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9.  Reestablishment of Complex 
Societies following Collapse and 
Abandonment in Nasca, Peru

Christina A. Conlee

Abstract: The Nasca region of Peru saw the rise, fall, and regeneration of complex 
VRFLHWLHV�RYHU�D�SHULRG�RI�������\HDUV��7KH�1DVFD�&XOWXUH�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�FLYLOL]DWLRQ�
that developed in the region around a.d. 1, and it was ultimately incorporated 
in the Wari state around a.d. 650. However, a true collapse did not occur be-
cause there was not a breakdown in the political system leading it to become 
less complex. Instead, Nasca was integrated into a larger state, and new types 
of alliances, entanglements, and resistances were created. It was at the time of 
the Wari collapse around a.d. 900 that the disintegration of society occurred 
and resulted in the abandonment of the region. This collapse was facilitated 
by Nasca’s interconnectedness with the intrusive state and by continued envi-
ronmental changes. After 200 years, the region was once again inhabited, and 
despite this severe disruption, there was a reemergence of society that was in 
VRPH�ZD\V�SURIRXQGO\�GLͿHUHQW�DQG�LQ�RWKHU�ZD\V�UHÁHFWHG�HDUOLHU�WUDGLWLRQV��
Local small-scale sociopolitical institutions were resilient and were key in re-
vitalizing society. These included the irrigation and agricultural regimes that 
played an important role in the organization of social and economic relation-
ships and in the creation of hierarchy. Pan Andean ideology and organization 
RI�IDPLO\�DQG�FRPPXQLW\��VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�ayllu, were also maintained and aided 
in the establishment of new settlements and restoration of society.

The Nasca region, located in the south coastal desert of Peru, saw the 
rise, fall, and reestablishment of complex societies over 1,500 years. During this 
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SHULRG��WKH�UHJLRQ�H[SHULHQFHG�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�FLYLOL]DWLRQ��WKH�1DVFD�
Culture), conquest of that civilization by the highland Wari Empire, collapse and 
abandonment, resettlement and growth of local society, and conquest by the Inca 
(Table 9-1). The collapse of the Wari Empire brought about a particularly dramatic 
era in the prehistory of the region as it led to the abandonment of Nasca for at least 
200 years. This was followed by the establishment of a transformed local society. 
The dynamics of this particular era in Nasca highlight the changing strategies 
SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�XVHG�DQG�JLYH�LQVLJKW�LQWR�KRZ�LPSHULDO�FROODSVH�DͿHFWV�ORFDO�
societies and how they may reform after regional abandonment.

Table 9-1. Chronology of Settlement in the Nasca Drainage

Horizon or Period Culture Name Approximate Date
Late Horizon Inca a.d. 1476–1532

Late Intermediate Tiza a.d. 1000–1476

Middle Horizon Wari, Loro a.d. 650–1000

Early Intermediate Nasca Culture a.d. 1–650

Early Horizon Paracas, Proto-Nasca 800 b.c.–a.d. 1

Initial b.c. 1800–800 b.c.

Archaic b.c. ?–1800 b.c.

 
Cycling of complex societies is a phenomenon found in most areas of the 

world. The rise, collapse, reorganization, and expansion of civilizations can be 
seen as a common process (e.g., Marcus 1998; Schwartz and Nichols 2006; Yof-
fee and Cowgill 1988). Collapse has often been thought of as the destruction of 
D�VRFLHW\��EXW�UHDOO\�LW�LV�PRUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�GLVVROXWLRQ�RI�WKH�SROLWLFDO�V\VWHP�
�<RͿHH�����������)ROORZLQJ�WKH�EUHDNGRZQ�RI�D�SROLWLFDO�V\VWHP��LW�LV�XQXVXDO�
for a society to completely disintegrate; instead, societies usually splinter and 
become organized on a less complex scale. The collapse of empires is particu-
larly complex as it involves an end to the political domination and integration of 
vast regions. In studying the collapse and regeneration of complex societies, it is 
important to identify the causes of collapse as well as the relationships between 
a particular region and the center of political power (Conlee 2006). Resilience 
theory, developed by ecologists (Holling and Gunderson 2002), is an approach 
that archaeologists have begun to use to help study the rise, fall, and regeneration 
of complex societies. This theory, similar in some aspects to previous ideas about 
cycling, proposes that stability and transformation are both norms and are part 
of a system’s adaptive cycle (Holling and Gunderson 2002). It was developed to 
understand the origin and role of change in systems and includes processes on 
GLͿHUHQW�WHPSRUDO�DQG�JHRJUDSKLF�VFDOHV��+ROOLQJ�HW�DO������D�����7KH�IUDPHZRUN�
IRU�WKLV�WKHRU\��WKH�SDQDUFK\��LV�VHHQ�DV�GLͿHUHQW�IURP�WUDGLWLRQDO�KLHUDUFK\�LQ�WKDW�
panarchy consists of a set of nested adaptive cycles that have potentially multiple 
connections (Holling et al. 2002b:74–75). In the adaptive cycle, change is episodic 
with slow periods that are punctuated by sudden changes and reorganization 
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(Holling and Gunderson 2002; Holling et al. 2002a; Redman 2005:72). Translated 
to human societies, some kinds of changes can be fast, such as political change, 
and others, such as kinship and belief systems, can be slow (McAnany and Yof-
fee 2010:10). The goal of resilience theory was to establish a theory that could 
encompass and be applied to economic, ecological, and institutional systems. 
As other scholars have noted (e.g. Nelson et al. 2006; Torvinen et al., chapter 11, 
current volume), there are many challenges in directly testing resilience theory 
with archaeological data, and a wholesale application of resilience theory to hu-
man societies may not be productive. However, certain ideas developed as part 
of the theory have the potential to aid in developing a deeper understanding of 
the dynamics of complex societies.

Certain aspects of resilience theory are considered in this analysis of ancient 
1DVFD�VRFLHW\��7KH�ÀUVW�FRQFHSW�LV�WKDW�RI�ULJLGLW\��,Q�ZKDW�+ROOLQJ�DQG�*XQGHUVRQ�
(2002:35) describe as the K-phase, prior to collapse, a system can be overconnected 
and increasingly rigid in its control. This may cause a “rigidity trap” that could 
lead to severe transformations, especially if triggered by some type of disturbance 
(Hegmon et al. 2008; Holling and Gunderson 2002; Holling et al. 2002a). A related 
FRQFHSW�LV�IUDPHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�UREXVWQHVV�YXOQHUDELOLW\�WUDGHRͿV��ZKLFK�UHIHU�WR�
situations when certain things (such as irrigation systems) may create robustness 
LQ�WHUPV�RI�VKRUW�WHUP�ÁXFWXDWLRQV�EXW�FDXVH�YXOQHUDELOLW\�LQ�ORQJ�WHUP�ÁXFWXD-
tions (Hegmon et al. 2008; Nelson et al. 2011). Lastly, there is an investigation into 
what type of resilient institutions, or “building blocks,” may have been used in the 
reestablishment of society after collapse and abandonment (Schwartz 2006). This 
chapter considers these various aspects of resilience theory in a heuristic manner 
to examine whether they are useful in interpreting the data collected from the 
region and/or in forming new hypothesis about cultural change.

