic and
technological variations provide evidence of localized identities and communities of practice. Below,
I present the resultant typology comprising six tomb types (Tables 1 and 2).1

To reconstruct religious beliefs and practices, I analyzed four dimensions of tomb materiality: (1)
physical accessibility, (2) visibility, (3) energetic investment, and (4) temporality. Accessibility (1)
attends to how tomb structures and their positions structured postinterment interactions between
the living and the dead. Tomb location, size, and the presence or absence of a defined entryway con-
dition the viability of physical interaction. Likewise, tomb location limited the number of individuals
who could engage with a tomb space, and in some cases would have excluded certain individuals; for
example, those with mobility impairments.

While some tombs eliminated physical engagement, they may have nonetheless prioritized visibility
(2) including intervisibility between tombs and territories or landscape features that constituted the
tombs’ visual context. This is the only variable considered here that indiscriminately engages individuals
who may not be members of the deceased’s social group. That is, tombs may visually signal identity, land
claims, status, and power to members of other social groups (Bongers et al. 2012; Mantha 2009; Sharratt
2017). Energetic investment (3) provides insight into the logistics and knowledge required for construc-
tion based on tomb location, scale, and elaboration. This variable is correlated with social power as it
signals mourners’ access to labor, specialized knowledge, and material resources. Lastly, the temporality
(4) of tomb construction and engagement refers to the frequency that new tombs were built and human
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remains were added to or removed from the structure. This variable is related to accessibility and interior
area, which determine the viable quantity and physical state of interred remains.

Results

Field Mausoleums

Field mausoleums2 are freestanding structures with capacity for multiple individuals. These tombs are
typically positioned in rural agropastoral taskscapes and would have been seen and engaged as people

Table 1. Count of Tombs per Type and Site Included in This Study.

Site
Field

Mausoleum
Rock
Tomb Honeycomb

Cliff
Capsule Cist

Monumental
Cliff Chamber Total

Ankasmarka* 4* 4

Antaraqay 68 68

Cerro Calvario* 182* 182

Chongo Basin 6 2 8

Concón* 2 12* 14

Corralpata 8 8 16

Hatun Saywa 4 10 4 18

Hatun Raqakay 15 15

Iskumoqo 1 19 20

K’allaray 4 4

Kullkunchayoq 6 9 15

Lluq’iqhata 22 22

Markapunku 14 14

Markasunay 5 30 35

Ñawpa Taray 6 1 7

Pataswaylla* 4 17* 21

Pichingoto* 58* 58

Pillpintuyoq 3 3

Pintaswayq’o 10 10

Pisaq 103 1 104

Piste 33 33

Pukara Pantilliklla 12 3 15

Pusaqraqayniyoq 3 4 2 9

Qaqamuyurina 1 1

Qhapaqkancha 2 2 4

Tantanmarka 17 17

Watana 5 5

Wayronqochayoq 4 4

Yawarmaki 4 31 35

Yucay 2 8 17 27

Total 58 401 101 220 6 2 788

Note: Where indicated with an asterisk (*), tombs were previously published by other studies (Camala Lizaraso and Jorge Huallpayunca 2021; Carrillo
Salazar and Quiñones Ñaupa 2016; Franco Chávez and Huanca Espinoza 2018; Inquiltupa Quispe and Flores Quispe 2022; Marocho Orue 2019).
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carried out quotidian activities (Figure 3). Where field mausoleums are found in open, unobstructed
areas, there were no mobility restrictions or inherent limits on visitation or activities that could be per-
formed. These tombs’morphology likewise facilitated physical contact between the living and the dead.
This is evidenced by their defined entryways, which are large enough to allow a person to enter and
interact directly with the deceased. Thus, their spatial and morphological features would accommodate
religious activities that prioritized access to human remains, where the living and the dead interacted
face-to-face, and tomb contents were routinely added or removed.

In the Sacred Valley, field mausoleums are short and squat, square or D-shaped in form. A distinc-
tive variant near Urubamba has an elongated, rectangular form with straight walls, a corbelled roof,
and an entrance on one of the short sides. With interior areas between 1 and 4 m2, field mausoleums

Table 2. Diagnostic Physical Characteristics for Tomb Types.

Type Access Construction Size and Capacity Spatial Situation

Field
mausoleum

Open Large, free standing corbelled or
slab roofed structure built of
quarried rock in mud mortar with
plaster and pigment on walls and
roof

Capacity for dozens of
individuals with grave
goods over multiple
generations

Isolated or grouped

2–4 m2 May be attached to
another tomb

Rock tomb Open Small corbelled or slab roofed
structure built of quarried rock in
mud mortar with plaster and slip
“paint” on walls and roof

Capacity for multiple
individuals

In a rockshelter or
opening in rock outcrop

Attached or unattached to a rock
outcrop

1–3 m2 Vertically stacked and/
or horizontally
clustered

Highly variable morphology

Honeycomb
tomb

Open or
closed

Excavation or opening of an
ovoid cavity within a sandy
matrix or vesicular rock outcrop

Capacity for single or
multiple individuals

Clustered vertical and
horizontal distribution
in a vertical geological
feature

Plastered interior cavity Accessible or
inaccessible depending
on distance from
ground

Construction of a door frame
(open) or wall (closed) over the
resultant cavity

Cliff capsule Closed Excavation of a shallow cavity in
a rock face

Single individual,
minimal to no grave
goods

Cliff face

Construction of a wall over the
resultant cavity

<1 m2 Clustered or dispersed
distribution

Cist Closed Stone-lined pit in the ground Single individual with
grave goods

Embedded in
settlements and house
floors

Roofed with stone slabs and
buried

∼1 m2

Monumental
cliff
chamber

Unknown Fine Inka masonry Capacity for multiple
individuals

Located nearby cliff
capsule tombs

Built into a cliff or
vertical hillside, over
10 m from the ground
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are large enough to have contained the remains of kin members over multiple generations. As such,
construction could have occurred infrequently. These tombs are sometimes conjoined, such that
once a structure was filled, another was attached to expand the space. Apart from their corbelled or
slab roofs of stone, which differ from the thatch roofs used for dwellings, these tombs were built
using many of the same techniques, logistics, and materials as those used in the construction of
local buildings. These are sturdy, durable structures that would not have required frequent mainte-
nance, except for occasional replastering and painting.

