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I 
Violence, Power, and Head Extraction in 

the Kallawaya Region, Bolivia 

SARA K. BECKER AND SONIA ALCONINI 

INTRODUCTION 

The skull, as one of the most important and easily rec

ognized parts of the human skeleton, conveys critical 
information about the identity, sex, and lifestyle of an 

individual. Cross-culturally, heads may range in signifi
cance from beloved ancestors to vanquished enemies, and 

these bones can become a potent source of energy and 

empowerment for the living. In tantric rituals, decorated 

thod-pa skullcaps were used by Tibetan lamas to achieve 
spiritual enlightenment (Fuentes 2011), whereas Aghori 
gurus of India use kapala skull bowls because they are 
associated with the life force or prana of the deceased per

son (Bosmia et al. 2013). The Asante of Ghana displayed 
the skulls and jawbones of enemies on their musical 

instruments in order to enslave the souls of the defeated 

Sheales 2011:156-57). While modern Dia de los Muertos 
rituals use skulls as remembrances of cherished family 
members, many prehistoric Mesoamerican cultures used 

skuJJracks (tzompantlis) to instill fear among their ene
mies (Chavez Balderas, chapter 9 of this volume; Lopez 
Lujan and Olivier 2010). 

Whether relatives or adversaries, skulls in the Andes

actual skulls of people who once lived or motifs carved 
into stone or woven into fabric-can be instantly recog

aized as human. These heads may be the visual symbols 

of victory or authority after raiding foreign rivals (e.g., 

Andrushko 2011; Browne et al. 1993; Finucane 2008; Tung 
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2014; Tung and Knudson 2008; Verano 2014), or in other 
circumstances exhibited skulls may be forms of ancestor 
worship (e.g., Blom and Janusek 2004; Finucane 2008; 

Hastorf 2003; Lau 2002; Manzanilla and Woodard 1990). 

Andean heads can also be influential when not on display, 
buried as part of fertility rituals or contained in chests as 

objects of power (e.g., Arnold 2005; Arnold and Hastorf 
2008). Heads in the Andes, both displayed and concealed, 

are recognized as potent sources of power in both mod

ern and prehistoric times (e.g., Alconini and Becker 2018; 
Arnold 2005, 2006; Arnold and Hastorf 2008; Becker and 

Alconini 2015; Benson and Cook 2001; Forgey and Wil
liams 2005; Proulx 2001; Ris0r 2013; Salomon 1991; Toyne 

2008; Tung 2007, 2008; Verano 1995, 2008). 
In this chapter, we continue prior research (Alconini and 

Becker 2ou, 2013, 2018; Becker and Alconini 2015) explor

ing the significance of three heads buried under a capstone 
at the Andean site of Wata Wata in the Kallawaya region 
of Bolivia (fig. 15.1). This find is associated with Tiwan

aku culture, dating to a transitional period (200-800 CE) 

between the Late Formative and Tiwanaku periods in the 
region. These skulls represent a surprising discovery, as, 

although detached heads are noted in much of Tiwanaku 
iconography, there has been a lack of bioarchaeological 
proof that the motifs represent actual heads taken from 

individuals (Alconini 1995; Blom and Janusek 2004; Chavez 

1992; Clados 2009; Makowski 2009; Isbell and Knobloch 

2008; Janusek 2004b, 2008; Kolata 1993b; Oakland 1986; 
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Smith 2012; Torres 1987, 2001; Young-Sanchez 2004, 2009). 

In addition, it is unlikely that these people were revered 
ancestors, as each skull has extensive evidence of inten

tional violence (i.e., multiple skull fractures, beheading, 

defleshing, and eye and jaw removal), which would be 

uncommon in cases of ancestor veneration (Rakita et al. 
2005; Sofaer 2006). Instead, drawing on archaeological 
and bioarchaeological evidence, we hypothesize that these 
people may be part of some cultural practice in which it 

was considered necessary to extinguish their lives using 

extreme levels of violence and to conceal their mouthless 
skulls in the ground. As such, we discuss the nature of 

the power the head possesses in the Andes and the differ
ent theoretical ways detached skulls hold power. We also 
describe the archaeology of the Kallawaya area, the history 

ofthis locality as home to shamans and herbal healers, and 

the importance of the Wata Wata site in the regional cul
tural dynamics. We then explain the skeletal evidence and 
the uniqueness of this find among other dedicatory offer
ings and trophy heads in the prehistoric Andes. Finally, we 

discuss the concept of•these heads as symbols of power. 