The Nasca Culture and the Wari State

The Nasca drainage sits in a basin between the Andes Mountains and 
the Cordillera de la Costa, a small coastal range, and includes several river val-
OH\V�WKDW�GUDLQ�LQWR�WKH�3DFLÀF�2FHDQ��)LJXUH�������1DVFD�LV�SDUW�RI�WKH�K\SHUDULG�
northern Atacama Desert with a mean annual precipitation not exceeding 10 mm 
(Mächtle et al. 2009:39). Because there is negligible annual rainfall, people here 
were and still are dependent on rainfall in the highlands to bring water into the 
coastal river valleys. Seasonal changes in the availability of water are in part due 
to the shifts in the summer monsoon (Eitel and Mächtle 2009:20). These summer 
rains fall from November through May, when monsoonal thunderstorms in the 
Amazon region cross the Andes and travel into the upper catchments of the rivers 
WKDW�HYHQWXDOO\�ÁRZ�WKURXJK�1DVFD��$W�WKLV�WLPH�RI�\HDU��ZDWHU�LV�LQ�WKH�ULYHUV��EXW�
GXULQJ�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�\HDU��WKH�ÁRZ�LV�JUHDWO\�GHFUHDVHG�LQ�WKH�QRUWKHUQ�ULYHUV�RI�
the drainage, and in the south, it stops altogether. Besides the seasonal changes in 
ZDWHU�DYDLODELOLW\��ORQJHU�SHULRGV�RI�ÁXFWXDWLRQV�DOVR�OHDG�WR�VXVWDLQHG�SHULRGV�RI�
drought and times of increased humidity. Overall, this desert margin area is very 
sensitive to climatic changes and in particular to shifts in water availability (Eitel 
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and Mächtle 2009). Despite the challenges of this environment, complex societies 
developed and were maintained here for many years.

7KH�ÀUVW�ODUJH��UHJLRQDOO\�LQWHJUDWHG�FLYLOL]DWLRQ�EDVHG�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��NQRZQ�
as the Nasca Culture, arose around a.d. 1. Population was concentrated in the 
inland river valleys, where arable land and good access to water were located. 
The heartland was the Nasca drainage and the Ica Valley to the north, although 

Figure 9-1. Map of Nasca drainage, with sites discussed in the text.
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WKH�1DVFD�&XOWXUH·V�LQÁXHQFH��SDUWLFXODUO\�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�1DVFD�ÀQH�SRO\FKURPH�
pottery) was found farther to the north and south. Debate has continued about 
the type of sociopolitical organization of the Nasca Culture, particularly if it was 
a chiefdom or other type of middle-range society (Carmichael 1995; Schreiber and 
Lancho 2003; Silverman 1993; Vaughn 2009) or whether it was a more centralized 
VWDWH��%DFKLU�������,VOD�DQG�5HLQGHO�������2UHÀFL�������5HLQGHO��������5HJDUGOHVV�RI�
how the society is categorized, the Nasca Culture was a large, complex regional 
polity that spanned several river valleys. Cahuachi, an important center, has 
size estimates from 150 ha (Silverman 1993:57) to 24 km2��%DFKLU����������2UHÀFL�
2011:143) that contained about 40 pyramid mounds and associated plazas in its 
core area (Silverman 1993:87) (Figure 9-2). There is ample evidence that extensive 
public and ritual activities took place here, and it has been proposed that it was a 
pilgrimage center that drew people from all over the south coast of Peru (Silver-
man 1993). Leaders of the Nasca civilization lived at Cahuachi, and it is thought 
that much of their power was based on religion.

The soil of the Nasca river valleys is fertile, and the variety of crops in-
cluded corn (Zea mays), potato (Solanum sp.), beans (Phaseolus lunatus, Phaseolus 
vulgaris), peppers (Capsicum annuum), sweet potatoes (Ipomoea batatas), manioc 
(Manihot esculenta), squash (Curcurbita maxima, Curcurbita moshata), cotton (Gos-
sypium barbadense), and various fruits (e.g., lucuma, Lucuma bifrea, and guava, 
Psidium guajaba) (Conlee 2000; Silverman 1993; Valdez 1994). Irrigation was es-
sential, particularly in the south, where the rivers are dry half of the year. 
Fortunately, subterranean water is available year round, but it requires more 
HͿRUW�WR�REWDLQ��,Q�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKLV�VLWXDWLRQ��DQ�HODERUDWH�V\VWHP�RI�KRUL]RQ-
tal aqueducts called puquios�ZDV�FRQVWUXFWHG�WKDW�DOORZHG�SHRSOH�WR�HFLHQWO\�

Figure 9-2. Large regional and ceremonial center of Cahuachi.
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access the more constant underground water (Schreiber and Lancho 2003). The 
aqueducts consist of tunnels with open holes (ojos) that feed into pools (kochas) 
from which water is directed into irrigations canals. Many of these aqueducts 
are still in use today (Figure 9-3). Puquios construction and maintenance would 
have required substantial planning, labor, and management, and over time as 
the irrigation system grew, it is likely that certain groups or individuals were 
able to control the system. This was probably an important aspect in the growth 
of centralization and inequality in this period.

In the Andes, land and water rights were traditionally centered on kin-based 
social groups called ayllus (singular, ayllu). At their core, they have been described 
as a connection between people and the land that is maintained by collective 
labor on communal agricultural land and irrigation canals (Allen 1988:33). These 
groups also shared ceremonial obligations (Urton 1990:175) and were based on a 
common ancestor. Ayllus are often viewed as the basic political and productive 
unit in Andean society and are described as “enduring groups” (Spalding 1984:28). 
However, the concept of ayllu varied in place and time throughout the Andes 
(Allen 1988:102). Today, they are still important social groups in traditional com-
munities and are well documented in the colonial and Inca period. During Inca 
times, the concept of ayllu KDG�GLͿHUHQW�XVDJHV�EXW�DW�D�EDVLF�OHYHO�ZDV�DQ�DQFHVWRU�
IRFXVHG�GHVFHQW�JURXS�DQG�SUHVHQW�DW�PDQ\�GLͿHUHQW�VL]H�VFDOHV��5RVWZRURZVNL�

Figure 9-3. Ojo of the Orcona puquio�DQG�WKH������ÀHOG�FUHZ�QHDU�WKH� 
La Tiza site.
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and Morris 1999:780). The existence of ayllus in earlier periods is an issue of debate. 
Some suggest there is a great antiquity in ayllus going back to the Initial Period 
(1800–800 b.c.) (Moseley 2002); others advocate that ayllus developed along with 
mortuary monuments containing ancestor mummies in the highlands during the 
Early Intermediate period (ca. a.d. 1–650) (Isbell 1997). Archaeologists working 
on the Nasca Culture have proposed that ayllus existed during this time period 
(Carmichael 1995; Silverman 1993). Many scholars think that although we cannot 
assume the ayllus of the distant past were the same as those documented histori-
cally, they can be used as a model (Urton 1990:175).