This project produced radiocarbon dates for two field mausoleums in the uplands north of Lamay
that indicate they were built in the AD 1400s and 1500s (Table 3). This coincides with four dates for
field mausoleums southeast of the Sacred Valley (Chatfield 2007:218; Hardy 2019:588–589). Likewise,
field mausoleums near Ollantaytambo (west of the Sacred Valley) produced early LIP and Inka period
dates (Bengtsson 1998:102). Therefore, current data indicate that Cusco region inhabitants constructed
field mausoleums throughout the late precontact period but that this tomb type may have become
more widespread after 1400.

Rock Tombs

Rock tombs are small or large chambers embedded in outcrops, caves, or cliffs. Different from cliff
capsules, rock tombs have well-defined walls and a roof. To build this type of structure, percussive
force was first applied to chip away part of the rock outcrop using a hammerstone, creating a space
large enough to accommodate a tomb. This procedure served both to procure material and to adapt
the outcrop geometry to be conducive for the tomb installation. Rock tombs from the Yanahuara,
Calca, and Lamay areas produced overlapping dates spanning the late AD 900s to the 1500s,

Figure 3. Two field mausoleums oriented toward the east and west overlook the Chongo Basin, former territory of the
Kuyus. (Color online)
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Table 3. Radiocarbon Dates for Tomb Construction in the Cusco Region.

No. Code
Uncalibrated

Age BP
INTCal20 95.4%

(2 sigma)
SHCal20 95.4%

(2 sigma) Site Tomb type Material Source

1 ULA-11430 495 ± 15 AD 1412–1441 AD 1431–1455 Hatun Saywa Field mausoleum Ichhu grass (mortar) This project

2 ULA-11415 345 ± 15 AD 1478–1633 AD 1506–1641 Pillpintuyoq

3 ULA-10806 970 ± 15 AD 1027–1152 AD 1036–1177 Iskumoqo Rock tomb

4 ULA-11401 1025 ± 15 AD 994–1028 AD 1021–1145

5 ULA-11426 440 ± 15 AD 1433–1459 AD 1450–1612 K’allaray

6 ULA-10807 425 ± 15 AD 1440–1473 AD 1454–1615 Lluq’iqhata

7 ULA-11411 670 ± 20 AD 1280–1388 AD 1297–1395 Markasunay

8 ULA-11410 670 ± 15 AD 1281–1386 AD 1299–1365 Pisaq Cliff capsule

9 ULA-10808 475 ± 15 AD 1423–1447 AD 1437–1478 Antaraqay Honeycomb tomb

10 Beta-149193 520 ± 60 AD 1300–1475 AD 1320–1621 Aqnapampa Field mausoleum Wood (beam) Chatfield 2007:218

11 AA-2218 414 ± 49 AD 1422–1634 AD 1447–1630 Kachiqhata Field mausoleum Ichhu grass (mortar) Bengtsson 1998:102

12 Ua-1710, Ua-1711 445 ± 60 AD 1329–1634 AD 1421–1629

13 Ua-1709 660 ± 65 AD 1261–1419 AD 1279–1428

14 AA-1407B 1110 ± 60 AD 774–1029 AD 774–1150

15 D-AMS 014063 432 ± 24 AD 1440–1609 AD 1454–1623 Minaspata Field mausoleum Ichhu grass (mortar) Hardy 2019:588–589

16 D-AMS 014065 367 ± 20 AD 1452–1631 AD 1489–1633

17 D-AMS 014067 317 ± 23 AD 1490–1645 AD 1507–1656

Note: Dates provided by this project have not been previously published elsewhere.
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demonstrating that Sacred Valley inhabitants built this tomb type throughout the late precontact
period (Table 3; Burger et al. 2021).

While some rock tombs resemble miniature field mausoleums, others are shaped like boxes or
cylinders. Size is highly variable: some rock tombs are as large as field mausoleums, while others
are much smaller. Rock tombs such as those at Cerro Calvario are decorated with white gypsum
and red clay, replicating the geometric designs of garments like unkus (Camala Lizaraso and Jorge
Huallpayunca 2021:233). Rock tombs exhibit greater morphological and aesthetic variation than
other tomb types (Figure 4). But for the purposes of this study, I chose not to separate rock tombs
into subgroups (Covey 2006; Kosiba 2010). This is because the relationships and interactions indexed
by these tombs are consistent, such that tombs vary as a function of locality rather than intended
use. That is, rock tomb morphology derives from builders’ use of local construction techniques
(i.e., situated learning) and efforts to aesthetically signal group membership (Kesseli and Pärssinen
2005).

Though most rock tombs have defined entryways, these structures are inherently less accessible than
field mausoleums, as they prioritize proximity to a rocky feature over proximity to living relatives. In
cases in which rock tombs are positioned in extremely remote locations, these structures were likely
not intended to be accessed regularly or by all group members. These tombs also present considerable
organizational variability. They may be isolated, sporadically distributed, stacked vertically, or clustered
horizontally according to the outcrop geometry. At Cerro Calvario, eight tombs are stacked vertically
in a narrow crevice (Camala Lizaraso and Jorge Huallpayunca 2021:223). At Lluq’iqhata, tombs were
built over and in front of previous ones, reaching depths of up to five tombs, and effectively blocking
access to older structures as newer ones were built. Tomb agglutination makes use of restricted spaces
in rock outcrops so that group members may be interred close together, even while sacrificing accessi-
bility over time.

