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One of the main objectives of archaeological investigations at the Late Archaic 

(3,000-1,800 B.C.) site of Huaricanga has been to characterize the activities carried out 

within a series of early temple structures. Unfortunately, ceremonial architecture tends to 

lack macro-artifacts as dictated by culturally defined norms of ritual purity. However, 

botanical remains, recovered through a diverse array of techniques, have proven 

incredibly valuable in reconstructing the ancient activities within the sacred spaces at 

Huaricanga. In addition, a major research theme in the Central Andes has been the use 

and management of natural resources. More specifically, archaeologists have debated the 

role of grains/cereals in the emergence of complex societies in Peru. This poster presents 

the results of a variety of macro-botanical analyses performed not only to reconstruct 

ceremonial activities at Huaricanga, but also to clarify the role of plant resources during 

the Late Archaic Period along the north central coast of Peru.  

 

 

Orientation 
Huaricanga is a combined Initial Period (1,800-900 B.C.)/Late Archaic site covering 

an area of 100 ha and is located in the Fortaleza Valley along Peru’s north central coast. 

The main Late Archaic occupation is divided from the rest of the site by the Pativilca-

Huaraz highway. Architecture at the site includes one central mound complex and several 

much smaller auxiliary mounds. There are also possibly three sunken circular plazas. 

In 2012, the Huaricanga Archaeological Research Project (HARP) initiated 

excavations at a small mound west of the main mound complex at Huaricanga. HARP 

documented a series of temple structures with plastered surfaces and two-level floors 

similar to the Mito temples identified in the central highlands of Peru (Bonnier 1997). 

These ceremonial chambers date to 2,560 cal B.C.--earlier than any known examples of 

the Mito Tradition. Unfortunately, other than burn stains on the floors, there is little 

evidence of the types of activities that took place within the ceremonial architecture. 

However, botanical analysis has proven incredibly valuable in reconstructing the ancient 

activities in the region. A detailed investigation of plant remains will not only document 

ritual activities, but also provide data for broader debates such as the economic 

foundations of the Late Archaic complex societies (Haas & Creamer 2006; Moseley 1975).  

Methodology 
1. During the field season at Huaricanga, all excavated material was 

passed through a 1/4 inch mesh screen. Furthermore, 10% of the 

samples were passed through a 1/8 inch mesh screen. All visible 

botanical remains were collected. Additional two liter samples of 

sediment were systematically collected from each archaeological 

context for processing in the laboratory. 

2. Once in the laboratory, the two liter sediment samples were 

subjected to a two-step procedure: 

• The samples were dried for several days and then passed 

through 2 mm, 1 mm, and 0.5 mm geological sieves. 

Afterwards, the contents were reviewed using a magnifying 

glass and stereoscope. 

• After the samples were dried and sieved, a flotation 

technique called “simple manual flotation” (Buxó 2008) was 

used. The sediment was emptied into a container filled with 

water which was then shaken manually. This shaking 

allowed for the separation of lower density remains which 

floated. Water was then passed through the floating column 

and additional sieves collected the traces that passed 

through them.  

3. The floated samples were again dried. HARP team members then 

identified the taxon of each seed and plant fragment using 

magnifying lenses and stereoscopes. 

Sample Contexts 
Unit 1: An 8 m by 10 m ceremonial space containing two split-level plastered floors (Floor 9   

           and Floor 20) separated by construction fill (Fill 5). 

Unit 2: The superficial remains of two superimposed plastered floors outside the larger  

           ceremonial space in Unit 1.  

Unit 3: A series of superimposed, split-level plastered floors and ceremonial hearth features. 

Unit 5: A 2 m by 8 m trench dug into the northwestern portion of the small mound that  

           revealed two adjacent ceremonial chambers buried 2 m below the surface.  

      

Results 
• Fourteen domesticated species were documented from the sample, although the 

dimensions of the botanical fragments suggest that they were in the early phases of 

domestication. 

• The majority of botanical remains identified in this study were found in construction 

fill contexts. Very few species could be identified from floors; however, when visible 

the majority of the remains recovered from floors were Psidium guajava (guava) 

suggesting that this fruit played a major role in the ritual offerings.  

