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Abstract This chapter presents new evidence, such as unpublished radiocarbon
dating and the analysis of material context elements from sites located in the central
sector of Quebrada de Humahuaca, considered in classical proposals as part of the
Middle Period (600–900 AD). As a result of these studies, radiocarbon datings
were obtained, repositioning Isla manifestations in the interval between the 12th
and 14th centuries. This allows the proposal of interpretive schemes about the
interrelation of small conglomerates such as La Isla de Tilcara with villages in
domestic terraces, given that they were contemporaries according to this new
evidence. In this sense, the strong contrast between landscape elements and
materiality—mainly ceramics—leads to the formulation of hypotheses concerning
the possibility that, after the fall of Tiwanaku and during later times, began the
arrival of small groups from the Altiplano towards Quebrada de Humahuaca, a
region that did not have a significant population density at that time.
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Since the beginning of investigations regarding archaeological pottery from
Quebrada de Humahuaca, emphasis has been placed on the characterization of
different styles used mainly for establishing typological sequences. Beyond the
generated contributions in only a few cases has the cause been explained for
substantial transformations between the styles from one period to another. This fact
inspired us to advance on the analysis of Isla’s stylistic assemblage and its repo-
sitioning in regional chronology taking new radiocarbon dates as a base. On the
other hand, we sought to generate a hypothesis that allowed us to define the specific
moments in which these styles developed in order to articulate the social dynamic
between the XII and XIV centuries. With this idea in mind we analyze landscape
conditions and features as well as the modifications appreciated in the settlements
located in the middle sector of Quebrada de Humahuaca, with chronology obtained
through Bayesian statistical analyses, and materiality, emphasizing local pottery
assemblages. For the purpose of conducting an integrated study, the considered
archaeological sites are: La Isla de Tilcara (Debenedetti 1910), Huacalera (Rivolta
2003b), Keta-Kara (Pelissero 1995), Puerta de Juella (Casanova 1937; Raffino
1991), Banda de Perchel (Rivolta 2003b), Puerta de Maidana (Schuel 1930;
Aleksandrowicz 1987b; Rivolta 2003b), Alto de La Isla (Rivolta 2000, 2003b), El
Manzano (Otero and Mercolli 2008; Otero and Rivolta 2015), and Hotel Las Marías
(Otero and Rivolta 2015) (Fig. 1). In order to analyze the problem we will work
with key issues such as landscape, materiality, and chronology, dissociating them
but at the same time generating a discussion regarding the posed problem (The
posed problem is the position of La Isla and its adscription to Middle Period in
clasical chronology) by the end of this chapter.

1 Regional Chronologies

Several chronological proposals regarding the development of complex societies in
the Argentine northwest have been generated, among which we find that elaborated
by Bennett et al. (1948). That investigation, based on collection analysis from
different sites, outlined regionalized schemes which considered not only periods but
also pottery styles. In that paper, Bennett mentions five periods: Early, Middle (in
this case represented by Isla Polychrome and Alfarcito Polychrome styles), Late,
Inca, and Colonial; dividing the Argentine northwest into sections or areas for their
study.

It was not until the 1960s that archaeologists were able to establish more precise
sequences thanks to radiocarbon dating (González 1963). Nevertheless, the Quebrada
de Humahuaca chronology remained a controversial issue, considering the fact that
original proposals were elaborated for the Hualfín Valley (González 1955).
Subsequently, and after the revision and adequacy of the master sequence, having
considered the now available radiocarbon dates, González and Pérez (1972) devel-
oped a wide-ranging scheme in which they defined the following intervals: Early
(0–650 AD), Middle (650–850 AD), Late (850–1480 AD), Inca (1480–1536 AD),
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Hispanic-indigenous (1536 AD), and Colonial (1640 AD) Periods (González and
Pérez 1966, 1972). In Quebrada de Humahuaca, the Early Period was represented by
the Estancia Grande site although investigators note that information is scarce due to a
lack of research. The final phase of the Middle Period was represented by La Isla de
Tilcara and Alfarcito, while several sites such as Pucaras de Tilcara, Yacoraite, and
Hornillos y Juella were representative of the Late Period. The Inca Period was par-
ticularly identified in sites such as Pucara de Tilcara and La Huerta. This scheme was
extensively used since the moment of its enunciation as a general proposal for the
Argentinian northwest. Yet, once again, in the case of Quebrada de Humahuaca the
application of this scheme was only partial due to inherent difficulties regarding lack

