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Figure 10a-d: Architectural support trenches identified in excavations of Unit 3 (10a), 4 (10b), 5 (10c), and 6 (10d) at Tarapaca Viejo.
a-d: Trincheras o zanjas arquitectonicas de apoyo identificadas en excavacion de Unidades 3 (10a), 4 (10b), 5 (10c) y 6 (10d)

en Tarapacd Viejo.

dated to the Late Intermediate period, evidencing their
later date (Zori 2011). Artifacts found in the fill of
the trenches in Units 3, 4, 5, and 6 date exclusively
to the Late Intermediate period and Late Horizon;
Colonial period ceramics and other materials were
absent from these trenches, again supporting a Late
Horizon date for their construction and, by exten-
sion, the walls. The lowest or foundation courses
of the walls in Units 3, 5, and 6 were comprised of
larger boulders, and the upper courses of the walls
were constructed of medium-sized stones selected
and subsequently positioned to present flat exterior
faces (Figure 10).

While local builders likely provided the labor,
the close adherence to Inka construction methods
observed at other sites throughout northern Chile
suggests the integral participation of imperial rep-
resentatives in the late prehistoric reconstruction of
Tarapaca Viejo. Ethnohistoric sources document that
the empire brought specialists into conquered com-
munities to ensure that buildings were constructed
according to Inka design. According to Cieza de
Ledn (1959 [1553], Ch. 19), “[t]he buildings at
Tomebamba were erected by artisans who came
from Cuzco and taught the others their craft”. On the
north coast of Peru, the empire left representatives
to ensure that local populations reproduced imperial
architectural forms: “[s]killed Indians remained with
them to train them in what the Inca wanted them
to know” (Cieza de Ledn 1959 [1553], Ch. 113).

Alan Kolata (2013:144-5) has recently argued that
Inka reliance on tribute in the form of labor service,
rather than in commodities, had a profoundly trans-
formative effect on subject populations. While the
obligation to labor on the behalf or at the command
of an imperial representative can also be seen as an
externalized expression of political, economic, and
social subordination, Kolata suggests that repeated

collaboration in acts of labor service may “trans-
form the consciousness of subject populations so
that they perceive tributary obligations as a natural,
constitutive element of their social relations with
elites, both local and foreign” (Kolata 2013:145). The
allocation of local labor and imperial supervision to
the reconstruction of Tarapaca Viejo thus represents
more than the alteration of the architectural spaces in
which people lived and interacted, but also a step in
the transformation of the historical consciousness of
the Tarapaca Viejo community as they became more
deeply enmeshed in the relationships constituting
them as subjects in the Inka empire.

Architectural Practices of the Colonial Period

Tarapacd Viejo’s transition from an Inka ad-
ministrative center to a colonial town under Spanish
rule entailed both changes and continuities in its
architecture and layout. Modifications in roofing and
wall construction techniques would have altered the
appearances of the buildings at the site. Although the
layout of the blocks and streets remained outwardly
the same, the internal subdivision of compounds
in the eastern half of the site attests to changes in
the structure and function, and by extension, the
organization of family life and domestic and craft
production tasks. Nonetheless, the continued use
of building techniques from earlier periods, such
as architectural support trenches, testifies to the
on-going presence of local peoples at Tarapaca
Viejo and their role in re-making the site under a
new imperial power.

Post supports and roofing techniques

During the Colonial period, the roofs of structures
at Tarapacd Viejo were supported by large posts.
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This is indicated by the identification of two post
holes, found in center of the rooms where Unit 6
and Unit 7 were located, respectively. The post
holes are approximately 11 cm in diameter and
surrounded by a circular area of compacted mud
and gravel that served to anchor the post. Both are
securely associated with floors dating to the Colonial
period, in turn associated with walls that display
characteristics typical of the Colonial period (see
below). The beams themselves have been removed,
probably when the site was abandoned (P. Nifiez
1984:60).

Given the locations of the post holes, at the
centers of the respective rooms where they were
uncovered, it is likely that the beams supported
roofs. The absence of post holes and roof support
beams in the prehispanic contexts does not mean
that the earlier structures were not roofed, only that
the roofs did not require support posts. This would
have been the case if they consisted of light mats
laid flat across the tops of the walls, as is observed
in some structures in the Tarapaca Valley today, or
if the walls supported the beams of a pitched roof,
as found at the site of Inkaguano. In fact, there is a
long-standing tradition of the use of posts in prehis-
toric sites in the Tarapaca Valley, such as Caserones
(see e.g. True 1980), although this practice does not
appear in the pre-Colonial deposits at Tarapaca Viejo.
Instead, the utilization of posts at Tarapaca Viejo
is securely related to changes in roofing practices
associated with the Colonial occupation at this site.

Figure 11. Colonial period architectural support trench from Unit 8.
Trinchera o zanja arquitectonica de apoyo del periodo Colonial
en Unidad 8.