7KH�1DVFD�&XOWXUH�KDG�KLJKO\�VNLOOHG�FUDIWVSHRSOH�ZKR�PDGH�ÀQH�SRO\-
chrome ceramics and textiles. The art contained complex imagery of natural 
DQG�VXSHUQDWXUDO�EHLQJV�DQG�UHÁHFWHG�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�LGHRORJ\��$Q�XQXVXDOO\�
KLJK�TXDQWLW\�RI�ÀQH�FHUDPLFV�ZDV�XVHG�DW�DOO�VLWHV��HYHQ�DW�VPDOO�YLOODJHV�RQ�
the periphery (Vaughn 2009). Evidence also suggests that the production of the 
ÀQH�SRO\FKURPH�SRWWHU\�ZDV�FHQWHUHG�DW�&DKXDFKL�DQG�XQGHU�FRQWURO�RI�WKH�
elite (Vaughn et al. 2006). During this period, hundreds of geoglyphs (ground 
drawings) known as the Nasca Lines were constructed that were also central to 
religious practices. These geoglyphs were open-air temples that were locations 
IRU�ULWXDOV�WKDW�OLNHO\�LQYROYHG�ZDONLQJ��GDQFLQJ��PXVLF��DQG�PDNLQJ�RͿHULQJV�
to the gods to bring water and fertility to the region (Aveni 1990; Lambers 2006, 
Reinhard 1988; Silverman 1993; Urton 1990). Another aspect of Nasca religion was 
trophy-head taking, a practice that involved decapitation and careful preparation 
of the head. Trophy heads have been found in a variety of contexts and much 
OLNH�WKH�JHRJO\SKV�ZHUH�SUREDEO\�SDUW�RI�ULWXDOV�LQYROYLQJ�KXPDQ�VDFULÀFH�DQG�
PDNLQJ�RͿHULQJV�WR�WKH�JRGV�IRU�DJULFXOWXUDO�IHUWLOLW\�DQG�WKH�FRQWLQXDWLRQ�RI�
society (e.g., Conlee 2007; Proulx 2001).

The site of La Tiza, located in the Nasca Valley where two river valleys 
come together, has occupation that dates from the time of the initial growth 
of Nasca civilization until the Inca conquest in a.d. 1476 and serves as focus 
of this investigation into the dynamics of society in the region (see Figure 9-1). 
The Nasca Culture occupation dates between a.d. 80 and a.d. 550 and covered 8 
ha including habitation and burial areas. Also here is a ceremonial area where 
at least one and possibly two decapitated individuals were buried and whose 
heads were likely taken and made into trophy heads (Conlee 2007). The com-
mon burial type of the time consisted of interring people alone in pits with at 
OHDVW�RQH�ZKROH�FHUDPLF�SRW��ZLWK�WKH�ERG\�SODFHG�LQ�D�VHDWHG��ÁH[HG�SRVLWLRQ�
(Carmichael 1995). This type of burial was found at La Tiza; elsewhere in the 
region, elites were buried alone in larger shaft tombs with multiple grave goods 
(Isla and Reindel 2006).

The Nasca Culture was impacted and transformed around a.d. 650 with the 
intrusion of the highland Wari state and the onset of more arid conditions. In the 
Andean region, this period is known as the Middle Horizon, a time of state expan-
sion with both the Wari from the central highlands and the Tiwanaku based farther 
south near Lake Titicaca spreading out of their heartlands. It has been proposed 
that this was the end of Nasca cultural identity (Silverman 2008:91). However, a 
true collapse did not occur at this time because there was not a breakdown in 
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WKH�SROLWLFDO�V\VWHP�OHDGLQJ�LW�WR�EHFRPH�OHVV�FRPSOH[��7DLQWHU�������<RͿHH��������
Instead, Nasca was incorporated into a larger state, and new types of alliances, 
entanglements, and resistances were created with important aspects of local soci-
ety remaining intact (Conlee and Schrieber 2006; Conlee 2010). I argue that at this 
time Nasca cultural identity was not lost but instead was integrated with the Wari 
state and altered in some aspects. A close relationship between the two regions 
went back to the period before Wari expansion when the prestate Huarpa people 
adopted much of the Nasca ceramic tradition (Cook 1984–1985; Knobloch 1976; 
Menzel 1964). The Wari imperial styles also incorporated aspects of the widespread 
and prestigious Nasca style and suggest the Wari adopted parts of the Nasca re-
ligious tradition as well (Conlee 2006; Menzel 1964). Religion is thought to have 
played an important role in Wari expansion, and there was likely a shared belief 
system with Nasca.

During the Middle Horizon, there was continuity in certain aspects of life, 
such as the ceramic art, where expressions of the Nasca Culture religious ideology 
were still found. In addition, trophy heads were still taken, and this practice was 
also common in the Wari heartland. Although the large pyramids and plazas of 
Cahuachi were no longer in use, small ritual areas were located at the site, and 
there was continued use of the place as a burial ground. There is some debate 
about the continued use of the geoglyphs during this period with some research-
ers documenting limited use (Clarkson 1990; Lambers 2006) and others none at 
all (Reindel 2009). Evidence suggests that agricultural and irrigation practices 
remained stable with the health and diet of people relatively steady between the 
Nasca Culture and Middle Horizon, although there is some evidence to suggest 
that the dietary breadth of the population increased (Buzon et al. 2012; Kellner and 
Schoeninger 2008). The puquios constructed during the Nasca Culture continued 
to be in use in the southern drainage.

In Nasca, as in other areas during the Middle Horizon, responses to and 
LQWHUDFWLRQV�ZLWK�WKH�:DUL�VWDWH�ZHUH�GLYHUVH��1RWDEOH�GLͿHUHQFHV�H[LVW�EHWZHHQ�
the northern and southern valleys in the number and type of settlements both 
in terms of local sites and intrusive Wari sites. In the Nasca Valley, in the south, 
there is evidence of a fairly direct relationship between Wari and local people. 
In the upper elevations, new Wari sites, such as Pataraya, were established that 
functioned as important outposts along a major road controlling trade between 
the highlands and the coast (Edwards 2010; Schreiber 2001). In the lower valley, 
not far from the Nasca Culture center of Cahuachi, the site of Pacheco was es-
tablished that was a ritual center but also likely an administrative site (Menzel 
1964; Schreiber 2001).