Figure 4. Morphological variation in rock tombs; (a) a “mushroom cap”–roofed tomb plastered with gypsum at Iskumoqo,
scale 1 m; (b) a two-story, box-shaped tomb at Pukara Pantilliklla, scale 0.5 m; (c) a tomb at Markasunay with a trapezoidal
doorway, scale 1 m; (d) a small, cylindrical tomb at Markasunay (scale 50 cm). (Color online)
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Sacred Valley inhabitants were acutely aware of opportunities and risks inherent to their surround-
ings. While most rock tombs are accessible, they were often placed in high-altitude locations on steep
hillsides where access is difficult and falling rocks may pose a safety hazard. Such locations require
acute coordination and awareness of surroundings. Even in more accessible cases, there are no open
spaces where festivities could be carried out. Limited numbers of visitors could access these spaces
at a given time, eliminating the possibility of large-scale gatherings and ceremonies. Though rock
tombs are usually found in local taskscapes, their relatively remote locations make it likely that they
were visited more intermittently. As such, rock tombs implicate a more intimate or private mortuary
practice than field mausoleums.

Cliff Capsules

A cliff capsule3 is a closed, dome- or box-shaped cell built into a natural or artificial opening in a ver-
tical rock face or hillside (Figure 5). These structures would have been “single occupant” given their
small size and are typically positioned in inaccessible locations. Cliff capsules are built of thin, plas-
tered walls of small stone fragments set in clay mortar; they can be as small as 80 × 30 cm, indicating
the interred body was tightly bound, accompanied by few grave goods (Paredes 2003). These structures
are found at the Inka estate of Pisaq in large numbers. Elsewhere, they tend to occur in proximity to
Inka infrastructure near the main valley floor (Figure 6). A radiocarbon date from a cliff capsule at
Pisaq indicates it was built in the late AD 1200s or early 1300s (Table 3). This early date does not pre-
clude Inka affiliation because of the possibility of Inka territorial expansion before 1400 (Arkush et al.
2024; Covey 2018).

Excavations at Muyuqmarka (Saqsaywaman) revealed similar “capsule” interments, which bear
striking resemblance to cliff capsules transposed to a horizontal plane (Paredes 2003). The
Muyuqmarka capsules are small structures with 20 cm-thick walls of clay, occasionally inlaid with dec-
orative clays and stones. Each capsule contained a single individual alongside grave goods including
Inka pottery. Varying in size according to the individual’s height, these structures’ egg shape follows
the interred corpse’s flexed position as it progressively tapers toward the top (Paredes 2003:91). These
capsules were sealed but remained unburied, seated on the ground inside a rectangular enclosure
(Paredes 2003:94).

Archaeologists have not documented this capsule-style interment outside the Cusco region
(Flammang 2021:265). Though Paredes believed these were not high-status individuals given the
paucity of grave goods (2003:109), neither can they be considered commoners, given their burial
location in one of the Inkas’ most important ceremonial sites. The excavation of the Muyuqmarka
capsules substantiates the interpretation of cliff capsules as each containing the primary burial of a
single flexed individual alongside a small collection of grave goods. This interpretation is further
supported by early accounts of looted cliff tombs near Pisaq having contained flexed bodies (Angles
Vargas 1970).

Given cliff capsules’ inaccessibility, there was apparently no intention to access the body after
interment. Unlike field mausoleums and rock tombs, this tomb type’s simplicity allows for
minimal morphological variation. Despite their modest appearance, cliff capsules attest to a distinct
kind of monumentality that was expressed in the event of construction and interment in a vertical
plane. The perilous activities implicated by these tombs would have qualified as spectacles,
such that the cliff capsules derived their monumentality as the indices of such a death-defying per-
formance, rather than from the elaboration or scale of the structure (Inomata and Coben 2006:17;
Trigger 1990).

Their location in vertical rock faces posed formidable logistical and technical challenges at every
stage of the interment process. The construction sequence involved quarrying rock from the same out-
crop to simultaneously accommodate the space and procure construction material. After a space had
been opened in the outcrop or hillside, the flexed and bound corpse had to be hauled either on one’s
back or lowered from above with a rope. To assemble the structure, builders had to move heavy loads
of wet clay mixed with grass for mortar and plaster. These activities were conducted at high elevations
with minimal space for maneuvering and no room for error (Angles Vargas 1970:109). Because these
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structures are “single use,” this process was repeated for each interment, demanding much higher ener-
getic expenditure over the long term than mausoleum-type tombs.

Honeycomb Tombs

The term “honeycomb” describes these tombs’ appearance as a dense cluster of perforations in a sandy
matrix or rock outcrop (Figure 7). Another variant involves opening vesicular rock outcrops, where

Figure 5. A cliff capsule on the southern slopes of Pisaq, showing how this structure originally lacked a defined entryway
(scale 50 cm). (Color online)
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natural openings in the rock were expanded to be used as tombs. While these tombs occur at two sites in
the Calca area, a honeycomb tomb complex also exists in the Lucre Basin, indicating sporadic distribu-
tion throughout the Cusco region. With interior areas varying from 0.5 to 2 m2, these tombs could have
held single or multiple individuals. A honeycomb tomb at Antaraqay was built in the 1400s, contempo-
raneous with Inka occupation (Table 3). These tombs are built in semiarid local territories away from the
Inkas’ fertile maize-producing lands, which indicates they may be a non-Inka tomb type.