• In each sample there were high instances of agricultural products (edible and 

industrial crops) such as Cucurbita moschata (pumpkin), Phaseolus vulgaris 

(common bean), Phaseolus lunatus (lima bean), Gossypium barbadense (cotton), 

Erythrina edulis (legume), Canna edulis (achira), and Lagenaria siceraria (gourd). 

• Also present were annual fruits and vegetables commonly used to supplement the 

ancient diet including Psidium guajava (guava), Inga sp. (pacae), and Persea 

americana (avocado). 

• In some contexts, HARP observed Bixa orellana (achiote), which is commonly used 

in religious rituals as their seeds can be ground and used as red paint for the skin. 

• Equisetum gigantum (“cola de caballo”) suggests that healing activities took place 

within these temples as it is used as a traditional medicine.  

• HARP also documented some wild species such as grasses from the Poaceae and 

Cyperaceae families. These plants were heavily exploited for floor construction. 

 

  

Family Species Common Name Floor 9 Fill 5 Floor 20 

Cannaceae Canna edulis Achira 2 

Cucurbitaceae Lagenaria siceraria Gourd 5 

Cucurbitaceae Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin 4 

Myrtaceae Psidium guajava Guava 37 

Malvaceae Gossypium barbadense Cotton 29 

Fabaceae Erythrina edulis Legume 9 

Equisetaceae Equisetum sp. “Cola de Caballo” 3 

Poaceae Non-Identifiable 100 97 

Asteraceae Non-Identifiable 84 32 

Family Species Common Name Floor 5 Fill 4 Floor 6 Fill 7 

Cannaceae Canna edulis Achira 6 12 

Poaceae Gynerium sagittatum “Caña Brava” 38 3 

Cucurbitaceae Lagenaria siceraria Gourd 10 3 41 

Cucurbitaceae Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin 12 19 

Myrtaceae Psidium guajava Guava 86 33 118 

Malbaceae Gossypium barbadense Cotton 28 16 31 

Fabaceae Erythrina edulis Legume 6 

Lauraceae Persea americana Avocado 1 3 

Fabaceae Pachyrzus ahipa Andean Bean 6 4 

Fabaceae Phaseolus vulgaris Common Bean 18 

Fabaceae Inga sp. Pacae 46 6 

Equicetaceae Equisetum sp. “Cola de Caballo” 4 

Bixaceae Bixa orellana Achiote 1 

Poaceae Non-Identifiable 186 143 

Asteraceae Non-Identifiable 48 43 

Family Species Common Name Floors Fills Features 

Cannaceae Canna edulis Achira 43 4 

Poaceae Gynerium sagittatum “Caña Brava” 67 18 

Cucurbitaceae Lagenaria siceraria Gourd 52 32 

Cucurbitaceae Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin 76 15 

Myrtaceae Psidium guajava Guava 368 247 

Malbaceae Gossypium barbadense Cotton 6 188 57 

Fabaceae Erythrina edulis Legume 26 10 

Lauraceae Persea americana Avocado 12 2 

Fabaceae Phaseolus lunatus Lima Bean 32 5 

Fabaceae Pachyrzus ahipa Andean Bean 51 

Fabaceae Phaseolus vulgaris Common Bean 17 1 

Fabaceae Inga sp. Pacae 47 3 

Equicetaceae Equisetum sp. “Cola de Caballo” 21 7 

Bixaceae Bixa orellana Achiote 8 6 

Poaceae Non-Identifiable 164 

Asteraceae Non-Identifiable 37 
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Family Species Common Name Floor 19 Floor 21 Floor 22 Floor 23 Floor 24 Fill 15 Floor 25 

Cucurbitaceae Lagenaria siceraria Gourd 1 

Cucurbitaceae Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin 3 1 

Myrtaceae Psidium guajava Guava 29 11 16 25 10 6 

Malbaceae Gossypium barbadense Cotton 8 3 1 3 

Poaceae Non-Identifiable 18 19 12 15 21 18 14 

Asteraceae Non-Identifiable 7 4 6 3 4 
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Inga sp. (pacae) Erythrina edulis (legume) 

Unit 5: Quantity of plant fragments from each context. 

Unit 1: Quantity of plant fragments from each context. 

Unit 2: Quantity of plant fragments from each context. 

Unit 3: Quantity of plant fragments from each context. 
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