At La Tiza was a small Middle Horizon habitation area of 2.5 ha. New mortu-
ary practices were established here of family mausoleums that were plastered and 
SDLQWHG�����KDYH�EHHQ�LGHQWLÀHG�LQ�DQ�DUHD�RI�DW�OHDVW���KD��,Q�WKHVH�WRPEV��PXOWLSOH�
individuals were interred with elite grave goods including bronze and copper 
DUWLIDFWV��VKDZO�SLQV��RUQDPHQWV��DQG�ÀJXULQHV�WKDW�ZHUH�IRXQG�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�
in the region (Conlee 2010). Tombs with multiple internments, which became a 
common new burial type, are reported in other areas of Nasca (Carmichael 1995; 
Isla 2001). Elaborate tombs with multiple burials and evidence of reentry to inter 

Copyrighted Material - Uncorrected Page Proof



Reestablishment of Complex Societies  221

additional bodies and grave goods were also found in the Wari heartland associ-
ated with elites (Isbell 2001, 2004; Isbell and Cook 2002). These new practices are 
thought to be indicators of ancestor veneration or worship, which was focused 
on the deceased elites (Isbell and Cook 2002:287–288). An elite identity may have 
developed in the Middle Horizon that was shared across a vast area that included 
1DVFD�DQG�:DUL�DQG�ZDV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�WKH�QHZ�EXULDO�SUDFWLFHV��6WURQWLXP�DQG�R[\-
gen isotopic analyses indicate actual foreigners living at La Tiza were buried in 
the mausoleums (Buzon et al. 2012; Conlee et al. 2009). Two women in their early 
WZHQWLHV�ZHUH�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�QRQORFDO�DQG�RI�SRVVLEOH�KLJKODQG�RULJLQ��7KH\�PD\�
have married into the community as a way of establishing alliances between the 
highland Wari state and local elites. In addition to these new mortuary practices, 
there were still burials at La Tiza and elsewhere that were in the previous local 
style of single individuals buried in pits, usually accompanied by a single whole 
SRW��7KH�WZR�GLVWLQFW�PRUWXDU\�WUDGLWLRQV�UHÁHFW�WKH�VHJPHQWDWLRQ�RI�VRFLHW\�GXU-
ing this period with one group associated with elites and the Wari state and the 
other with nonelites and local tradition.

2WKHU�DUHDV�RI�1DVFD�KDG�GUDPDWLFDOO\�GLͿHUHQW�UHVSRQVHV�WR�:DUL��,Q�WKH�
north, there was a severe decrease in settlements and population with the ma-
MRULW\�RI�VLWHV�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�FHPHWHULHV�ZLWK�OLWWOH�HYLGHQFH�IRU�KDELWDWLRQ��%URZQH�
1992; Reindel 2009; Silverman 2002). Reindel (2009:457) proposes that the general 
absence of sites was the result of climate change and that the area was too arid 
after a.d. 600 for agriculture. In this area of the drainage, puquios were never 
constructed. Despite the low density of Middle Horizon settlements in the north, 
new mortuary practices similar to those documented at La Tiza consisted of large 
tombs with multiple burials (Isla 2001, 2009).

In the very far south, new settlements were established, indicating that a 
faction of the population moved away from Wari sites, perhaps resisted the state, 
and never came under direct control of the Wari (Conlee and Schreiber 2006; Sch-
reiber 2001). Similar strategies have been documented in other areas in response 
to intrusive groups. In the contact period in New Mexico, Wilcox (2010:136–137) 
found that Pueblo people, as well as neighboring groups, often abandoned settle-
ments in order to remove themselves from the coercion of the Spaniards. This is 
a similar dynamic to what may have been happening in far southern Nasca in 
response to the Wari incursion. The use of abandonment and resettlement that 
was employed in this period would also prove to be a strategy that was used to 
an even-greater degree when the Wari state collapsed.

Economic incentives probably played an important role in Wari’s interest in 
Nasca, where crops desired by the state, such as cotton, were grown and whose 
cultivation involved local people. Much of this agriculture is thought to have been 
locally managed since the highland state would have had little experience with 
coastal farming practices. Wari invested in some areas, in particular, the Nasca 
Valley of the southern drainage, and not in others. Here the state ruled through 
local elites, and it was during this period that new types of intermediate elites 
were established who obtained power through their association with the Wari 
VWDWH��7KH�SHRSOH�RI�1DVFD�EHFDPH�SDUW�RI�D�VWDWH�OHYHO�VRFLHW\�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�
and were exposed to power and political organization on a large scale.

Copyrighted Material - Uncorrected Page Proof



222  C. A. Conlee

Collapse and Abandonment

It was at the time of the disintegration of Wari around a.d. 900 that a 
true political collapse occurred in Nasca and resulted in the abandonment of the 
region. The reasons for the breakdown of the Wari state remain unclear although 
certainly it involved multiple factors since the empire encompassed such a broad 
area and incorporated various ethnic groups. One possible factor is that Wari in-
vested so heavily in maintaining control over people and land that eventually the 
HFRQRPLF�FRVWV�RI�H[SDQVLRQ�DQG�UXOH�RXWZHLJKHG�WKH�EHQHÀWV��7DLQWHU������������
There is evidence that climatic change, particularly drought, caused instabil-
ity (Thompson et al. 1985). The long-term disruption in water availability in the 
Wari heartland due to drought led to decreasing yields from the large systems 
of irrigation agriculture, which would have weakened the power of the rulers 
�0F(ZDQ��������,W�KDV�DOVR�EHHQ�SURSRVHG�WKDW�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�RWKHU�JURXSV��VXFK�
as the Chanka, in the heartland of the Wari was a factor and caused instability 
�5RVWZRURZVNL��������,I�:DUL�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�WUXH�HPSLUH�LQ�WKH�$QGHV��DV�PDQ\�
VFKRODUV�EHOLHYH��DQG�HQFRPSDVVHG�D�YDVW�DUHD�DQG�LQFRUSRUDWHG�SHRSOH�RI�GLͿHU-
ent cultural traditions and languages, the challenges of ruling and consolidating 
may have eventually been too great. When the Wari political system weakened, 
the state could no longer support administrative centers or economic activities 
in areas such as Nasca.

