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CHRONOLOGY


The Civilisations of Ancient Peru
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All pre-Columbian dates are subject to constant revision and debate.




      
INTRODUCTION

This book is an exercise in compressed time. Into the year described I have poured many of my feelings about Peru over the past twenty-five years, and I have likewise used it to explore five millennia of ancient Peruvian history as I travelled through the country.

The impetus for this came from my continuing investigations at the Inca site of Llactapata, near Machu Picchu, as it became increasingly difficult for me to understand the Inca mindset without a fuller understanding of the thousands of years of Andean culture that preceded the Incas.

The story therefore begins with Llactapata and the Incas before returning to the dawn of Peruvian civilisation at Caral in around 3000 BC and moving forward through the millennia up to the present day.

In a book spanning 5,000 years of Andean history, there is an inevitable concentration on the ‘summits in the range’, to the exclusion of some of the smaller civilisations. I was drawn to explore the principal and defining cultures that left enduring monuments, from the great pyramids of the coast, with their tombs and murals, to the temple-cult of Chavín, buried in the mountains, and the lines of Nasca.

There is a virtue to this broad-brush approach, in that it can help to see ancient Peru as a continuum rather than as many individual and discrete cultures. Andean culture developed in lurches and in different places across Peru, but a book such as this can give a panorama, showing how consistent the development of their way of viewing the world seems to have been, and how different it was from ours.


One problem for more serious-minded archaeologists is that ancient Peru seems to have flirted with every element of archaeology that the public most like to sensationalise and which as a consequence professionals like to downplay: human sacrifice, stargazing, wild sex, psychedelic drugs and the mummification of the dead, let alone leaving treasure concealed in pyramids. It is with some relief that archaeologists in the past averted their eyes from such tabloid behaviour and concentrated on dating the phases of a culture’s pots. Some also tried to avoid any charges of sensationalism by using peer-language of a studied dullness.

But ancient Peru was a place full of wild energies and of what in the sixties would have been called ‘alternative lifestyles’; any account of its development needs to grapple head-on with the more lurid aspects, as a new generation of archaeologists have started to do. The very illiteracy of the Andean peoples – so patronised by the Spanish conquistadors – seems to have channelled their creative energy into other forms of imaginative expression.

To help guide the reader through these different and exuberant civilisations, a chronology is included, as well as a glossary. Rather than constantly interrupt the text with footnotes, the ‘notes and references section’ indicates external sources when they have clearly been quoted from. Where a translation from the Spanish original is not listed in the bibliography, the translation used is my own.

A constant theme of the book is how recent many of the discoveries in this area have been. Ancient Peru is still playing catch-up with the other great ancient civilisations of the world and many of its monuments have only just started to yield their secrets. As one archaeologist put it to me: ‘Imagine if all the discoveries of ancient Egypt had been made so recently – the finding of Tutankhamen’s tomb, of the Great Pyramid of Cheops, of Abu Simbel – and you have some idea of the great excitement at what has been happening in Peru.’

This was one of the most inspiring elements of my journey – the sense that so much of the evidence is only now being revealed. Moreover it is only in the last few years that the first Peruvian civilisations have been dated back to around 3000 BC, far earlier than elsewhere on the continent and far earlier than had ever been conceived possible before. Peru, it now seems, was the cradle of civilisation in the Americas, just as Egypt and Mesopotamia were in the Old World.

It is terribly easy to be complacent about the state of our current knowledge, as the medieval world was before Copernicus, and to assume that we know all there is to know – whereas in certain disciplines, like archaeology, we may just be on the initial shoulder of the exponential curve upwards that lies ahead. Nowhere does this seem to be more true than in Peru, still on the fringe of the world when it comes to the study of ancient civilisations and where there are many new discoveries to be made, whether in the field or in the library.

*

My first and principal thanks go to my family for their support while we lived in Peru and during the writing of this book: Sally, Daisy, Owen and Leo.