We explore ideas that the three detached heads from the 

Figure 15.1. Map of the Wata Wata 
study area. 

Kallawaya territory were the result of purposeful violence 

intended to turn the heads into objects of power, or that 
there was some kind of deviance among these three people 

that needed to be punished or controlled to limit their 

influence on others. These heads were then buried at the 

Wata Wata site possibly as an effort to contain or control 
the power of these individuals or the strength emanating 
from their body parts. 

THE POWER OF HEADS IN THE CENTRAL 

ANDES: ANCESTORS, PROTECTORS, 

TROPHIES, AND DEVIANTS 

As noted throughout this volume, heads hold power 

and embody personhood. In life, they contain and grow 

knowledge, and promote belonging or difference in every

thing from hairstyles to head shape. In death, heads serve 
as remembrance or as a storehouse of vitality a person 
once held in life. In the Andes, we see that heads without 
bodies range, first, in how they are treated (e.g., as tro

phies, disembodied, detached, severed, or isolated) (see 



Violence, Power, and Head Extraction 237 

Lozada et al., chapter 12 of this volume), and second, in 
how visible they are (Arnold 2006; Arnold and Hastorf 
2008; Becker and Alconini 2015). They provide "embodied 

engagement" with the individuals and groups that interact 

with them, both physically in that they are the skulls of 
people who once lived and theoretically in the different 

things they represent depending on usage and percep

tion (Bourdieu 1977; Dornan-Fish 2012; Johnson 1999; 

Merleau-Ponty 2013). Thus, understanding the context, 
purpose, and transformations heads are subject to from 
an emic perspective is important to recognize the power 

they hold. While we cannot know all of the influences 
heads hold or held in the past, we can look at the actions 
people take or have taken to try to discern their influence 

(Bourdieu 1977; Merleau-Ponty 2013). We can contextu

ally examine the cultural constructions of heads through 

the intent for which heads were used, their visibility, and 
the power they hold in specific situations from common 

perspectives, specifically where heads are considered 

ancestors, protectors, trophies, or deviants, thus provid
ing a well-measured interpretation of the Wata Wata find. 

Ancestors 

Worldwide, ancestor veneration involves remembering 

the roles and influences people had during life. By honor
ing, revering, and worshiping a deceased relative, favor is 

shown to the living descendants, group membership can 

be reaffirmed, and entitlement to lineage-based resources 

is confirmed (Arnold 2005; Calhoun 1980; Hastorf 2003; 

Lau 2002; McAnany 1995). When a skull represents an 
ancestor, heads are well treated; traditionally, the skele
tons of people whose bodies achieve postmortem rever
~nce do not show violent treatment (e.g., Finucane 2008; 

Hastorf 2003; Salomon 1991; Seeman 2007; Sofaer 2006; 

Verano 1995, 2001, 2008). In addition, heads of ancestors 
may sometimes be hidden but are often made visible for 

religious and ritual traditions (Calhoun 1980; Forgey 
and Williams 2005; Hastorf 2003; Lau 2002; McAnany 

1995; Salomon 1991). In some Andean cases, more than 
just the skull is used in rituals of ancestor veneration, as 
was noted in the Tiwanaku heartland, where the mostly 

complete skeletons were well cared for and used in rituals 

to remember deceased relatives (Blom and Janusek 2004; 

Manzanilla and Woodard 1990). Thus, the expectation 

with ancestor heads is a cultural context of caring and 
Yisibility at various times during veneration. 

Protectors 

The worship of deceased ancestors and their bones advo
cates that the dead have influence on the circumstances 

of the living. As such, they can move into roles as pro

tectors. However, they need not always be an ancestor 
to a living person. In the Andes, skulls themselves are 

important objects to own and utilize (Arnold and Hastorf 

2008; Ris0r 2013; Spedding 2011). According to modern 
ethnographic accounts of the symbolic nature of Andean 
skulls, heads protect individuals or promote better live

lihood through increased fertility (e.g., Arnold and 
Hastorf 2008; Proulx 2001, 2006; Ris0r 2013; Spedding 
2011). For example, similar to the Mayan interpretation 

of the head as seat of the spirit (Houston and Cummins 

2004; Scherer, chapter 4 of this volume), native Aymara 

people believe that the soul or spirit, termed ajayu, con
tinues on after death and can be physically linked to the 

skull (Johnson 201p56; Ris0r 2013:67). Traditional fables 

among the Aymara discuss disembodied heads (known 
interchangeably as qati qati, layqa qip'i, or uma in different 
regions of the central Andes) that fall off while a person 

is sleeping (Schiwy 2009:114-15; Spedding 2011:148-50). 