Locally, there is evidence for drought conditions in Nasca at the time of the 
Wari collapse. Geoarchaeological data from desert loess in Nasca indicate the 
desert margin had shifted east (limiting agricultural land) and that there was in-
FUHDVHG�DULGLÀFDWLRQ�EHJLQQLQJ�DURXQG�a.d. 600 that extended until the fourteenth 
century in some areas (Eitel et al. 2005). Lake cores from Laguna Pumacocha indi-
cate a period of “marked aridity” from a.d. 900 to 1100 (Bird et al. 2011:8587). This 
ZRXOG�KDYH�LPSDFWHG�WKH�1DVFD�UHJLRQ�VLQFH�LW�LV�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�UXQRͿ�IURP�WKH�
central highlands where the lake is located. All over Nasca, sites were abandoned. 
The last currently known date for the Middle Horizon in the northern drainage is 
a.d. 820 (Reindel and Wagner 2009:Figure 1.2), and in the southern drainage, it is 
around a.d. 900 (Conlee 2011; Edwards 2010). It is unknown how long the process 
RI�DEDQGRQPHQW�WRRN�SODFH��DQG�LW�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�YDULDEOH�LQ�GLͿHUHQW�DUHDV��$W�WKH�
Wari site of Pataraya, in the upper elevations of the Nasca Valley, the settlement 
was ceremonially closed in a single event around a.d. 922 in which corridors were 
VHDOHG��FHUDPLFV�ZHUH�SODFHG�LQ�FDFKHV��ÀUHV�ZHUH�OLW�LQ�WKH�FRUQHUV��DQG�D�ÀQH�
layer of sand was placed over the surface (Edwards 2010:445–446). This suggests 
a purposeful but quick abandonment. There is no evidence at local settlements, 
such as La Tiza, for this type of planned and ritual abandonment. At present, 
radiocarbon dates and ceramic styles are the best evidence that there was a fairly 
sudden event in which the majority of people left their settlements and did not 
return for approximately 200 years. It is unclear where people moved to at this time 
although it is suspected that many migrated to areas in the higher elevations or 
farther north up the coast where the rivers are larger and have more regular water.

Abandonment does not always mean a total disappearance of a people or 
the complete giving up of ownership, and it is often part of ongoing strategies 
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of shifting residence and migration (Nelson and Schacher 2002:169). Villages and 
towns were depopulated at this time in Nasca and no longer used as permanent 
settlements; however, there may have been continued short-term or sporadic use 
of various places that did not leave behind much of an archaeological signature. 
In most cases, there seems to be a combination of both push and pull factors that 
led to decisions to leave a region for somewhere else (Hegmon et al. 1998). There 
may have been some pull factors, such as attractive environmental conditions, 
better defensive locations, less social stress, or religious developments (Nelson 
and Schacher 2002:176) that encouraged people in Nasca to move into new areas. 
Options for moving and resettling will vary by community, household, and in-
dividual (Nelson 2000:59), and it was not necessarily a homogeneous process.

In exploring possible push factors, drought has often been used as an explana-
tion for change, especially in desert environments. However, Nasca people faced 
drought conditions many times throughout the long prehistory of the region, and 
it did not lead to the type of abandonment seen at this time. The puquio irrigation 
system in southern Nasca was a large investment that helped to stabilize water 
supply, and it would have taken more than just increased aridity for people to 
FRPSOHWHO\�DEDQGRQ�WKLV�V\VWHP��([DPLQLQJ�UREXVWQHVV�YXOQHUDELOLW\�WUDGHRͿV�
helps in understanding possible factors that led to the abandonment of the irriga-
tion system. Large-scale irrigation systems can contribute to resilience to envi-
ronmental variation, but they can also anchor people to locations and generate 
vulnerabilities (e.g., Hegmon et al. 2008; Nelson et al. 2010). The use of irrigation 
systems to reduce annual variability in water supply can create vulnerabilities to 
events and changes that occur over larger temporal and spatial scales (Nelson et 
DO�����������7KH�SXTXLRV�PD\�QRW�KDYH�EHHQ�HͿHFWLYH�GXULQJ�D�GURXJKW�WKDW�ODVWHG�
over many years that may have severely limited the subterranean water supply. 
7KHUH�LV�QRW�\HW�ÀQH�HQRXJK�HQYLURQPHQWDO�GDWD�WR�DVVHVV�WKLV�LGHD��EXW�LW�LV�FHU-
tainly something to consider in future research.

In the social domain, irrigation systems can create increased water availability 
or stability for one group or individual and create shortages or more variability 
for others (Nelson et al. 2010:4). It is possible that Wari fundamentally changed 
local communities’ control over irrigation and agricultural systems. It may be that 
the Wari-associated local elites had greater control over the puquios and that cre-
ated greater discrepancies in water supply and generated more social inequality. 
There is evidence that Wari impacted traditional kinship organization that had 
previously been the core of agricultural and water management. This is seen in 
WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�WKH�QHZ�PRUWXDU\�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�PDXVROHXPV�WKDW�UHÁHFWV�D�FKDQJH�
in elite kin groups with a focus on ancestor worship. In contrast, the continued 
practice of single burials in pits with minimal grave goods suggests that com-
moner kin groups stuck to traditional ways. Disparities among these groups may 
KDYH�OHG�WR�FRQÁLFW�DQG�YXOQHUDELOLWLHV�

The reasons for abandonment in Nasca were undoubtedly complex. The rela-
tively sudden and severe change that occurred as the result of a breakdown in 
the Wari political system was likely coupled with more-local issues, including 
LQFUHDVHG�DULGLW\�WKDW�DͿHFWHG�IDUPLQJ�DQG�LUULJDWLRQ��GLVSDULWLHV�LQ�DFFHVV�WR�
water, a rejection of the religious system that caused social instability, and distrust 
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of some local leaders (especially those more closely associated with Wari). This 
could have led to a situation where certain leaders and families lost power and 
prestige and led to fragmentation of the local political hierarchy, a process that 
has been noted in other areas after collapse (Faulseit 2012:421).

Resettlement and Revitalization in Postcollapse Nasca

After 200 years, the Nasca region was once again inhabited, and despite 
the severe disruption in occupation, there was a rapid growth of local society. 
This was the situation in many areas of the central Andes after the collapse of the 
Middle Horizon states when there was a reemergence of large regional groups in 
this period called the Late Intermediate period. Settlements were established by 
a.d. 1155 in northern Nasca (Reindel and Wagner 2009:Figure 1.2) and in the south 
between a.d. 1200 and 1300. The population was at its highest during this time 
with large agglutinated villages and towns containing several internal divisions 
dominating the settlement hierarchy with many of these ranging from 8 to 25 ha 
(Browne 1992; Conlee 2003; Reindel 2009; Schreiber and Lancho 2003). The site of 
La Tiza was at its largest in this period and was at least 15 ha. Settlements were 
more diverse in location and were built on hillsides, hilltops, and valley bottoms. 
Site type varied from large towns with several internal divisions to smaller, rela-
tively homogenous villages. The town of La Tiza had various sizes and layouts of 
KRXVHV�ZLWK�GLͿHUHQW�PDVRQU\�VW\OHV�DQG�PDQ\�W\SHV�RI�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�IHDWXUHV��
such as stairways, niches, and exterior and interior storage bins. In contrast, at 
the valley bottom village (3 ha) of Pajonal Alto, the layout was more uniform and 
consisted of agglutinated, rectangular compounds of adobe and cobbles. Overall, 
the size and location of sites, type of architectural layout, structure size, features, 
construction material, and construction quality varied greatly, more so than in 
previous times, highlighting the increased segmentation of society.