Insight into Colonial roofing techniques comes
from Unit 8 (Figure 2), where cane and other botan-
ical material was found lashed to longer branches
using vegetable fiber rope. This piece of roofing
had been plastered on the exterior with compact,
grayish clay. Similar roof construction has been
observed at other Colonial structures in the valley.
The roofs of these Colonial structures also differ
from the prehistoric roofing proposed for Tarapaca
Viejo in their form: they are pitched roofs that angle
upwards to meet in the middle. Such a configuration
would have required the support beams indicated
by the post holes left behind. This novel style of
roofing would have created new internal spaces
within the rooms of Tarapaca Viejo, while at the
same time altering the outward appearance of the
structures to conform more closely to European
aesthetic norms (e.g. Jamieson 2000).

Architectural support trenches and changes in
wall construction

The use of architectural support trenches during
the Colonial period at Tarapaca Viejo attests to the
persistence of prehispanic building techniques among
the local laborers likely responsible for construction
there. Even the use of trenches, however, did not
remain unchanged, and other technical aspects of
Inka style wall construction were abandoned by
the site’s inhabitants.

Given the level of seismic activity in northern
Chile, it is not surprising that builders at Tarapaca
Viejo continued to use architectural support trenches
in Colonial period constructions. As exemplified in
Unit 8, however, the architectural support trenches
of the historic period were less regular in shape
and much wider, reaching almost a meter in width
(Figure 11). By contrast, the architectural support
trenches dating to the Inka period are of a consis-
tent width and rarely extend more than 10-20 cm
outside the foundation stones (Figure 10). The
presence of iron nails and other hardware, glass,
paper, and glazed ceramics in the support trench in
Unit 8 clearly dates its construction to the Colonial
period (Zori 2011).

Although of similar dimensions as walls revealed
in Units 3 and 5, the Colonial-era wall in Unit 8
differs from earlier constructions at the site on two
additional counts. First, the foundation stones are no
larger than those of the upper courses (Figure 11).
Second, the stones of the wall are not set flush
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against each other to create a flat internal surface,
but instead protrude past the mortar uniting them.
Other Colonial walls at the site display a high ratio
of mortar to stone and rested on a layer of fill rather
than a trench excavated into the sterile hillside. These
features distinguish the Colonial period walls from
those built under Inka supervision.

Overall, historical era walls are less uniform
and standardized in their construction than those
of the preceding period. This likely resulted from
the absence of an overarching authority managing
Colonial period construction at the site. Instead,
wall construction during this time was undertaken
by individuals drawing on a range of construction
traditions-some local, some reflective of retained
Inka influence, and others European.

Changes in site layout during the Colonial
Period

Although the perimeter walls of the compounds
at Tarapaca Viejo were left more or less unchanged,
the compounds in the eastern portion of the site
were internally subdivided during the Colonial
period (Figure 2), relying on a very different logic
underlying the organization of space. In contrast with
the western compounds lined with small domestic
structures opening onto common internal spaces
used for craft production and other activities, the
rooms in the eastern compounds of the site open
onto each other and finally out to the street, with
no clear shared public spaces.

This is typical of the organization of domestic
space imposed under Colonial rule, in which the
individual family houses constituting the city blocks
were required to open onto the street. As discussed by
Tom Cummins, this was part of an explicit Spanish
policy designed to “inhibit sexual relations between
close relatives that hitherto had been facilitated by
the contiguous and connecting spaces of the [Inka]
cancha... The single and public entrance of the new
colonial house could be policed by public vigilance
in order to create Spanish norms of the family and
to instill ‘decency’” (Cummins 2002:217). Albeit
still residing within the confines of the earlier
prehispanic compounds, inhabitants of the eastern
blocks no longer shared a common space in which
to engage in craft production or daily household
activities. Focus was instead directed outward, onto
the streets, where behavior of the residents could
be observed and evaluated for its adherence to new

social norms. These changes suggest a significant
departure from how domestic life and production
activities were structured during the Inka period,
as local people adjusted to the new realities of the
Colonial period.

Why the architecture of the eastern blocks of
Tarapaca Viejo experienced a greater degree of
modification is somewhat unclear. Evidence sug-
gests that some architectural changes did occur in
the western blocks-for instance, both examples of
post holes/supports indicative of Colonial period
roofing were found in the western blocks. One
possibility is that the occupation of this portion of
the site was less intensive, a suggestion supported
by the relative scarcity of historic ceramics and
artifacts. Nonetheless, a small quantity of faunal
and botanical remains recovered in the western
portion of the site, including bones from domes-
ticated animals such as cattle (Bos taurus; Unit
3 and Unit 4) and sheep (Ovis sp.; Unit 4) and a
handful of wheat grains (Unit 3), suggest that the
western blocks remained in use by people adopting
some parts of the Spanish cultural package while
eschewing the remodeling of domestic layouts and
the accompanying alterations to social interactions
between residents.

Discussion and Conclusions

Architecturally, three distinct styles of con-
struction at Tarapaca Viejo bear witness to the
succession of cultural influences in the Tarapaca
Valley through the late prehispanic period and
into the historical era (Table 4). During the Late
Intermediate period, investment in the construction
of massive walls and prepared mud floors testifies
to Tarapaca Viejo’s role as a political and economic
center, and is further manifest in the profusion of
trade goods and ceramic styles found there. Trade
connections maintained by the inhabitants of Tarapaca
Viejo and the regional influence generated by these
relationships may have influenced Inka selection
of the site as the principle node of administration
for the valley and surrounding region.