Fig. 1 Location of the archaeological sites in the middle sector of the Quebrada de Humahuaca
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of radiocarbon dates as well as inconsistencies that appeared during the advancement
of investigations.

From the 1980s it was possible to progressively increase the number of dates
obtained in the Quebrada at the same time that investigations started to incorporate
new sites and problems that resulted in the generation of unprecedented informa-
tion. Since then new schemes have been proposed, some of them emulating the first
one as in the case of the work by Raffino (1991: 4) who tried to develop a com-
prehensive overview taking the Argentinian northwest as the application scale. In
that case the proposed periods were Formative, segmented into Lower (500 BC–
400 AD) and Upper (400–900 AD); Local Development (900–1471 AD); Inca
Horizon (1471–1532 AD), and Hispanic-indigenous (1535–1660 AD).

As regional investigations expanded, some discordance in the application of
pre-existent chronology models started to be detected. This is the reason why
Nielsen (1997, 2001) proposed a new scheme, using every piece of information
produced for Quebrada de Humahuaca, in which he distinguished five periods:
Formative, Local Developments I, Local Developments II, Inca, and Hispanic-
indigenous (op cit. 2001: 181).

These models were proposed for different analytical scales—González and Pérez
(1972) addressed the whole Argentinian northwest while more recent proposals
(Nielsen 2001, 2007) focused on a regional and more precise scope. They achieved a
correlative organization of pre-Hispanic occupation periods in the Quebrada con-
sidering spanning from first village developments to European conquest.
Nevertheless, we consider it necessary to re-read these temporal schemes based on
information derived from new radiocarbon results as well as other material variables
which will be discussed below. The approach developed in this chapter, unlike the
ones commented upon so far, presents a narrower analysis scale, since it focuses on a
segment of the central sector of Quebrada de Humahuaca, thus allowing us to
recognize specific processes that may have had a circumscribed occurrence. That is
why our proposal is mainly centered on the discussion of these processes as a main
axis and does not strictly speaking constitute a temporal scheme.

For a previously presented contribution (Otero and Rivolta 2015) we analyzed
new radiocarbon results from the recognition of the Formative Period initial stages in
the urban area of Tilcara. Having considering every piece of evidence recovered from
systematic excavations from archaeological rescues, we assigned these sites a tem-
porality between II and XII centuries AD. Scarcity of evidence regarding this
timespan could be the result of dynamic processes such as mud flows, common in this
sector of the Quebrada, with consequent covering of evidencewhich of course adds to
sampling problems, along with the lack of investigations connected to these first
village developments. The next occupation instance would have extended between
XII and XIV centuries AD and, considering available information, it presented two
clearly distinguishable set of settlements and materialities designated as Early
Humahuaca and Isla. This is crucial for the understanding of the problem reflected in
the radiocarbon date results which also poses a different view to that commonly
offered. Regarding the so called Isla moment, previous investigations have consid-
ered the pottery recovered in La Isla de Tilcara, defined as the “type site” (Debenedetti
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1910), as representative of the Middle Period in Quebrada de Humahuaca (Bennett
et al. 1948; González and Pérez 1972; Pérez 1973), a position maintained through
time despite the lack of radiocarbon dates. Nevertheless, and based on more recent
research, it is becoming difficult to endorse this point of view considering that Isla’s
manifestations would be clearly posterior to the signaled lapse. Besides this, from
repositioning Isla’s moment in local chronologies, this statement forces us to rethink
the dynamics after the XII century in the region, since the development initially
proposed as belonging to the Upper Formative or Middle Period must currently be
discussed as an event occurring later in time and, at the same time, contemporaneous
to other local developments. In such a way, the current Isla’s interval would be similar
to an Early Humahuaca, which in the classic chronology corresponds to the Late and
notMiddle Period. In the following sections we shall discuss both contexts in order to
develop a new hypothesis regarding this new scenario.