The increase in population around a.d. 1200 coincides with improved climatic 
FRQGLWLRQV��DQG�LW�LV�D�SHULRG�FODVVLÀHG�DV�VHPL�DULG�ZLWK�UHOLDEOH�UDLQIDOO�LQ�WKH�
highlands as the summer monsoonal rains increased (Eitel and Mächtle 2009; Eitel 
HW�DO������������2UWORͿ�DQG�.RODWD��������7KH�IDYRUDEOH�FOLPDWLF�FRQGLWLRQV�OHG�WR�
a narrowing of the desert, and this would have played a role in the repopulation 
of the region as agriculture became more viable. Fields and irrigation systems 
used previously were revived. There is some evidence that the number of puquios 
increased and reached their maximum number (Schreiber and Lancho 2003:150). 
Subsistence practices were similar to those during the Nasca Culture and the Wari 
SHULRG��EXW�WKHUH�DUH�LQGLFDWLRQV�RI�LQWHQVLÀFDWLRQ��$Q�LQFUHDVH�LQ�WKH�QXPEHU��
type, and size of storage areas at La Tiza indicates greater surplus was produced. 
The village of Pajonal Alto saw an increase in the consumption of domesticated 
FDPHOLGV��OODPDV�DQG�DOSDFDV��DQG�VKHOOÀVK��&RQOHH��������7KLV�VXJJHVWV�D�JUHDWHU�
focus on herding and an increase in trade with coastal populations, who by this 
time had established more-permanent settlements (Carmichael 1991).

The Late Intermediate period throughout the Andes has been described as 
D�SHULRG�RI�ERWK�LQWHQVLÀHG�ZDUIDUH�DQG�HFRQRPLF�LQWHUDFWLRQ�DQG�WUDGH��1LHOVHQ�
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(2005) argues that these are not exclusive and that intense interregional contact of-
WHQ�RFFXUV�GXULQJ�WLPHV�RI�ZDU��'XULQJ�SHULRGV�RI�FRQÁLFW��DOOLDQFHV�DUH�LPSRUWDQW��
and exchange and intermarriage often increase. Many sites during this period in 
Nasca are in defensive locations, and large walls and piles of sling stones (com-
monly used in warfare in the Andes) are found at many settlements. In the north, 
some sites were placed in areas away from water but in more-defensible positions 
�5HLQGHO��������,Q�WKH�VRXWK��/D�7L]D�KDV�D�ODUJH�ZDOO�WKDW�VHFWLRQV�RͿ�WKH�XSSHU�DUHD�
of the western sector (Figure 9-4), architecture spans the highest elevations, and 
piles of sling stones are associated with architecture of this period. This suggests 
DQ�LQFUHDVH�LQ�FRQÁLFW�RU�WKUHDW�RI�FRQÁLFW�LQ�FRPSDULVRQ�ZLWK�HDUOLHU�SHULRGV�

New economic activities and relationships developed during this period. 
There was a focus on the production of utilitarian goods, such as plainware pot-
tery, cotton yarn, and plain textiles. This contrasts with earlier periods when a 
IRFXV�ZDV�RQ�ÀQH�SRWWHU\�DQG�WH[WLOHV��(YLGHQFH�VKRZV�WKDW�PDQ\�GLͿHUHQW�FRP-
munities produced goods and exchanged them more frequently than in previous 
times. Elites appear to have been involved in the production of utilitarian items, 
including large plainware pots possibly used in feasting (Conlee 2003). There was 
OHVV�VHOI�VXFLHQF\�DPRQJ�FRPPXQLWLHV�DQG�KRXVHKROGV�DQG�PRUH�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�
trade. Chemical compositional studies (instrumental neutron activation analysis 
[INAA]) of pottery indicate more clay sources were being used than previously, 
and more communities were producing pottery (Vaughn et al. 2006). No sherds 
DW�/D�7L]D�ZHUH�LGHQWLÀHG�IURP�WKH�PLFD�WHPSHUHG�FOD\�JURXS�WKDW�ZDV�XVHG�H[-
clusively in the Middle Horizon, signifying a change in production and disuse of 

Figure 9-4. Large wall in the western section at the La Tiza site.
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that resource. There was a return to the clay source represented by Group 1 that 
predominated during the Nasca Culture. In addition to an increase in regional 
trade, there is also evidence for long-distance exchange in terms of such items as 
obsidian and Spondylus shell. These goods were probably obtained through dif-
ferent means than previously with less-centralized control.

Many of the religious practices associated with the Nasca Culture and the 
Middle Horizon Wari culture were absent. These include the multiple colors and 
elaborate iconography (including depiction of supernatural beings) on pottery and 
textiles. In the Late Intermediate, art is simple, nonrepresentational, and geometric, 
and a three-color scheme of black, white, and red predominates. There is little 
evidence that the practice of trophy-head taking continued into this period. In 
terms of the geoglyphs, there is more Late Intermediate pottery associated with 
them than during the Middle Horizon (Lambers 2006). However, buildings were 
constructed on top of geoglyphs in some places, indicating they were no longer 
important. Many documented long paths are across the plateaus, where large 
concentrations of geoglyphs are located that are associated with an abundance of 
Late Intermediate pottery (Lambers 2006:83). In general, the greater populations 
living and traveling through this area probably contributed to the greater quanti-
ties of ceramics from this period. Much of this religious system centered on the 
geoglyphs was abandoned, or at least the expression of it was changed enough 
that people no longer participated in rituals in the same manner.

No large ceremonial centers with monumental architecture existed in this 
period. Instead, small ritual areas were located at many sites. Ritual activities at La 
7L]D�ZHUH�FRQÀQHG�WR�VPDOO�ULGJH�DQG�KLOOWRS�VWUXFWXUHV�WKDW�RYHUORRN�WKH�YDOOH\�
and the sacred white-sand mountain Cerro Blanco (Figure 9-5). These structures 
KDG�D�YDULHW\�RI�IHDWXUHV��LQFOXGLQJ�ÀUHER[HV�DQG�ODUJH�JULQGLQJ�VWRQHV��6RPH�
open ridgetop areas had an abundance of broken decorated ceramics, especially 
of bowls and jars, which may suggest that the drinking of chicha, maize beer, was 
central to the ceremonies. At Pajonal Alto are a small mound and plaza where 
community-based ritual and social activities took place. Rituals were no longer 
conducted on a regional scale and instead were community or family based. 
Pan Andean religious ideas were maintained and included mountain and water 
ZRUVKLS��DQLPDO�DQG�SODQW�VDFULÀFHV�RU�RͿHULQJV��DQG�WKH�XVH�RI�FKLFKD��Spondylus 
shell, and panpipes in rituals. These are all types of rituals that were practiced in 
earlier times probably in domestic and community contexts and not necessarily 
controlled by elites or practiced on a large scale at ceremonial centers. These are 
also ritual practices that continue into modern times. Burial practices returned to 
WKH�ORFDO�VW\OH�RI�ÁH[HG�LQGLYLGXDOV�EXULHG�LQ�SLWV�ZLWK�PLQLPDO�JUDYH�JRRGV�WKDW�
was used by the Nasca Culture and by certain people in the Middle Horizon. The 
multiple burials and mausoleums associated with Wari were no longer a part of 
the mortuary tradition.