For some reason, the head cannot be reattached, and it 

is powerful enough to take revenge on the person it per

ceives as preventing its reattachment to the body, or as a 
step in obtaining justice in certain situations. This tradi

tional view of skulls may be why they are used in hillside 

ritual offerings. In one example, skulls are buried in an 

earthen pit, covered with items such as coca leaves, and 
sealed off with a capstone in the hope that the emanations 
from them will help rainclouds form (Arnold 2005:119; 

Arnold and Hastorf 2008:73-77). These hillside skulls 

can also be part of land reclamation strategies associated 

with fertility (Arnold and Hastorf 2008). Modern Aymara 

groups often use chests, ceramic containers, and soil pits 

to restrain and control the power potentially emanating 
from crania (Arnold and Hastorf 2008). In fact, human 
heads, like sprouting plants, are conceived of as a kind 

of "seed" (Arnold and Hastorf 2008; Blom and Couture, 
chapter 13 of this volume). These skulls can be interpreted 

as vital sources of life from which the rest of the human 

body can be restored or regenerated, again similar to their 
Mesoamerican counterparts. 

In addition to controlling hidden, detached heads as 

objects of power, skulls, or fiatitas (diminutive, turned-up 
pug noses) have an annual, dedicated festival day on 
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November 8 in Bolivia (Ris0r 2013). On Dia de las Nati
tas, skulls of both known (i.e., of deceased relatives) and 
unknown (i.e., received or bought) origin are decorated 
with items like fresh flowers, fancy hats, and sunglasses 
and given offerings (e.g., cigarettes, coca leaves, and alco
hol). The hope is that this respect will benefit the fam
ily that owns the skull in the corning year. The process 
through which these fiatitas became objects of power and 
praise may, in part, be rooted in violence. Alison Spedding 
(2011:156-59) notes that the heads sometimes come from a 
male who was murdered and decapitated for any number 
of reasons; his various other body parts are cooked and 
disposed of. Helene Ris0r (2013:67) also notes a potential 
violent origin but expands the idea, suggesting that any 
violent death would cause a restless spirit. Whatever the 
cause of death (natural or violent), each fiatita has a name, 
an origin story, and a mythos associated with the help or 
protection it has given to living persons who venerate it. 
Colloquially, stories describe skulls, visible somewhere 
in the home, that have scared away intruders, or healed 
the sick when brought to the bedside of a terminally ill 
patient, or brought economic success after money was 
placed in their jaws. Natitas become family protectors and 
effective media to attract wealth, particularly for small
scale businesswomen in La Paz. Depending on the sex of 
the owner, they can also adopt the opposite gender, fol
lowing the broader principles of duality. In addition, this 
promise of help or protection is not limited to a single 
group. Scholars have noted that these fiatitas have been 
used by thieves and smugglers who seek to avoid detec
tion (Spedding 2011:160-62) as well as by police to help 
solve local murders (Ris0r 2013:67). 

Trophies 

Whether serving as objects of ancestor veneration or as 
providers of protection, detached heads have been found 
archaeologically, depicted on Tiwanaku stone sculptures, 
serving vessels, and textiles (Alconini 1995; Chavez 1992; 
Janusek 2004a, 2008; Kolata 1993a; Oakland 1986; Young
Sanchez 2004, 2009). For example, objects dangling 
from the elbows of the portal god carved into stone on 
the Gate of the Sun in the Tiwanaku capital have been 
interpreted as isolated heads ( Clados 2009; Makowski 
2009). However, it is possible that iconographic depic
tions of detached Tiwanaku heads could also represent 
violent displays of power. Born from violence, Andean 

trophy heads hold power because of their ability 
displayed and recognized as something that was 
human. Often taken by the Nasca, Wari, and Mochc. 
skulls of enemies or captured prisoners were used as 

