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23 Brief summary

This study is concerned with the Middle Archaic re-
mains of the archaeological site of Pernil Alto. The site
is located on the foothills of the Andes in the middle
section of the Rio Grande in the region of Ica in South-
ern Peru. The Middle Archaic occupation (5800-5000
BP) dates to the end of the preceramic Middle Archaic
Period (8000-5000 BP) during which agriculture and
sedentariness emerged in the Central Andes. The fol-
lowing Late Archaic Period (5000-3800/3500 BP) is
characterized by the first complex societies on the
north-central Peruvian coast. Thus far, little is known
about the emergence of agriculture in the Central An-
des. Remains of the Archaic Period in the Rio Grande
basin have only rarely been studied so far. The aim of
this study was to present the remains of the Archaic oc-
cupation at Pernil Alto in detail, and to investigate the
remains in regard to the economy and mobility as well
as the social structure. This investigation provides im-
portant information about the Archaic Period in South-
ern Peru and helps to better understand the processes
which eventually led to agriculture in the Central An-
des.

The settlement consisted of 18small, circular
pit-dwellings. Furthermore, 33 burials were deposited.
Every-day activities took place on the free spaces. A big-
ger, free area formed a central space. Pernil Alto was a
structured village. Six consecutive occupation phases
(0-5) could be identified. The burials, which include in-
dividuals of all age classes and both sex, were mostly
simple inhumations. The burial practices were not strict
and were not subject to diachronic changes. The arti-
facts could be studied and presented in detail, which re-
sulted in important reference material about the Archa-
ic Period in Southern Peru. Based on the artifacts it
becomes clear that activities connected with plant use
continuously increased, whereas hunting activities lost
importance. Simultaneously, the amount of activities
connected with sedentariness, increased. Furthermore,
the spatial distribution of activities shows that they were
most probably communal activities.

The investigation of the economy was done by apply-
ing a multi-proxy based approach which enabled the
comprehension of quantifiable, diachronic develop-
ments. The result distinctly shows that subsistence at
Pernil Alto was characterized by plant cultivation,
whereas foraging was of higher importance only at the
beginning. Domesticated plants were cultivated in the
context of a low-level food production already at the be-
ginning of the settlement, but their importance exceed-
ed that of wild plants from the second occupation phase
onwards (from about 5300 BP). The economy of Pernil
Alto was therefore agricultural from that phase on, be-
cause food production formed the basis of the economy.
Foraging was only of secondary importance.

It was possible to demonstrate based on archaeological
criteria that Pernil Alto was a permanently settled village.
Relations to the Pacific coast and to the highlands existed.

Therefore, Pernil Alto shows a diachronic develop-
ment from a camp of a possibly semi-sedentary, forag-
ing group to an agricultural village. This is the thus far
oldest known agricultural village of the Central Andes.
Furthermore, the hitherto oldest known finding of a
macro-remain of sweet potato was recovered on the site.

Pernil Alto was situated in a relatively favorable en-
vironment which was characterized by higher precipita-
tion during the time of this transition. Therefore, dete-
riorating climatic conditions were not a triggering factor
for this development.

The results show that agriculture and sedentariness
emerged around 5300 BP in Southern Peru and had
emerged from a foraging subsistence economy. This re-
sult is important for the understanding of the develop-
ment of later complex societies on the north-central Pe-
ruvian coast, whose economic basis was the connection
between a marine and an agricultural subsystem. The
agricultural subsystem had developed before on the An-
dean foothills—which was so far only indicated through
research of a further area in Northern Peru—and was
initially connected with the marine subsystem during
the beginning of the Late Archaic Period.
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