In this period religious resources were no longer the primary means to build 
power as they were during the Nasca Culture, possibly because such resources 
were seen as unstable and too intertwined with the breakdown of the Wari po-
litical system. It is likely that the syncretism between Wari and Nasca resulted in 
a severe disruption to the Nasca ideological system when Wari collapsed. This 
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situation may have led future populations to restructure the relationship between 
UHOLJLRXV�EHOLHIV�DQG�WKH�SROLWLFDO�V\VWHP��&RQOHH��������6SHFLÀFDOO\��WKHUH�PD\�KDYH�
EHHQ�D�FRQFHUWHG�HͿRUW�WR�GLVHQWDQJOH�UHOLJLRXV�SRZHU�IURP�SROLWLFDO�SRZHU��7KH�
fall of the Wari Empire would have weakened the powerful religious system that 
had coalesced around the state and the prestigious, older religious tradition of the 
Nasca Culture. This religion is known to have expanded over much of the central 
Andes during the Middle Horizon. With the breakdown of the Wari political and 
HFRQRPLF�VWUXFWXUHV��WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI�WKH�UHOLJLRQ�ZRXOG�KDYH�ZDQHG�DV�ZHOO�

7KH�SROLWLFDO�DQG�VRFLDO�KLHUDUFKLHV�ZHUH�DOVR�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�GLͿHUHQW�WKDQ�LQ�
SUHYLRXV�SHULRGV��7KH�QDWXUH�RI�YLOODJHV�FKDQJHG�ZLWK�OHVV�VHOI�VXFLHQF\��DQG�
WKHUH�LV�HYLGHQFH�IRU�D�ODUJHU�GHJUHH�RI�VRFLDO�GLͿHUHQWLDWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�VLWHV�WKDQ�SUHYL-
ously (Conlee 2003). On a regional level, there were major centers and secondary 
centers in both the northern and the southern drainage and two levels of hierarchy 
above the village level (Conlee 2006). Urton (1990:195–196) has documented that 
people living in the Nasca region at the time of Spanish Contact were grouped into 
ayllus, parcialidades (subgroups), and moieties. He suggests that in late Prehispanic 
and early colonial times, there were at least four parcialidades that consisted of 
many ayllus. The parcialidades were then grouped into two moieties, one in the 
north and one in the south, each with a cacique principal (hereditary leader). Ur-
ton also proposes that two additional moieties existed that divided upriver and 

Figure 9-5. Small, ridgetop ritual area at La Tiza, with large grinding stone 
in the center.
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downriver ayllus and crosscut the north-south moieties. The implications for 
Prehispanic sociopolitical organization are that there were at least three levels 
of integrated organization during the late Prehispanic and early colonial period 
(Urton 1990:196).

Given the complexity of regional settlement patterns and greater levels of 
VRFLDO�GLͿHUHQWLDWLRQ�DW�DOO�VLWHV��LW�DSSHDUV�DV�LI�WKH�QXPEHU�DQG�NLQGV�RI�VWDWXVHV�
LQFUHDVH�GXULQJ�WKLV�SHULRG��$Q�H[SDQGHG�DQG�GLͿXVHG�SROLWLFDO�KLHUDUFK\�DQG�
HOLWHV�RI�GLͿHUHQW�W\SHV�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�D�EURDG�UDQJH�RI�DFWLYLWLHV��VXFK�DV�WKH�
production of utilitarian items, exchange, feasting, community or exclusive ritual, 
and probably warfare and defense (Conlee 2003). During this period, the resources 
of power were more variable, resulting in a more segmented and heterarchical 
society with diverse ways of ranking and classifying people (Conlee 2005). In 
the absence of religion playing such an important centralizing role, expanded 
economic relationships and regional trade, along with new political structures, 
worked to integrate the region. Generally, the political structure was fundamen-
WDOO\�GLͿHUHQW�WKDQ�LW�ZDV�GXULQJ�WKH�1DVFD�&XOWXUH�DQG�WKH�0LGGOH�+RUL]RQ�

One of the key questions in the resettlement of Nasca in the Late Intermedi-
ate period is, were these people related to the people that lived here before? Re-
cent mitochondrial and Y-chromosomal DNA research from the region suggests 
that some major changes occurred early in the Late Intermediate period. Genetic 
distinction between coast and highland populations was very marked during 
WKH�SUHYLRXV�1DVFD�&XOWXUH�DQG�0LGGOH�+RUL]RQ��DQG�WKHUH�ZHUH�QR�VLJQLÀFDQW�
genetic changes between these two periods as measured by coastal populations 
in the northern Nasca drainage (Fehren-Schmitz et al. 2010, 2011). Comparisons 
of Middle Horizon and Late Intermediate period highland populations (in ar-
eas adjacent to the northern Nasca drainage) to modern Peruvian populations 
show low genetic distances, and there is no distinction between modern Peruvian 
coastal and highland populations, which suggests there was some population 
process that led to the homogenization of the region starting in the Late Interme-
diate period (Fehren-Schmitz et al. 2011:279). No coastal populations of the Late 
Intermediate period have yet been analyzed for comparison, so it is unknown 
how these populations compare to the adjacent highland areas and what these 
homogenization processes were. The genetic evidence does suggest change in the 
1DVFD�FRDVWDO�SRSXODWLRQ�GXULQJ�WKLV�SHULRG��DQG�JLYHQ�WKH�RYHUDOO�GLͿHUHQFHV�LQ�
society documented archaeologically during the Late Intermediate period, it is 
proposed that the people who resettled may not have been direct descendants of 
the previous occupants. Or if they were, that society had fundamentally changed 
in the intervening 200 years and led to new types of sociopolitical organization.