2 Landscape

Landscape is considered as a construction defined in time and space by commu-
nities with members who create and manipulate culture and material symbols in
order to express ethnic or cultural boundaries based on manners or ways of thinking
and shared expressions, which may not have other justification than tradition itself.
If a living landscape is a relational entity formed by people and their commitment to
the world, we can deduce that different peoples can experiment and comprehend the
landscape in different ways. Thus, we could say that landscapes are multiple or
fragmented. The notion of landscape is not then a synonym of the natural envi-
ronment but it constitutes a world of cultural products, where communities trans-
form the physical space in meaningful places, representing the stage of every
communal activity. These landscapes are basic for the implementation of survival
and support mechanisms in populations. They are dynamic constructions in which
every community and generation imposes their own cognitive map over a world of
meanings (Anschuetz et al. 2001). Therefore, different development moments are
uniquely identified in relation with a landscape and that is the reason why we will
now present a detailed overview of the Formative, Isla, and Early Humahuaca
particularities in this new information context.

2.1 Formative

This occupation moment is represented in the region by exiguous archaeological
evidence mainly concentrated, at least so far, in the Tilcara urban sector. The
conducted investigations were part of rescue activities in the urban area of town,
and that is why findings probably spatially correlated do not allow us to approach a
definition of a village model, as is the case in other northwest regions. The sites
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occupied between the II and XII centuries, among which we can highlight Til.20
(Mendonça et al. 1991), El Antigal (Madrazo 1968), Til.22 (Rivolta and Albeck
1992; Rivolta 1996), Til.23 (Aleksandrowicz 1987a), Intiwayna (Rivolta et al.
2010), Flores 1 (Mercolli et al. 2004; Seldes 2006), Malka (Nielsen 2001), and
Belgrano y Alberro (Tarragó and Albeck 1997), account for settlements in the
proximity of the Río Grande, all at similar altitudes, but presenting contexts altered
by recent urbanization and flood phenomena (Fig. 2). The aforementioned sites
exhibit diverse aspects of these kinds of societies, among which we detected
domestic and funerary spaces when considering the results obtained through
archaeological rescues performed at different moments.

2.2 Early Humahuaca

This set of sites constitutes one of the facets in the regional occupation between the
XII and XIV centuries. From Early Humahuaca we start to register a clear pre-
dominance of occupations in the subsidiary quebradas as well as in the shores of the
Río Grande, in terraced sectors slightly elevated, a condition clearly distinctive to
Formative tendencies. The set of considered sites includes Banda de Perchel
(Rivolta 2003b), Puerta de Maidana (Schuel 1930; Aleksandrowicz 1987b; Rivolta
2003b), and Alto de la Isla (Rivolta 2000, 2003b) among others, arranged on the
slopes of low-altitude hills in a stepped way similar to cultivation terraces (Fig. 1).
A shared feature between these settlements is the lack of internal organization of

Fig. 2 Layout of Tilcara and location of the sites attributed to Formative Period
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enclosures, with terraces as their constructive unit and no presentation of plazas,
secondary discard sectors, corrals, etc. (Fig. 3). This type of articulation with the
landscape marks a clear distinction with Formative sites, but also represents a
striking contrast with other contemporaneous sites, such as the ones belonging to
Isla’s occupations.

Fig. 3 Banda de Perchel and Puerta de Maidana’s planimetry
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2.3 Isla

Unlike sites on domestic terraces, these settlements, not exceeding 2 acres in area,
present a different type of internal organization, at least regarding the layout of their
residential sectors. This layout can be described as having enclosures with a high
concentration of structures placed on leveled sectors (Fig. 4). We have come to call
them small clusters in contrast to big clusters which can reach up to 10–15 acres.
These big clusters are called pucaras, and they present a dense building pattern and
were occupied later in time.