The construction of this tomb type involved the excavation of an ovoid cavity in the matrix and the
subsequent coating of the interior with clay plaster for stabilization. Different from field mausoleums
and rock tombs, a honeycomb tomb’s structure is created through the process of material subtraction,
which results in a vertically oriented cist. The builders “opened” or sought to imitate naturally occur-
ring vesicles in these sandy deposits. At the opening, builders added either a doorway or a wall to seal
the contents inside. However, the existence of a doorway does not necessarily mean the tomb contents
were regularly accessed. These tombs were often vertically clustered, where access could only be
achieved by rappelling or using a ladder or scaffold. Given the fragility of these tombs and their geo-
logical context, access would be necessarily restricted to avoid possible damage. Like cliff capsules, this
type prioritizes the merging of human and geological bodies over the accessibility of the remains.

Monumental Cliff Chambers

A monumental cliff chamber is a large structure, appearing as a wall of fine polygonal masonry
attached to a sheer cliff or vertical hillside (Figure 8). So far, two examples are known: at least one
is in the Pisaq cemetery (Angles Vargas 1970), and another is near Ñawpa Taray along the road
between the towns of Cc’orao and Pisac. The structure at Pisaq is built on a retaining wall of the
same masonry style and below a cluster of small capsule tombs in the steep hillside. Meanwhile, the
Ñawpa Taray structure is positioned where the quebrada opens out into the main valley. There are
steps ascending this structure on the outer wall, and it features two openings of ambiguous function.

Figure 6. Aerial view of at least six cliff capsule tombs at Pisaq. (Color online)
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Drone photos revealed that the wall is built about 1 m from the cliff face, leaving an opening for bodies
and grave goods to be inserted.4

These structures demonstrate conspicuous consumption in their extraordinary technical and mate-
rial investment. The logistics of building a fine polygonal wall into a vertical plane over a quebrada are
baffling given the life-threatening nature of such an operation. The distinctive aesthetic signal and high
technical cost of construction unambiguously indicate that whoever was interred in such a structure
was not a commoner. Instead, they were likely affiliated with Inka nobility based on their fine masonry
and presence at and near the royal estate of Pisaq. While monumental cliff chambers may have
remained open, their forbidding locations necessarily complicated access. This shows that Inka elites
were not always interred in readily accessible structures that would allow them to maintain their exist-
ing social roles (Bauer and Coello Rodríguez 2007). Instead, monumental cliff chambers reveal that
interment in inaccessible cliff-face structures was desirable enough to warrant considerable material
investment and risk to worker safety.

Cists

Cists are round, stone-lined pitsmeasuring roughly 1×1m; theyare typically found inside buildings.Unlike
more visible aboveground tombs, cists appear to have been a private, exclusive burial type. Because all cists
registered by this project had been looted, excavation data help reconstruct interment practices. At Inka sites
in the Cusco Basin, archaeologists have excavated burials of one to two incomplete individuals from pits in
building floors or walls (Benavides Villena and Vizcarra Molina 2010; Huacac Quispe 2022). These burials
appear to be secondary, implying that a family would keep the bodies of the dead and inter them later. The
remains of individuals interred in cists often present lesions from physical labor, which would suggest non-
elite status. Their grave goods tend to be quotidian objects used during a person’s lifetime (Flammang 2021).

Figure 7. Aerial view of a honeycomb tomb complex at Piste containing at least 33 tombs. Note that the distribution of tombs
follows the shape of the deposit in which they are embedded. (Color online)
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West of the Sacred Valley at Wat’a, mourners burned offerings on the ground atop a burial asso-
ciated with an Inka building (Kosiba 2010:285). At Yunkaray near Maras, excavators uncovered a shaft
burial where the interred individual had been removed after deposition and later reinterred; they
recorded a burnt offering on top (Quave et al. 2018). At Pukara Pantilliklla, Covey registered four buri-
als—an infant, juvenile, and two adults—in public and domestic structures (Covey 2006:160). Other
contemporaneous local settlements were found to be absent of human burials, as at Machuqollqa
(Guardapuclla Aragón 2023), suggesting that residents interred their dead elsewhere.

Based on this evidence, cist burials implicate religious practices involving intermittent engagement
with the dead (Velasco 2023). Human remains may have been kept in the household for a period prior
to interment, constituting an intimate mortuary practice that was inconspicuous and largely limited to
domestic spaces (Polo de Ondegardo 2023 [1566]). This privacy differentiates cists from more “public”
aboveground structures in rural landscapes, which were visible to a much wider audience.

Discussion

Compared with earlier periods, Cusco’s late precontact period is unique for its wide variety of contem-
poraneous interment styles. Pit burials were practiced at least since the Formative period (Davis 2011;
Hardy 2019), while the Middle Horizon saw the beginnings of interments in modified rock outcrops
(Bélisle 2011:195). By the LIP, these older traditions evolved as new practices were innovated and intro-
duced. Such diverse interment practices do not neatly correspond to chronological, ethnic, or political
divides (Figure 9). Instead, this overlapping distribution pattern may have resulted from the cohabita-
tion of groups with divergent religious beliefs and practices in the same villages and regions (Stanish
2005). The resultant impression of a “cosmopolitan” landscape is fitting, given the cultural, political,
and demographic dynamism of this period. Factors affecting this volatility include regional

Figure 8. Drone photos of the monumental cliff tomb near Huancalle, visible from the highway descending toward Pisac. Note
the steps ascending the exterior of the tomb. (Color online)
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repopulation and ethnogenesis, Inka state formation, and the contestation of placemaking practices
that sought to lay claim to lands (Bauer and Covey 2002; Covey 2014).

Tombs are often clustered in and around areas frequented by the living; as such, they appear to have
been involved in local placemaking strategies and territorial claims (Bongers et al. 2012; Kosiba
2010; Mantha 2009). Beyond village settings, tombs are usually oriented with their doors facing the
direction of a settlement to facilitate intervisibility. Aboveground tombs were attached or positioned
in proximity to perimeter walls at local villages near Lamay and Yanahuara. At the site of San
Isidro (Yanahuara), human remains were found eroding out of a perimeter wall where they had
been inserted as wall fill during construction (Franco Chávez and Huanca Espinoza 2018:50).
In these cases, the dead could have served to mark boundaries (hitos) and actively participate in the
delineation and protection of community and territory.