trophies to achieve this affect (Browne et al. 1993; 
and Cortez 2005; Tung 2007, 2008; Tung and Kn 
2008, 2010; Verano 1995, 2001; 2003, 2008; 2014; V 
chapter 11 of this volume). For example, Wari and • · 
trophy heads have drill holes, often on the jaws or 
portion of the skull, so they could be hung or displ 
with a cord (Browne et al. 1993; Forgey and Williams 20CJS 
Proulx 2001; Silverman and Proulx 2002; Tung 2008; \' 
ano 2001, 2008). The Moche may have performed simillr 
tactics by modifying the skulls of victims as ritual drink
ing vessels (Verano et al. 1999). As Valerie Andru 
discusses, "the body part is modified in a way to facilita 
public viewing, since trophy-taking requires an audiencr 
to maximize its symbolic power" (2011:264). One caa 
imagine the visual impact these displays of dangling headl 
had on the enemies of the Wari or the captured and soon
to-be victims of the Moche, or watching the victors drink 
from a human skull. 

Within Tiwanaku regions, actual trophy heads att 

almost nonexistent and evidence of violence is ratt 

compared to other complex societies in Central and 

South America. One exception is described by Deborah 
Blom and John Janusek (2004), who point out potential 
examples of war trophies on the platforms of the Akapana 
Pyramid in the city ofTiwanaku, where young men were 
intentionally dismembered and then left exposed, sus
ceptible to carnivores and visible to all local inhabitants. 
In another exception, John Verano (2013) documented 
sixteen burials near the Kalasasaya platform mound in 
Tiwanaku that date to about 700 CE, where all of the 
individuals were likely part of a single burial episode. 
Three of the sixteen showed various levels of violence, 
and in one example it is likely that a child was decapi
tated. This child's skull also had multiple puncture-like 
entry wounds that could have been caused by the metal 
tip of a staff or spear (Verano 2013:173-75). Two of the 
more complete burials with evidence of violence also 
showed damage to the crania that occurred at or around 
the time of death. Verano noted a similarity to the buri
als described by Blom and Janusek (2004), considering 
their violent death, but he noted that the Kalasasaya 
remains lacked cut or chop marks from intentional 
dismemberment. As such, cases of violence among the 
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Tiwanaku were not limited to heads, nor have only heads 
been found as part of any brutal ritual. 

Deviants 

While not as well-known as the taking of heads as tro
phies, social deviance as a rationale for decapitation also 
occurred in the central Andes. Although deviance is cul
turally defined and contextually shifting, generally speak
ing, social deviants are those who engage in behaviors, 
practices, and actions that violate accepted social norms 
and rules (Durkheim 1978; Macionis and Gerber 2010). 

As such, they are particularly prominent in periods of 
social change and unrest. People who were considered 
deviants were often killed, disfigured, and dismembered. 
Such marked levels of violence were not only inflicted on 
individuals who deviated from accepted social norms but 
also on those considered liminal, dangerous, or uncon
trollable. It is no surprise that in the Old World, women 
were subjected to such practices, particularly those con
sidered witches or druidesses. One of such example was 
found in a Roman-era cemetery at Lankhills, Winchester, 
England, that dates to the fourth century CE (Green 1997). 

Archaeologists have discovered a series of women who 
were beheaded, their heads purposefully placed between 
their legs. In addition, a few of these women had their 
jaws removed. Miranda Green (1997:99) interprets this as 
an attempt to keep them from casting any spells on the liv
ing after their death. The decapitated and jawless interred 
women may have been seen by the local Celts as backslid
ing or heretical pagans in a time when Christianity was 
spreading throughout the region, as well as a victory over 
powerful women who were considered deviant witches 
(Catling 2011). 

Although scarce, there is also evidence of eye removal 

as a form of punishment. One documented example 
involves Greek lawmaker Zaleucus in Locri, Italy, around 
600 BCE. After Zaleucus established eye removal as a 
penalty for adultery, his son was accused of the crime 
and given this sentence (Heraclides 1971:35; Maximus 
2000:65). Those in power decided·to waive the deocu
lation, but Zaleucus, as a man of the law, put out one of 
his own eyes as well as one of his son's so that the pun
ishment was duly enacted. In part, this punishment may 
have been prescribed because of ideas concerning the role 
of eyes in interpersonal connections, such as the amatory 
gaze, or its opposite, the gaze of the "evil eye" (Franzen 

2011:71-72). Traditionally, because people use their eyes 
to connect to one another both visu;lly and emotionally, 
eye removal in the classical world may have been used to 
destroy communities or an individual's participation in 
the community through the loss of those ties (Franzen 
2011:90). 