The information obtained comes from excavations performed several decades
ago, and that is why it is fragmentary and focused on surveying inhumation sectors,
as in the case of La Isla de Tilcara (Debenedetti 1910; Casanova 1937), Keta-Kara
(Pelissero 1995), and Puerta de Juella (Casanova 1937; Raffino 1991). For example,
in the first of the mentioned sites the investigators did not take into consideration
the walls of the enclosures near the burials. In this sense, La Isla is more than a
cemetery, as Debenedetti defined it (1910). This site constitutes a town with similar
characteristics to the aforementioned (Rivolta 2000). In the case of Keta-Kara it was
possible to define secondary discard spaces (Nielsen 1997) and some shallow
approximations to occupational floors (Pelissero 1995).

3 Materiality

Here we shall consider the material assemblages recovered from excavations per-
formed in the mentioned sites, particularly emphasizing pottery remains which are
equally represented at every site. Other elements of the materiality may or may not
be present in the different assemblages, a circumstance hindering comparative
studies, although in certain cases they complement the current analysis.

Fig. 4 Puerta de Juella and Keta-Kara’s planimetry, taken from Raffino (1991) and Pelissero
(1995) respectively
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3.1 Formative

By Formative pottery we understand, clearly alluding to the Lower Formative
(Raffino 1991), the assemblages recovered in the Tilcara urban sector, particularly
the ones from archaeological rescues, among which we can mention Til.20
(Mendonça et al. 1991), Til.22 (Rivolta and Albeck 1992; Rivolta 1996), Til.23
(Aleksandrowicz 1987a), Malka (Nielsen 2001), Intiwayna (Rivolta et al. 2010),
and Flores 1 (Seldes 2006) as the more relevant ones. Different interventions have
allowed us to acknowledge pottery diversity, commonly from mortuary spaces,
focusing on two main typological groups: ordinary and painted ceramics. From an
iconographic perspective, the presence of decorative attributes refers to a limited
percentage of pieces and fragments, as opposed to ordinary pottery. Formal
diversity within the assemblage include: tubular pots, straight walled vessels, ovoid
pots, pipes, bowls, and scarce modeled zoomorphic pieces (Fig. 5). Regarding

Fig. 5 Different ceramic pieces corresponding to Formative Period, recovered from the Tilcara
urban area
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iconography, the only decorative motif registered is parallel lines combined with
zigzag lines drawn in black over red engobe.

We also recovered non-local pottery fragments, which based on the petrographic
analysis of one of the fragments was attributable to the Black Polished San Pedro
style from the Atacama area. Likewise, among allochthonous pottery we registered
cases of fragments corresponding to the San Francisco Complex, specifically in the
findings at Hotel El Antigal (Madrazo 1968) and Malka.

3.2 Early Humahuaca

The assemblages representing this occupation were recovered in excavations of
domestic terrace sites, among which we can mention Banda de Perchel (Rivolta
2003b), Puerta de Maidana (Schuel 1930; Aleksandrowicz 1987b; Rivolta 2003b),
and Alto de la Isla (Rivolta 2000, 2003b). One of the most noteworthy aspects of
these assemblages is the preponderance of ordinary fragments, a feature shared by
every site with these characteristics. Regarding form determinations, these assem-
blages are composed of a majority of bowls and pots, and within the former the
Black Polished Interior pieces, with different degrees of surface treatment, are the
most popular variety (Fig. 6). In the cases of fragments with visible designs, these
were identified as reticulated with motifs resembling fingers from a hand in the
lower parts.