Discussion and Conclusions

Returning to the question of whether aspects of resilience theory can 
be useful in helping to better understand collapse, abandonment, and the reestab-
lishment of society in Nasca, the answer would be “yes.” In terms of investigating 
the factors that may have led to destabilization in Nasca when Wari collapsed, the 
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concepts of overconnectedness and the rigidity trap have some utility. Resilience 
WKHRU\�SURSRVHV�WKDW�RYHUFRQQHFWHGQHVV�DPRQJ�GLͿHUHQW�VFDOHV�RI�D�V\VWHP�FDQ�
cause increased rigidity and lead to collapse in response to disturbances, such as 
drought (Holling and Gunderson 2002:35). Connectedness can also be described 
as integration in which various aspects of society are interdependent (Hegmon 
et al. 2008:318). In addition to integration, hierarchy (the degree to which some 
people have more power than others) and conformity (lack of diversity) are also 
parameters that may contribute to rigidity (Hegmon et al. 2008:319). There is evi-
dence that integration between Nasca and Wari society was high in some aspects 
and that there was a new and more intensive hierarchy, both of which may have 
led to rigidity and contributed to collapse and abandonment. Local religion had 
been co-opted by Wari and incorporated into the state religion; large-scale state 
politics had changed local Nasca political organization, including kinship rela-
tionships; and larger-scale economic structures had impacted smaller-scale local 
production and trade, as well as possibly the agricultural regime. In this case, in 
resilience terminology, the smaller and faster adaptive cycles that are associated 
with quickly evolving political institutions that occurred with the intrusion of the 
Wari state impacted the larger adaptive cycles associated with slowly evolving 
social institutions, such as kin groups. These are ideas that can be tested further 
as more information is gathered on the period of collapse and abandonment.

7KH�FRQFHSW�RI�UREXVWQHVV�YXOQHUDELOLW\�WUDGHRͿV�LV�D�UHODWHG�IDFWRU�WKDW�FDQ�EH�
considered particularly in regards to the irrigation system. The puquios had been 
established by the Nasca Culture in response to short-term (annual) variations in 
water availability because they were created to access year-round subterranean 
water during the dry season when surface water was not available. They were 
QRW�FRQVWUXFWHG�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�ORQJ�WHUP�ÁXFWXDWLRQV�RU�GURXJKW�SHULRGV�WKDW�PD\�
have lasted over a century. If the Wari-associated local elites had control over the 
puquios, at least in the Nasca Valley near La Tiza, this may have created greater 
disparities in the water supply that increased as conditions became drier and the 
VXEWHUUDQHDQ�ZDWHU�OHVV�UHOLDEOH��7KLV�FRXOG�KDYH�OHG�WR�JUHDWHU�FRQÁLFW�DQG�WR�
vulnerabilities in the agricultural regime. The puquios were also not constructed 
to deal with broader regional water issues. Puquios were never constructed in 
northern Nasca because this area did not have the dramatic annual change in sur-
face water that the rivers had in the south. A period of prolonged drought would 
KDYH�DͿHFWHG�VXUIDFH�ZDWHU�LQ�WKH�QRUWK�DQG�FUHDWHG�LQVWDELOLW\�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�DV�
people moved out of this area. Social relationships would have been impacted 
by these movements with regional trade relationships and alliances disrupted.

In terms of examining how the region was resettled after collapse, ideas gen-
erated from resilience theory can also help to better understand the dynamics of 
the period. Resettlement would have depended on established organizations and 
institutions of the immigrating population. In the Andes, ayllus were resilient, 
local, small-scale social institutions that could be used as building blocks in the 
creation of a new society. Regardless if the people who resettled this region were 
direct descendants of those who left 200 years previously, family and community 
organization would have been essential to establishing new settlements and rein-
YLJRUDWLQJ�WKH�LUULJDWLRQ�DQG�ÀHOG�V\VWHPV��$\OOX�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�LV�WKRXJKW�WR�KDYH�
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been well established by this period and part of both coastal and highland societies. 
Ayllus were both social and political units, which likely made them more resilient 
than institutions that were purely political (Faulseit, chapter 1, this volume). This 
is not to say that ayllus were unchanging institutions. Evidence suggests that at 
least those associated with elite families may have changed during the Middle 
Horizon to more of ancestor-focused descent group, such as those documented in 
later Inca times. Increased distinctions between ayllus were likely in the period of 
resettlement that led to the greater segmentation of society in this period.

Irrigation and agricultural regimes played an important role in the organi-
zation of social and economic relationships and in the creation of hierarchy dur-
ing the Nasca Culture and Middle Horizon, and this would have been the case 
during the Late Intermediate period as well. These would have been based on 
the puquios and on the same crops that had been successful farmed previously. 
The irrigation system was central in reestablishing successful agricultural yields 
and in the growth of population. A type of ayllu-based community organization 
and leadership that built and maintained them previously was likely in place, 
although the overarching power structure had changed. The irrigation system 
was at the heart of what made subsistence feasible in this at-times-extreme arid 
environment and provided a foundation for complex societies to persist in the 
area. This is similar to patterns seen in other desert-based societies, such as the 
Hohokam (Redman et al. 2009).

Evidence of pan-Andean domestic- and community-based ritual activity 
among the people who resettled Nasca shows the resilience of these activities 
DQG�EHOLHIV��:KDW�DUH�QR�ORQJHU�LQ�HYLGHQFH�DUH�WKH�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�EHOLHIV�VSHFLÀ-
cally associated with the Nasca and Wari religions. There may be parallels with 
other areas where transformations in religion have occurred after collapse and 
abandonment. For example, in early Postclassic Oaxaca when political fragmen-
tation occurred, the temple-palace complexes were abandoned, but one of the 
social institutions that remained intact was family-based ritual behavior that was 
resilient and had weak integration (Faulseit 2012). Wilcox (2010) proposes that in 
the American Southwest, after the breakdown of the Chaco system, there was no 
longer ritual centralization but instead a switch to secrecy and compartmentaliza-
tion of ritual knowledge. The people who resettled Nasca at this time, much like 
the Pueblo people, may have seen a weakness and danger in the centralization 
of religious ritual and power. And similar to the Oaxaca people, family-based 
religious practices were resilient and became a focus of ceremonial life in the 
postcollapse period.

2YHU�WKH�ORQJ�KLVWRU\�LQ�1DVFD��SHRSOH�ZRXOG�KDYH�XVHG�GLͿHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�
ÁH[LEOH�DQG�RSSRUWXQH�PHDQV�LQ�WKH�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�FLYLOL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKH�
desert (the Nasca Culture) and then through the variable relationships and strate-
gies they employed with the intrusive Wari state. The collapse of Wari and aban-
donment of the Nasca region were two of the more dramatic periods in Nasca’s 
development. Following 200 years of abandonment, the region was resettled, a 
new growth phase occurred, and revitalization was possible through resilient 
LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�WKH�ÁH[LEOH�DQG�RSSRUWXQLVWLF�DSSURDFKHV�WKDW�ZHUH�RQFH�DJDLQ�
used to establish civilization in the desert.
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