The formalization of the Inka road system in
northern Chile perpetuated Tarapaca Viejo’s pre-
eminent status and connected it to other imperial
nodes, such as Saguara, Hacienda Camarones, and
Inkaguano, in every direction. As with other mid- to
upper valleys in northern Chile, the Inka established
an administrative presence at a pre-existing site with
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an important Late Intermediate period occupation.
Tarapacd Viejo’s relatively large population, as well
as the presence of well-connected local leaders to
liaise with imperial administrators, would have played
a critical role in the imperial political economy in
the region. Most likely carried out by Tarapaca
elites recruited by the Inka, administrative activities
on behalf of the empire focused on managing the
labor needed for the extraction of silver-bearing ores
from the Huantajaya mines; overseeing the skilled
metallurgists at Tarapaca Viejo as they extracted and
refined the silver; furnishing food, fuel, cloth, and
other resources needed to support the individuals
engaged in the metal production sequence; and the
collection of the purified silver (Zori and Tropper
2010, 2013). Despite the fact that Tarapaca Viejo
has no obvious Inka storage structures, as were
observed at Zapahuira and Inkaguano, it is none-
theless probable that commensal hospitality and the
provisioning of food and alcohol were a vital part
of the Inka strategy for managing relations with
the site residents.

Efforts on the part of the empire to secure the
willing participation and cooperation of Tarapaca
Viejo’s inhabitants may also account for the unusual
architectural layout of the site, which fuses elements
of local Tarapaca Valley sites —such as rectilinear
architecture, well-defined avenues of circulation,
and absence of a plaza— with the irregular orthog-
onal layout of imperial Inka centers and the RPC
compounds of the south central Andes (Hyslop
1990). Like the majority of the mid-valley and
highland sites in northern Chile dating to the Late
Horizon, one of the most conspicuous symbols of
Inka power in the provinces —the ushnu— was absent
at Tarapaca Viejo, supporting the assertion that im-
perial representatives were not interested in making
overt statements about political domination (see also
Mackey 2010:243-244). Construction methods used
in remodeling the site, however, closely mirror those
of other Inka sites in northern Chile, most notably
in the use of double-wall-and-fill construction with
mud mortar, architectural support trenches, founda-
tion stones that are significantly larger than those
of the upper courses, and the careful selection and
positioning of building stones to present flat faces.
Despite concessions in the layout, the adherence
to imperial-style construction methods across the
entirety of the site indicates a high degree of par-
ticipation and oversight by Inka representatives in
the reconstruction of Tarapacd Viejo. Particularly

if cast within the idiom of reciprocity and indebt-
edness typical of the Inka, and the Andes more
generally, collaboration in the reconstruction of
Tarapacd Viejo in the new Inka style would have
been an important step towards drawing local
people into cycles of obligatory interactions with
imperial representatives and towards redefining the
site residents as participating members of the Inka
political collective.

European influence led to additional changes in
physical organization and construction techniques
in some sectors of the site. While subterranean
architectural support trenches continued to provide
structural stability, changes in roofing techniques
and the increased ratio of mortar to building stones
would have altered the outward appearances of
Colonial period buildings. Comparatively, historical
era walls are less uniform and standardized than
those of the late prehispanic period, suggesting that
internal divisions of the compounds were the result
of individual builders rather than constructions at
the behest of an overarching authority managing
construction. These internal divisions furthermore
testify to changes in the spatial organization of
domestic and productive spaces that resulted from
the imposition of European social and religious
norms. In particular, changes in access and circula-
tion patterns resulting from these internal divisions
would have reduced the use of shared internal spaces
within the compounds and created a degree of spatial
division between residents, with Tarapaca Viejo
households carrying out daily food preparation and
the small-scale production of crafts on an individual
basis. This speaks to a fundamental difference in
the interests and strategies of Inka versus Colonial
powers. Whether secular or religious, Colonial leaders
relied much less on reciprocity, accommodation, and
integrative community-level interactions than had
their Inka predecessors. Nonetheless, the continuity
of prehistoric building practices into the Colonial
period suggests that changes to the site layout were
the product of native or mestizo residents in the pro-
cess of assimilating and reproducing aspects of the
European cultural package at Tarapaca Viejo. The
architectural changes that accompanied the Colonial
period can therefore not be seen as the result of a
top-down phenomenon of European imposition.

Tarapacd Viejo was abandoned in ca. 1,717,
possibly as a result of an epidemic (P. Nifiez 1984),
and the settlement was moved across the river to
its present location. The standing walls of the site,



Architecture and empire at late prehispanic Tarapacd Viejo, northern Chile 231

however, remain a testament to the Inka and Spanish
imperial strategies in northern Chile, as well as the
local population and craftsmen who built, rebuilt,
and inhabited this site across centuries of changing
political allegiances.
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