Fig. 6 Assemblage pottery fragments corresponding to Early Humahuaca. Left Black over red
fragments. Top, right Black polished interior. Bottom, right Ordinary style
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3.3 Isla

Ceramic pieces corresponding to collections recovered in La Isla de Tilcara
(Debenedetti 1910), Keta-Kara (Pelissero 1995), and the Huacalera Collection
(Rivolta 2003b), along with archaeological rescues in Tilcara’s urban sector sites
such as El Manzano (Otero 2013; Otero and Rivolta 2015), Hotel Las Marías (Otero
and Rivolta 2015), Jujuy Street (Rivolta 1994), Tilcara’s Train Station (Rivolta
2003a), and Tilcara’s Parochial Church and Belgrano Street (Otero and Rivolta
2015) are generically denominated as “La Isla” considering the original findings in
the homonymous site. The provenance of these assemblages is different from other
cases since some pieces were obtained through archaeological rescue tasks while
others where the result of excavations with different degrees of systematization. In
the latter, a great majority of pieces were obtained in the excavation of burial sites
(Keta-Kara, La Isla de Tilcara, and Huacalera) as part of the grave goods.

The particularities of these assemblages are related to their originality degree,
whose pottery presents unprecedented forms and decorative motifs both for
Formative moments and fragments and pieces typical of later times. Regarding the
forms registered, these assemblages feature a repertoire of vases with waists and
ring thickenings, pots, and bowls being among the most outstanding. If we consider
iconography alone, Isla’s assemblages are highly heterogeneous especially
regarding the diversity of combinations of decorative elements. The use of white
and black paint over red backgrounds is registered defining motifs such as: stripped
and reticulated triangles, staggered motifs, white dots, spiraled triangles, checker-
board patterns, jagged lines, spirals, and reticulations, among others (Fig. 7). It is
worth mentioning anthropomorphic and zoomorphic representations given their
common appearance as modeled or painted figures, reflecting significant diversity
in both cases. Anthropomorphic figures present variable ways of depicting faces
and headdresses/hats; while zoomorphic includes local fauna, camelids, and dif-
ferent birds.

Within these assemblages we also found non-local pottery represented by pieces
from Bolivian Altiplano (Yura) and Yavi styles using purple and buff for engobes;
as well as the presence of scarce anthropomorphic pieces that could be from
northern Chile (Fig. 8). Moreover, non-local pieces are only associated to these
assemblages, except in the case of Yavi styles which can also be found in later
times in pieces with different forms and iconographies.
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Fig. 7 Isla pottery

40 M.C. Rivolta et al.



4 Radiocarbon Datings

In order to evaluate the chronology of the observed trends in pottery and social
landscape, we conducted a Bayesian analysis of all radiocarbon datings available
for the region. In total we have 23 radiocarbon datings from several archaeological
sites. Formative is represented by Til.22 (Rivolta 1996; Tarragó and Albeck 1997)
and Malka (Nielsen 2001). In the Early Humahuaca the dated sites are Puerta de
Maidana (Rivolta 2003b), Alto de la Isla (Rivolta 2000, 2003b), and Banda de
Perchel (Rivolta 2003b). For Isla, the sites are El Manzano (Otero and Rivolta
2015), Keta-Kara (Rivolta 2013), and Hotel Las Marías (Otero and Rivolta 2015).
To evaluate the duration and order of events we used a uniform phase model (Buck
et al. 1996), assuming that the whole set of phenomena within a phase has the same
probability of occurrence in every moment. The sum of probabilities of the cali-
brated datings and the boundary parameters were also calculated. These analyses
were performed using OxCal v4.2 software (Bronk Ramsey 2009) along with the
southern hemisphere calibration curve SHCal13 (Hogg et al. 2013). The type of
model used is of three overlapping phases (Bronk Ramsey 2009), allowing the
phase boundaries to be independent and unconstrained from each other. These
represent the hypothesis that there might be contemporaneity, at a regional level,
between them. However, the Formative is only contemporary to the Early
Humahuaca and Isla in its final segment.

To discuss calibrated dates and statistical parameters, ranges of 95.4 and 68.2%
confidence intervals were used. The overlapping phase model used tends to return
relatively scattered distributions (cf. Greco 2016, this volume) and it can be difficult

Fig. 8 Non-local pottery
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to interpret in processual terms. For that reason, sometimes we refer to point
estimates in order to simplify. Research has shown that there is no way to correctly
estimate the true age of a given radiocarbon date with a point estimate
(Michczyński 2007), although several authors agree that the median or also the
mode—the zone of maximum probability in the density function of the calibrated
date—is acceptable (Zeidler et al. 1998; Needham et al. 1997; Michczyński 2007;
Alberti 2013).