Aboveground tombs have been interpreted as facilitating social and religious practices where the
living and the dead routinely interact face-to-face (Isbell 1997:137; Lau 2015; Mantha 2022). In this
scenario, an open entryway providing easy access to the remains would be indispensable for these
tombs to function as needed. In the case of cliff capsules, sustained physical contact between the living
and the dead clearly was not prioritized and perhaps even avoided (Sharratt 2017). Inaccessible, single-
occupant tombs seem to contradict a system of ethics or metaphysics wherein community between the
living and the dead depended on regular physical interaction and proximity between parties
(Figure 10). These dramatic differences would have supported different belief systems regarding per-
sonhood and the nature of life and death.

Cliff capsules implicate a distinct temporality and energetics of construction: Single-use burials
required a new construction event for each death, whereas collective burials involved a single construc-
tion event for multiple interments. Tombs in inaccessible locations would have prevented people with
mobility impairments from interacting with the dead. Such accessibility restrictions did not apply to other

Figure 9. Local villages and taskscapes present the greatest diversity with six tomb types, but rock tombs are clearly predom-
inant. Conversely, Inka sites lack some of the types present in local contexts such as honeycomb, where cliff capsules are most
common. (Color online)
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tomb types like field mausoleums, nor did the construction of field mausoleums require highly specialized
skill sets or logistical considerations. It is likely that the accute dangers involved in cliff capsule construc-
tion imbued these otherwise innocuous structures with potent significance.

Cliffside burials may have been reserved for members of Inka nobility who did not qualify for ven-
eration as illas (Bauer and Coello Rodríguez 2007). According to historical accounts, the Inkas and
some contemporaneous groups understood that rock and flesh were prone to mutual transubstantia-
tion, and that mummified bodies were subject to gradual lithification (Allen 2015; Dean 2010; Nielsen
2022:238). Cliff capsules and monumental chambers may reflect an effort to expedite this process and
amalgamate human bodies with rock, especially in locales with particularly evocative geological fea-
tures. This way, cliff-face tombs could have been designed in part to support Inka imperial ideology
and territorial expansion strategies by embedding sovereign claims into local landscapes (DeMarrais
et al. 1996).

Conclusions

The treatment of the dead entails profound decisions and consequences, in accordance with histori-
cally specific ethical and metaphysical frameworks. Arriaga’s informants considered one way of laying
the dead to rest as appropriate and moral, categorically rejecting other interment styles akin to Catholic
burials (1999 [1621, Ch. VI]:67). Patterned differences in tomb construction and distribution

Figure 10. Five cliff capsule tombs near Pintaswayq’o, along the valley floor between Lamay and Calca. A very narrow ledge is
indicated by the dotted line, where four tombs are located. An additional tomb (circled) is built directly into the rock face and
would be practically invisible if not punctured by looters. This exemplifies how cliff capsule construction implicated significant
logistical challenges, making them the most inaccessible tomb type in this sample. (Color online)
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demonstrate the coexistence of divergent belief and value systems that conditioned mourners’ decisions
on how to respect and care for the dead. Physical contact between the living and the dead ranged from
facilitating accessibility and gatherings in highly visible spaces to more restricted access and intimate
engagements in private or domestic contexts. Given the pronounced differences between tomb types,
we cannot assume that all late precontact peoples—even those living in the same communities—invari-
ably shared the same beliefs and values. How can we understand the coexistence of such radically dif-
ferent mortuary practices in the late precontact Sacred Valley?

Polo de Ondegardo (2023 [1566]) recorded three interrelated details that help answer this question:
(1) Andeans developed distinct beliefs regarding death, (2) these beliefs shaped their diverse mortuary
practices, and (3) Andeans went to great lengths to inter their dead according to their beliefs. He stated
that “the veneration and honor of corpses, where they are placed, and the ceremonies that are per-
formed vary depending on their opinions . . . according to whatever they learned about what happens
after death” (Polo de Ondegardo 2023 [1566, p. 251v]:147; my translation). This way, central Andeans
developed diverse and complex systems of thought through philosophical and experiential knowledge
production, which were discrete but likely shared epistemological and ontological foundations.

With reference to the ethical principle of cuyaspa, this diachronic, multiscalar study demonstrates at least
six ways in which the Sacred Valley’s late precontact inhabitants actively structured their interactions and
relationships with death. I evaluated variation in tomb morphology as the result of technological choices
that variably facilitated or restricted distinct functions. In the context of the Inka heartland, this study tracks
the concurrent development of local and Inka mortuary landscapes. These insights will be crucial as we
reevaluate models of Inka state formation to better account for local political agency.
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Notes
1. This study detected seven cave burials, which may constitute an additional type. However, I excluded cave burials from the
present study due to unresolved ambiguities in chronology and whether these represent primary or secondary burials.
2. Here, I use an original term to describe the evidence in the Sacred Valley more precisely. Similar structures have been called
chullpas, often translated as “funerary tower” (Isbell 1997; Kosiba 2010; Nielsen 2008). In contrast, the structures documented by
this project are not “towers”; that is, they are not tall, cylindrical structures, as in the altiplano. I do not use Isbell’s (1997) “open
sepulcher” either because it implies these structures were always open.
3. Cliff capsules’ inaccessibility, agglutination, and fragility posed challenges for analysis. As such, quantification of this tomb
type is based on visual analysis of photos taken with a drone and macro-lens camera. The actual frequency of these tombs in
the study region is likely higher than the conservative estimate given here.
4. Aerial photos show a wooden ladder in the structure, presumably used by looters. However, the challenges of flying a drone
close to a cliff-face prevented visualization of any remains at the bottom of the structure.

