
 

The Parallelism of Heaven, 
Earth, and the Underworld in 

Andean Culture 



Thick Descriptions  

• Clifford Geertz The Interpretation of Cultures (1973).  
• The goal of thick descriptions is both to describe and  to explain  

the multiple reasons behind behavior.  
• Thick description emphasizes the emic (as opposed to etic) 

significance of elements in the ethnographic and archaeological 
record. 

• "The trick is to figure out what the devil they think they are up 
to."  

• Applied to archaeoastronomy, Geertz's approach should lead the 
investigator to go beyond a sunrise marker as a standalone 
feature of the archaeological record, but as a signifier leading one 
into the intricacies of a culture.  

• A deeper understanding of the culture should be the primary goal 
of an investigation in archaeoastronomy and cultural astronomy.  
 



Parallel Worlds of the Andes  

• 1. THREE WORLDS OF THE SHAMAN 

• 2. AXIS MUNDI CONNECTING THE 
UNDERWORLD WITH THE HEAVENS 

• 3. COSMIC MOUNTAIN 

• 4.  HYDROLOGICAL CYCLES, CONNECTING 
OCEANS, SKY, AND IRRIGATION ON EARTH 



Early migrations:  
Pre-Clovis by boat from Asia bringing with them their 

shamanic traditions 

 



The Alca source (~4,800 m), Peru’s largest highland 
obsidian deposit, was first used by Paleoindian 
foragers ~13,000 years ago at the coastal site of 

Quebrada Jaguay, who  had ascended  to the base of 
Corupuna  and beyond(Kurt Rademaker)  





Ascent of the Shaman 

• Wari is the god of force;  he  constructed the irrigation dams and channels 
that remain from the prosperous agricultural past. When in former times 
the local shaman went to visit him in his mountain range, at the lake 
formed at the mountains foot by the melting ice, he would always take 
human blood mixed with maize flower as an offering. When it does not 
rain in the mountainous areas and a bad year for agriculture is 
threatened, the shaman will descend to the coast,… and gather a small 
amount of water from the agitated and turbulent part of the sea; this 
water will then be carefully guarded in a canteen flask; through certain 
ceremonies the shaman identifies himself with the spirit of the water he 
is carrying up into the mountains. As he ascends he will from time to 
time let loose roars that imitate a feline beast; these cries are heard 
echoing around the Andes by the Indian population, and they are seen 
as a portent of rain. The shaman leaves some of the water in the wells 
that he passes, and on finally arriving at the lake, tips out the rest, little by 
little. A cloud is then said to come out of the canteen flask and darken the 
air, setting loose the storm which will inaugurate the rainy season. (Tello) 
 



                        EARTH 

        SKY 

UNDERWORLD 

Stairways 

Symbolic of 
shamanic 
movement 
between the 
three words 

Caves, labyrinths,  sunken plazas, springs, roots,  
bedrock, Pachamama 

Snow peaks, pyramids, mounds  



Caral: Sunken plaza, monumental stairway, 

truncated pyramid; 2600-2000 BCE   
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Casma Valley 1500-0 BCE  
(A June solstice sunrise, B December Solstice Sunrise) 

 



Sechin Alto 

• The major mound of Sechin Alto was the largest 
structure in the western hemisphere at its time, 
with a volume of 2,000,000  cubic m. The 
contemporaneous structure, mound at Poverty 
Point in northeastern Louisiana had a total 
volume of 240,000 cubic m. Mound of Cahokia 
has a volume of 622,000 cubic m, and the 
Pyramid of the Sun contains approximately         
1,200,000 cubic m The major axis of Sechı´n Alto 
connects June solstice sunrise with December 
solstice sunset. 



Sechin Alto: Largest mound in 
Americas 



Chavin de Huantar: 1500-300 BCE 

• Plazas, monumental stairways leading to 
summit of flat top pyramid 

• Images of shamans with wings (?) 

• Underground labyrinth with images of 
shamans transformed into pumas; dangerous 
and frightening realm: blowing of conches 

• Fierce deity of the Lanzon 



Procession of shamans (?) with 
feathers and flowing conches, 

transforming from human into pumas  



Chavin: Underground labyrinth  



Heads in the labyrinth 



 



Chavin: The Lanzon, an axis mundi 



Cosmic Mountains 

• Juxtaposition of summit of mountain, 
illuminated by sunlight and dark caves of the 
underworld and ancestors 

 



Huayna Picchu 



Temple of the Moon: the most elegant niches 

for the ancestors in Machu Picchu 



Torreon: rock illuminated by light of the rising June 

solstice sun; a miniature Huayna Picchu; the major 
huaca of Machu Picchu 

 



Royal Mausoleum: Cave below the 
torreon  

 



Hydrological cycles 

• Connecting heaven and earth 

• Maintaining the flow of water cycling between 
the ocean, into the atmosphere, to the 
summits of snow peaks, falling as rain, and 
moving through irrigation ditches 



PAQCHA:Ritual device for encouraging the flow of water 
throughout the cosmos, opening up of agricultural ditches, 

and maintaining balance throughout the Inca world 
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VILCASHUAMAN 



PAQCHA 



The largest paqcha of the Inca empire (25 meters)  at Samaypata, Bolivia. 

The paqcha is tilted at an angle of 6.75o ; natural rain water, and, perhaps, 

chicha, would flow down the troughs and the zig zag channels 



Saihuite Paqcha 





Dark Cloud Constellations:mother 
llama and the hydrological cycle 



Painting in the Coricancha 



Cusco 