The Bayesian statistical model showed agreement indexes of Amodel = 90.7 and
Aoverall = 92.5, meaning that the hypothesis is highly acceptable. The results are
summarized in Fig. 9 and Table 1 showing the posterior estimates for the start and
end boundaries and also the sum of probabilities of each phase.

For this dataset, Bayesian analysis allowed us to estimate that the start of the
Formative fell somewhere between 10 BC–420 AD, with a 95% confidence range.

Fig. 9 Probability plots of posterior estimates for the start and end boundaries and the sum of
probabilities of Formative, Early Humahuaca, and Isla. The “+” represent the location of the
median value

Table 1 Posterior estimates for the start and end boundaries of the Formative, Early Humahuaca,
and Isla Periods

Boundaries Modeled dates AD
68.2% probability

Modeled dates AD
95.4% probability

Median Mode

Formative Start 200–380 10 BC–420 270 340

End 1110–1300 1050–1480 1210 1200

Early
Humahuaca

Start 1180–1270 1100–1290 1220 1230

End 1240–1340 1220–1430 1300 1280

Isla Start 1130–1240 1030–1270 1180 1190

End 1340–1470 1310–1560 1420 1420
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However, with a mode at 340 AD and a median at 270 AD we think that the
beginning occurred during 3rd or 4th century onward. This moment is related with
the consolidation of village life, with evidence focusing mostly on the Tilcara urban
area. Possibly, the absence of other records for this interval is due to
post-depositional processes or sampling bias.

The end of the Formative coincides with the start of the Early Humahuaca, with
medians and modes between 1200 and 1230 AD. Early Humahuaca would have
lasted until 1220–1430 AD (95% confidence range) with a median of 1300 AD and
a mode of 1280 AD. Those average dates strongly coincide with the time indicated
by other authors as the limit between Early and Late Regional Developments Period
(RDP) (Nielsen 2007).

Isla is somehow chronologically independent and parallel to the Early
Humahuaca. It may have started a few decades before, between 1030 and 1270 AD
(95% confidence range) with a median of 1180 AD and a mode of 1190 AD.
Instead, the end of Isla was quite a bit later between 1310 and 1560 AD (95%
confidence range) with a median and a mode of 1420 AD, meaning that the use of
Isla pottery could have occurred in contemporaneity with the regional Late
Humahuaca (Nielsen 2007; Greco and Otero 2016).

We think that the chronological position of the Isla is the main result of this
analysis, showing that it is a process contemporaneous with other local
developments.

5 Some Working Hypotheses

Some issues raised here are based on the discussion of recently obtained radio-
carbon datings from several sites in the region, covering a range between the II and
XIV centuries. These results constituted the starting point for proposing a shifting
paradigm regarding the Isla moment and its classic chronological positioning.
While these datings serve to consolidate the proposal, this was previously observed
through comprehensive analyses of materiality, especially pottery, in which we
detected discrepancies while comparing pieces from collections from the different
sites. This fact, and the chronological repositioning, led us to question the reasons
why two populations with so different materialities were living in the central sector
of Quebrada de Humahuaca.

There is no doubt that spatial perception through time implies acknowledging
that Formative groups, particularly the ones located in the Tilcara urban area,
signaled the start of the so-called village occupations, although available infor-
mation is insufficient to support this argument. Nevertheless, it is clear that these
groups were located as near to the hydric resource of the Río Grande as they could,
and at the same height above sea level. Approaching the XII century new and
different manifestations appeared in relation to the Isla and Early Humahuaca
moments, which undoubtedly implied a drastic change in location and construction
of the surrounding space. Disparity between settlements is powerful evidence;
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while Isla sites have an average size of no more than 2 acres presenting a complex
and compressed layout with a significant density of enclosures (Fig. 4), Early
Humahuaca sites (Fig. 3), on the contrary, have an average size of 6 acres with an
uncompressed and extended organization in the landscape, and residential units
located on terraced slopes. In this sense, it is worth mentioning that Isla sites were
not re-used; they present a single occupation and were abandoned after the XIV
century. On the other hand, some terraced sites were abandoned while others were
reconditioned, giving origin to big conglomerates identified in the classic literature
as pucaras.