References Cited
Allen, Catherine. 2015. The Sadness of Jars: Separation and Rectification in Andean Understandings of Death. In Living with the

Dead in the Andes, edited by Izumi Shimada and James Fitzsimmons, pp. 304–328. University of Arizona Press, Tucson.
Angles Vargas, Víctor. 1970. P’isaq: Metrópoli inka. Talleres de Industrialgráfica, Lima.
Arkush, Elizabeth, McCool, Weston, and Smith, Ryan. 2024. The Late Intermediate Period in the South-Central Andes

(AD 1000–1450): Key Problems in Chronology. Quaternary International 703:8–20.
Arriaga, Pablo José. 1999 [1621]. La extirpación de la idolatría en el Perú. Edited by Henrique Urbano. Centro de Estudios

Regionales Andinos “Bartolomé de Las Casas,” Cusco, Peru.
Bauer, Brian, and Ronald Alan Covey. 2002. Processes of State Formation in the Inca Heartland (Cuzco, Peru). American

Anthropologist 104(3):846–864.

20 Julia E. Earle

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28


Bauer, Brian, and Antonio Coello Rodríguez. 2007. The Hospital of San Andrés (Lima, Peru) and the Search for the Royal
Mummies of the Incas. Fieldiana Anthropology New Series 39. Field Museum of Natural History, Chicago.

Bélisle, Véronique. 2011. Ak’awillay: Wari State Expansion and Household Change in Cusco, Peru (AD 600–1000). PhD disser-
tation, Department of Anthropology, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

Benavides Villena, Maria Elena, and Maria P. Vizcarra Molina. 2010. Arqueología de Raqay Raqayniyoc San Jerónimo—Cusco.
Professional License, Faculty of Social Sciences, Professional School of Archaeology, Universidad Nacional de San Antonio
Abad del Cusco, Cusco, Peru.

Bengtsson, Lisbet. 1998. Prehistoric Stonework in the Peruvian Andes: A Case Study at Ollantaytambo. Gotarc Series B No. 10.
Göteborg University, Göteborg, Sweden.

Bongers, Jacob, Elizabeth Arkush, and Michael Harrower. 2012. Landscapes of Death: GIS-Based Analyses of Chullpas in the
Western Lake Titicaca Basin. Journal of Archaeological Science 39(6):1687–1693.

Boyer, Pascal. 2020. Informal Religious Activity Outside Hegemonic Religions: Wild Traditions and Their Relevance to
Evolutionary Models. Religion, Brain & Behavior 10(4):459–472.

Buch, Elana. 2015. Anthropology of Aging and Care. Annual Review of Anthropology 44:277–293.
Burger, Richard, Lucy Salazar, Jason Nesbitt, Edith Washburn, and Lars Fehren-Schmitz. 2021. New AMS Dates for Machu

Picchu: Results and Implications. Antiquity 95(383):1265–1279.
Camala Lizaraso, Franklin, and Marco Jorge Huallpayunca. 2021. Arquitectura funeraria prehispánica en el cerro Calvario, Calca—

Cusco. Arqueología y Sociedad 35:209–237. https://revistasinvestigacion.unmsm.edu.pe/index.php/Arqueo/article/view/21577.
Carrillo Salazar, Jesús, and Cesar Quiñones Ñaupa. 2016. Distribución urbana de la zona arqueológica de Ankasmarka, Provincia

de Calca, Departamento del Cusco. Professional license, Faculty of Social Sciences, Professional School of Archaeology,
Universidad Nacional de San Antonio Abad del Cusco, Cusco, Peru.

Chatfield, Melissa. 2007. From Inca to Spanish Colonial: Transitions in Ceramic Technology. PhD dissertation, Department of
Anthropology, University of California, Santa Barbara.

Cieza de León, Pedro. 2005 [1553]. Crónica del Perú: El señorío de los incas. Edited by Franklin Pease. Biblioteca Ayacucho,
Caracas, Venezuela.

Costin, Cathy. 2016. Who Benefits? Structural Change and Lived Experience in the Late Prehispanic Andes. Archaeological
Papers of the American Anthropological Association 27(1):120–142.

Covey, Ronald Alan. 2006. How the Incas Built Their Heartland: State Formation and the Innovation of Imperial Strategies in the
Sacred Valley, Peru. University of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor.

Covey, Ronald Alan. 2008. Multiregional Perspectives on the Archaeology of the Andes during the Late Intermediate Period
(c. A.D. 1000–1400). Journal of Archaeological Research 16:287–338.

Covey, Ronald Alan. 2018. Archaeology and Inka Origins. Journal of Archaeological Research 26:253–304.
Covey, Ronald Alan (editor). 2014. Regional Archaeology in the Inca Heartland: The Hanan Cuzco Surveys. Museum of

Anthropological Archaeology, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
D’Altroy, Terence. 1987. Transitions in Power: Centralization of Wanka Political Organization Under Inka Rule. Ethnohistory

34(1):78–102.
Davis, Alison. 2011. Yuthu: Community and Ritual in an Early Andean Village. University of Michigan Museum of

Anthropological Archaeology, Ann Arbor.
Dean, Emily. 2005. Ancestors, Mountains, Shrines, and Settlements: Late Intermediate Period Landscapes of the Southern

Vilcanota River Valley, Peru. PhD dissertation, Department of Anthropology, University of California, Berkeley.
Dean, Carolyn. 2010. A Culture of Stone: Inka Perspectives on Rock. Duke University Press, Durham, North Carolina.
DeMarrais, Elizabeth, Luis Jaime Castillo, and Timothy Earle. 1996. Ideology, Materialization, and Power Strategies. Current

Anthropology 37(1):15–31.
Duviols, Pierre. 2003. Procesos y visitas de idolatrías: Cajatambo, siglo XVII. Instituto Francés de Estudios Andinos, Fondo

Editorial Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú, Lima.
Earle, Julia, and Melissa Romero Villanueva. 2023. Proyecto de investigación arqueológica cronología y tipología de las tradi-

ciones arquitectónicas del periodo intermedio tardío y horizonte tardío en el Valle Sagrado. Final report submitted to the
Ministerio de Cultura del Perú, Cusco, Peru.