My companions on the research expedition to Llactapata included: Ramiro Abendanio, Nicholas Asheshov, Michael Boland, Barry Bond, Raul Cobos, Greg Danforth, David Espejo, Pío Espinosa, Amy Finger, Jeff Ford, Antonia Hall, William Heath, Eddy Kruppa, Sandy LaJudice, Beth LaTulippe, John Leivers, Kim Malville, Robert Mrocek, Nathan Poole, Roz Savage, Jack Vetter and Gary Ziegler. Particular thanks go to Kim Malville and Gary Ziegler for the shared collaboration in the analysis of our research, and to John Leivers for accompanying me on journeys around Peru and through the night at Qoyllurit’i.

The expedition was supported and approved by the Royal Geographical Society, the Explorers Club and the Mount Everest Foundation. John Hemming gave advice and support in mounting the expedition. R. Tom Zuidema helped analyse the findings. Earlier investigations at Llactapata by David Drew, Johan Reinhard and indeed Hiram Bingham himself all greatly aided our work there.

Simon Sherwood, Paul White, Filip Boyen, Joanna Boyen, Laurent Carrasset and Yasmine Martin of Orient Express and PeruRail contributed greatly to the success of the expedition with their support and gift of facilities. Barry Walker, Rosario Velarde, David Guevara and the staff of Manu Expeditions showed their unrivalled expertise in organising the ground operations.

Charles Chadwyck-Healey kindly facilitated my study of the Hiram Bingham archives at Yale University. I would like to thank Rolena Adorno for showing me Bingham’s house in Yale, and Richard Burger and Lucy Salazar-Burger for assistance with maps of Llactapata and for their hospitality. Mike Jay shared with me his pre-publication thoughts on the hallucinogenic substances used at Chavín.

Many archaeologists and anthropologists were generous with their time and knowledge: Henning Bischof, David Browne, Richard Burger, Johny Isla, Josué Lancho, César Leandro, Gordon McEwan, Perci Paz, Xavier Ricard Lanata, Vince Lee, María Rostworowski de Diez Canseco, Johan Reinhard, Lucy Salazar-Burger, Ruth Shady and Charles Stanish.

I would also like to thank the librarians of the Museo Inka and the Archivo de Bartolomé de las Casas in Cuzco, of the Sterling Memorial Library at Yale and of the Royal Geographical Society in London.

Those who accompanied me on journeys around Peru included Arabella Cecil, Paul Cripps, Adrian Gallop, Simon Leishman and Carlos Rey.

It would be impossible to list all those in Peru who showed me hospitality and kindness, but Nicholas and María del Carmen Asheshov, Ken Duncan, Barry and Rosario Walker, Wendy Weeks, Michael White and Clara Bravo deserve special thanks, while Carlos and Claudia Rey made us feel that their house was indeed our home.

John Gilkes prepared the maps: the map of Machu Picchu and Llactapata incorporates elements from a previous map of Gary Ziegler’s. I am likewise obliged to Juan Manuel Castro Prieto for the welcome opportunity to include some of his black and white photographs from Perú: Viaje al Sol (Lunwerg, Barcelona, 2001).


Sections of the manuscript were read by David Browne, Fiona Cadwallader, Pedro Morales, Henry Shukman, Sarita Taylor, Patience Thomson and Wendy Weeks, to all of whom I am grateful, while of course remaining responsible for any errors.

My agent Georgina Capel and editors Francine Brody and Ion Trewin at Weidenfeld & Nicolson guided the book through to publication.






It is a curious Fact, as connected with the History of the Human species, that the Nation which gave its Laws and Civilisation to the rest of South America, should have proceeded from one of its most barren and unproductive Regions.

Joseph Barclay Pentland, unpublished report on
Peru for the British Government, 1827

If the ancestors of the people called Indians had known writing in earlier times, then the lives they lived would not have faded from view. As the mighty past of the Spanish Vira Cochas is visible until now, so too would theirs be.

The Huarochiri Manuscript,
compiled from native sources c.1598

No se puede dar puntada sin hilo. You cannot weave without thread.

Peruvian proverb

There is no Quechua word for ‘meaning’.

Quechua dictionary
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