In the same way, the differences in pottery assemblages are given between
formal and decorative attributes. Thus, Early Humahuaca is mainly represented by
ordinary fragments, with presence of Black Polished Interior bowls and decoration
referring to hands and reticulations, although the two last are low in percentages.
On the other hand, Isla’s characteristic ceramic forms like vases with waists and
pots (Fig. 7) which define this assemblage’s identity, resemble some pieces found
in the Altiplanic zone, like for example that of the Mollo Culture (Arellano López
1978, 1985; Faldín 1985: 91—Form A and variants. Proposals about the emergence
of the “Tricolor Southern Horizon” (Lumbreas 1960), related to the consolidation of
post Tiwanaku kingdoms, which possibly had some importance in the definition of
local processes in Quebrada de Humahuaca (Lafón 1965; González 1963), can also
be considered. Along with local pottery production, Isla collections include clearly
allochthonous objects like Yura pieces and fragments from the Altiplano, as well as
the presence of a spouted vase of similar origin, an anthropomorphic figure asso-
ciated with the Valle de Azapa region (Lecoq 1999; Uribe 1999; Daulsberg 1982),
and several Yavi pieces.

Another aspect that must be considered is related to the presence of two cra-
niums with deformations typical of the Altiplano (Blom et al. 1998; Bloom 2005;
Janusek 2002, 2009) found in Enclosure V, Burial 2 at the Keta-Kara site, as well as
a second cranium exhumed at La Isla de Tilcara (N° 3876) mentioned by Dillenius
(1913) and Imbelloni (1932) as an example of exceptional cranial deformation
among the set of individuals exhumed from these sites (Fig. 10).

The presence of allochthonous objects is likely related to trade circuits with
dynamics registered in Quebrada de Humahuaca since the Archaic. These circuits
are evidenced during Formative times through scarce fragments corresponding to
the San Francisco style, linking the Atacama area with the Yungas. Unlike this
context, during Isla’s development the pieces and fragments identified as non-local
are mainly from the Altiplano, an unprecedented situation in these settlements.
Tarragó’s investigations (1977) in the Atacama registered La Isla pottery in the
cemeteries of this oasis, which implies a circuit likely functioning since early
moments, a circumstance that has not been registered yet for the Altiplano. We
argue that the events which took place in the central Altiplano since the XII century,
related to Tiwanaku’s fall, had an impact in Quebrada de Humahuaca, based on the
landscape reconfiguration which originated with the arrival of individuals to the
region and their installment on an area with scarce evidence of local population
concentration. These facts led us to hypothesize that the appearance of small
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conglomerated settlements, in reference to the ones defined for the Isla moment,
could be related to the presence of individuals from the Altiplano, while domestic
terraced sites would represent an occupational continuity or the identity of local
Formative inhabitants.

In this regard, the central sector of Quebrada de Humahuaca showed a differ-
ential behavior in relation to its surrounding areas, particularly the oasis in San
Pedro de Atacama and the Valle de Azapa, since we have not registered evidence
related to Tiwanaku’s filiation objects, with the exception of a wooden tablet
recovered from Angosto Chico site (Montenegro 2002) and possibly the metal
pieces, especially those elaborated in gold, found in Pueblo Viejo de la Cueva and
La Isla de Tilcara (Tarragó et al. 2010). This contrasts with the aforementioned
cases because in San Pedro de Atacama the burials present several objects as grave