Eeckhout, Peter, and Lawrence Owens (editors). 2015. The Impossibility of Death: Introduction to Funerary Practices and
Models in the Ancient Andes. In Funerary Practices and Models in the Ancient Andes: The Return of the Living Dead,
pp. 1–11. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

Espinoza Soriano, Waldemar. 1974. El hábitat de la etnia pinagua, siglos XV y XVI. Revista del Museo Nacional 40:157–214.
Feinman, Gary, and Jill Neitzel. 2020. Excising Culture History from Contemporary Archaeology. Journal of Anthropological

Archaeology 60:101230.
Flammang, Amandine. 2021. Inca Funerary Practices (ca. 1400–1532): A First Assessment on the Basis of Archaeological Data.

Ñawpa Pacha 42(2):261–286.
Franco Chávez, Elvis Williams, and Elizabeth Huanca Espinoza. 2018. Prospección y registro de evidencias arqueológicas en el

polígono del centro poblado menor de Yanahuara. Bachelor’s thesis, Faculty of Social Sciences, Professional School of
Archaeology, Universidad Nacional de San Antonio Abad del Cusco, Cusco, Peru.

Gonçález Holguín, Diego. 1608. Vocabvlario de la lengva general de todo el Perv llamada lengua Qquichua, o del Inca. Digitized
by Peru Digitization Project (John Carter Brown Library) for internet publication. https://archive.org/embed/vocabulario
delal01gonz, accessed November 1, 2023.

Latin American Antiquity 21

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://revistasinvestigacion.unmsm.edu.pe/index.php/Arqueo/article/view/21577
https://archive.org/embed/vocabulariodelal01gonz
https://archive.org/embed/vocabulariodelal01gonz
https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28


Gose, Peter. 2008. Invaders as Ancestors: On the Intercultural Making and Unmaking of Spanish Colonialism in the Andes.
University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

Guardapuclla Aragón, Jaime. 2023. Proyecto de investigación arqueológica con excavaciones en la zona arqueológica de
Machuqolqa. Final report submitted to the Ministerio de Cultura del Perú, Cusco, Peru.

Hardy, Thomas. 2019. Assembling States: Community Formation and the Emergence of the Inca Empire. PhD dissertation,
Department of Anthropology, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia.

Huacac Quispe, Samuel. 2022. Proyecto de investigación arqueológica con excavaciones Qataqasapatallaqta. Final report submit-
ted to the Ministerio de Cultura del Perú, Cusco, Peru.

Inomata, Takeshi, and Lawrence Coben (editors). 2006. Overture: An Invitation to the Archaeological Theater. In Archaeology of
Performance: Theaters of Power, Community, and Politics, pp. 11–44. AltaMira Press, Lanham, Maryland.

Inquiltupa Quispe, Noely, and Edith Flores Quispe. 2022. Organización espacial de la arquitectura prehispánica del sitio
arqueológico de Concón, Calca–Cusco. Professional License, Faculty of Social Sciences, Professional School of Archaeology,
Universidad Nacional de San Antonio Abad del Cusco, Cusco, Peru.

Insoll, Timothy. 2004. Archaeology, Ritual, Religion. Routledge, London.
Isbell, William. 1997. Mummies and Mortuary Monuments: A Postprocessual Prehistory of Central Andean Social Organization.

University of Texas Press, Austin.
Kesseli, Risto, and Martti Pärssien 2005. Identidad étnica y muerte: Torres funerarias (chullpas) como símbolos de poder étnico

en el altiplano boliviano de Pakasa (1250–1600 d. C.). Bulletin de l’Institut Français d’Études Andines 34(3):379–410.
Kosiba, Steven. 2010. Becoming Inka: The Transformation of Political Place and Practice during Inka State Formation (Cusco,

Peru). PhD dissertation, Department of Anthropology, University of Chicago, Chicago.
Kristensen, Benedikte. 2014. The Proper Funeral: Death, Landscape, and Power among the Duha Tuvinians of Northern

Mongolia. In Governing the Dead: Sovereignty and the Politics of Dead Bodies, edited by Finn Stepputat, pp. 35–52. Manchester
University Press, Manchester, UK.

Lau, George. 2015. The Dead and the Longue Durée in Peru’s North Highlands. In Living with the Dead in the Andes, edited by
Izumi Shimada and J. Fitzsimmons, pp. 200–244. University of Arizona Press, Tucson.

Mantha, Alexis. 2009. Territoriality, Social Boundaries and Ancestor Veneration in the Central Andes of Peru. Journal of
Anthropological Archaeology 28:158–176.

Mantha, Alexis. 2022. Cosmology, Ancestors and Mortuary Monuments: Principles of Political Authority in the Rapayán and
Tantamayo Region of the Upper Marañón in the Central Andes of Peru during the Late Intermediate Period (1000–1450
CE). Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 67:101441.

Marocho Orue, Gabriela. 2019. Introducción al estudio de estructuras funerarias prehispánicas de la sierra sur: Caso Pichingoto,
Maras, Urubamba, Cusco, 2017. Professional License, Faculty of Social Sciences, Professional School of Archaeology, Universidad
Nacional de San Antonio Abad del Cusco, Cusco, Peru.

Menaker, Alexander. 2019. Of Fire and Water: An Archaeology of Social Life in the Valley of Volcanoes, Southern Peruvian
Andes. PhD dissertation, Department of Anthropology, University of Texas, Austin.

Nielsen, Axel. 2008. The Materiality of Ancestors. In Memory Work: Archaeologies of Material Practices, edited by Barbara J.
Mills and William H. Walker, pp. 207–232. School for Advanced Research, Santa Fe, New Mexico.

Nielsen, Axel. 2022. The Role of Chullpas in the Inka Conquest of the Southern Altiplano: A Symmetrical Approach. In
Rethinking the Inka: Community, Landscape, and Empire in the Southern Andes, edited by Frances Hayashida,
Andrés Troncoso, and Diego Salazar, pp. 221–240. University of Texas Press, Austin.

Paredes, Mónica. 2003. Prácticas funerarias incaicas en Sacsayhuamán: Enterramientos ceremoniales y complejo funerario.
Boletín de Arqueología PUCP 7:79–111.

Parsons, Jeffrey, Charles Hastings, and Ramiro Matos. 2000. Prehispanic Settlement Patterns in the Upper Mantaro and Tarma
Drainages, Junín, Peru. Museum of Anthropology, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.

Pauketat, Timothy, and Susan Alt. 2005. Agency in a Postmold? Physicality and the Archaeology of Culture-Making. Journal of
Archaeological Method and Theory 12(3):213–236.

Polo de Ondegardo, Juan. 2023 [1566]. Carta-relación del licenciado Polo de Ondegardo al arzobispo Jerónimo de Loayza sobre
creencias y prácticas mortuorias de los pueblos indígenas del Perú, edited by Gonzalo Lamana. Histórica 57(1):137–172.

Quave, Kylie, Ronald Alan Covey, and Karen Durand Cáceres. 2018. Archaeological Investigations at Yunkaray (Cuzco, Peru):
Reconstructing the Rise and Fall of an Early Inca Rival (A.D. 1050–1450). Journal of Field Archaeology 43(4):332–343.

Rouse, Irving. 1960. The Classification of Artifacts in Archaeology. American Antiquity 25(3):313–323.
Salomon, Frank. 1995. “The Beautiful Grandparents”: Andean Ancestor Shrines and Mortuary Ritual as Seen Through Colonial

Records. In Tombs for the Living: Andean Mortuary Practices, edited by Tom Dillehay, pp. 315–353. Dumbarton Oaks,
Washington, DC.

Sarmiento de Gamboa, Pedro. 2007 [1572]. The History of the Incas. Edited and translated by Brian Bauer and Vania Smith.
University of Texas Press, Austin.

Sharratt, Nicole. 2017. Steering Clear of the Dead: Avoiding Ancestors in the Moquegua Valley, Peru. American Anthropologist
119(4):646–661.

Sillar, Bill, and Michael Tite. 2000. The Challenge of “Technological Choices” for Materials Science Approaches in Archaeology.
Archaeometry 42(1):2–20.

Smith, Adam. 2019. Bronze Age Metaphysics: Burial and Being in the South Caucasus. In Constructing Kurgans: Burial
Mounds and Funerary Customs in the Caucasus and Eastern Anatolia during the Bronze and Iron Ages, edited by

22 Julia E. Earle

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28


Nicola Laneri, Giulio Palumbi, Sylvie Müller Celka, Stefano Valentini, and Guido Guarducci, pp. 1–20. Arbor Sapientiae
Editore S.r.l., Rome.

Squier, Ephraim. 1877. Peru: Incidents of Travel and Explorations in the Land of the Incas. Harper and Brothers, New York.
Stanish, Charles. 2005. Migration, Colonies, and Ethnicity in the South-Central Andes. In Us and Them: Archaeology and

Ethnicity in the Andes, edited by Richard Reycraft, pp. 226–232. Cotsen Institute of Archaeology, Los Angeles.
Stepputat, Finn (editor). 2014. Introduction. In Governing the Dead: Sovereignty and the Politics of Dead Bodies, pp. 3–10.

Manchester University Press, Manchester, UK.
Swenson, Edward. 2015. The Materialities of Place Making in the Ancient Andes: A Critical Appraisal of the Ontological Turn in

Archaeological Interpretation. Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 22:677–712.
Trigger, Bruce. 1990. Monumental Architecture: A Thermodynamic Explanation of Symbolic Behaviour. World Archaeology

22(2):119–132.
Velasco, Matthew. 2023. Burying the Dead at Ayawiri: Mortuary Diversity and Postmortem Manipulation at an Andean Hillfort

(AD 1100–1450). Latin American Antiquity 34(3):589–607.
Villanueva Urteaga, Horatio. 1970 [1558]. Documentos sobre Yucay en el siglo XVI. Revista del Archivo Histórico del Cuzco 13:

1–148.
Wynveldt, Federico, María Iucci, Juan Sallés, and Juana Fuertes. 2023. Archaeology of the Late Local Landscapes of the Hualfín

Valley (Catamarca, Argentina): A Political Perspective from Cerro Colorado of La Ciénaga de Abajo. Open Archaeology 9(1):
20220318.

Cite this article: Earle, Julia E. 2025. Tombs as Evidence of Religious Diversity in the Sacred Valley, Peru (ca. AD 1000–1532).
Latin American Antiquity. https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28.

Latin American Antiquity 23

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28
https://doi.org/10.1017/laq.2024.28

	Tombs as Evidence of Religious Diversity in the Sacred Valley, Peru (ca. AD 1000--1532)
	Ancestor Worship and the Ayllu
	Informal Religion and Mortuary Practice
	Cuyaspa and Techniques of Care
	Regional Context
	Materials and Methods
	Field Methods
	A Note on Tomb Preservation
	Classification and Typology

	Results
	Field Mausoleums
	Rock Tombs
	Cliff Capsules
	Honeycomb Tombs
	Monumental Cliff Chambers
	Cists

	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgments
	Notes
	References Cited