Fig. 10 Crania with Altiplanic deformation. a Cranium form Keta-Kara site, b cranium from La
Isla de Tilcara (N°3876), picture slide taken by Imbelloni (1932), c and d the same cranium from
La Isla de Tilcara (N° 3876), picture slide taken by Dillenius (1913)
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goods (Le Paige 1961; Tarragó 1989; Berenguer and Dauelsberg 1989; Stovel
2001; Uribe and Agüero 2004; Uribe et al. 2016), and in the Valle de Azapa this
association was proposed in relation to the Cabuza style (Dauelsberg 1973; Focacci
1982; Goldstein 1996). Nevertheless, based on the strontium isotope analysis from
San Pedro de Atacama there is not evidence of population movement from
Tiwanaku to the salar (salt flat) (Knudson 2008), although adoption of an Altiplanic
style for the manufacture of objects was noticed. A later date than that classically
considered is proposed for Cabuza style (Korpisaari et al. 2014) based on the
Altiplanic influence over this ceramic type. Furthermore, the authors argue that
considering radiocarbon dates which are available, Tiwanaku’s influence over
Cabuza pottery would have been related to processes originated from the collapse
of the State and not by the installation of colonies or direct control (op. cit. 422). In
this regard, the recreation of Altiplanic styles with local additions could evidence
the irruption of this new pottery type in the region, produced by Isla residents.

We have known from decades that the Tiwanaku fall was marked by several
factors (Binford et al. 1997; Kolata and Ortloff 2003). Among them, climatic
changes linked to aridity and low-temperature events between the XII and XV
centuries (Engel et al. 2014) is regarded as one of the causes associated to other
socio-political aspects that forced the Altiplanic population to focus on the diver-
sification of resources, particularly pastoralism (Stanish 2003). These and other
reasons produced a population movement (Owen and Goldstein 2001; Pärssinen
2003; Janusek 2005; Owen 2005; Smith and Janusek 2014; Sharratt 2016) from the
Titicaca area to new and disperse communities and settlement networks, with a
starting point near 1100 AD (Janusek 2005). In this sense, Owen (2005) proposes a
first-stage defined as a colonizing diaspora in Moquegua and perhaps Cochabamba,
while the second stage, which was longer and named by him as victim/refugee,
occurred around 1000 AD and was coincident with Tiwanaku’s disintegration. The
latter stage manifested itself through the settlement of groups in sparsely populated
areas recurring to the installation of small, disperse, and defendable villages.
Regarding population movements, the material record is clear since in these cases
materials appeared abruptly in different settlements without previous antecedents of
their presence at a local level (Owen 2005). This situation could be reflecting the
issues regarding the Isla moment and its material context.

6 Concluding Remarks

Quebrada de Humahuaca, as part of the Andean region, has had an active role in
general processes through the centuries. The starting point of this contribution was
centered in the presentation of new evidence, from the application of radiocarbon
techniques to material contexts from several sites. Based on this information and
complementing it with pottery assemblages and settlement pattern analysis we
argue, on the one hand, for the repositioning of the Isla moment between the XII
and XIV centuries, unlike classical chronologies which placed it between the VII
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and X centuries of the Era. This new temporal organization made itself clear to us in
two specific instances: explaining the contemporaneity of sites which were previ-
ously considered as part of a consecutive development through time, and providing
explanatory proposals enabling the clarification of the reason why both populations
showed divergences regarding landscape construction and materiality. Thereby, we
suggest as a hypothesis that Isla groups were part of a whole with Altiplanic
influences arising in Quebrada de Humahuaca, perhaps originated during the
Tiwanaku moments and after its fall, assuming that unlike other regions of
the Andes, the one we are studying has not provided any evidence regarding the
presence of objects with Tiwanaku’s filiation. Nevertheless, we believe that
Quebrada de Humahuaca did not remained unaffected by the dynamic of these
events and the movement of populations which generated a great dynamism in
life conditions between the XII and XIII centuries, although it is probable that these
events also propitiated the appearance of unique material manifestations and social
practices. It is certainly essential to incorporate new evidence lines to further
contrast the hypotheses presented in this paper.
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