In the New World, ethnographic research reveals the 
importance placed on shamanistic rituals and healing 
as well as the possibility of deviant witchcraft in many 
indigenous cultures. Although such practices varied in 
scope and nature, their practitioners were often con
sidered beyond social norms and therefore liminal and 
potentially dangerous. As such, they had the potential to 
become social deviants. For example, Puebloan peoples 
of the southwestern United States believe that witchcraft 
can account for any number of ills such as famine, floods, 
and undetermined changes in the weather. Witchcraft 
is also considered hereditary in Puebloan families, and 
family members of witches can thus fall under suspicion 
(Walker 1998:267). In this context, J. Andrew Darling 
(1998:739-40) notes that in the present day, witches can 
be neutralized by using effigies, which undergo. physical 
"trauma:' simulated execution, dismemberment, cutting, 
simulated defleshing, and burning of various body parts 
as symbolic acts to hinder the deviant witch. The first 
European to visit the Zuni pueblo in the southwestern 
United States, Estevanico (also sometimes called Esteban 
de Dorantes, Estebanico, and Esteban the Moor), was 
killed because he was thought to be a witch. To further 
disempower him, Zuni leaders dismembered Estevanico's 
body and distributed the parts among themselves (Ban
delier 1892:14). 

Witchcraft is known among the Aymara, and ethnog
raphers have identified countermeasures the Aymara took 
to protect individuals from negative spells (Abercrombie 

1986; La Barre 1950, 1951; Sebeok 1951). However, early 
ethnographic accounts note little differentiation between 
witches, shamans, medicine men, and healers; only their 
acts are designated as positive or negative, with possible 
punishment doled out to an originator in the form of indi
vidual, karmic retribution (La Barre 1950:40-41). Disem
bodied heads are also associated with these Aymara healers 
or shamans, and controlling these skulls adds to a shaman's 
power. Denise Arnold and Christine Hastorf (2008:66) 

note that heads, especially those of conquered enemies, can 
be used by shamans "for both protective and defensive pur
poses, as well as for more aggressive and belligerent uses:' 
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The heads (i.e., qati qati, layqa qip'i, or uma) also fly and 

provide a shaman with the ability to survey an area under 

his or her control, possibly expanding the shaman's author

ity over new, enemy territory (Arnold and Hastorf 2008). 

CULTURAL AND 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

The Kallawaya Region 

During the Formative era (1500 BCE-500 CE), regions 

such as Kallawaya, in present-day Apolobamba National 

Park, Bolivia, were important transition and trading 

zones. They linked the high-elevation Titicaca basin in 

the west to the eastern Yunga tropical mountain region 

and beyond. Exchanges were facilitated by far-reaching 

llama trading caravans (Bandy 2004; Browman 1984; 

Chavez 1988; Chavez 1992; Hastorf et al. 2005; Hastorf 

2005). Typical goods passing through this region were the 

kind not easily obtained at high elevations such as corn, 

coca, colorful plumage from tropical birds, hallucinogens, 

and hardwoods (Browman 1984; Saignes 1985). In addi

tion, highland "Yayamama-style" Formative-era artifacts 

and ritual paraphernalia were also found at various sites 

in these mid.altitude regions, suggesting complex interac

tions between the differing elevations on trade routes. 

An archaeological survey of the Kallawaya area (noted 

by the dotted polygon in figure 15-1) found a total of 1,812 

sites dating from before the Formative period (1500 BCE-

500 CE) through to the recent Inka era (Alconini 2011, 

2016). Of these sites, approximately fifteen dated to the 

Formative period, and five stand out as regional centers 

because they were terraced mounds, with excellent visibil

ity of the surrounding landscape, and strategically located 

along an ancient transportation route (Alconini 2011). 

These five Formative centers featured monumental archi

tecture materialized in the construction of concentric 

stone platforms adapted to the natural topography, with 

public spaces at the summit. Excavations at some of these 

regional centers, such as Kalla Kallan and Wata Wata, 

show residential constructions, burial cists, and storage 

areas on the platforms (Alconini 2011, 2016; Chavez 2009). 

Both Yunga and Titicaca basin Formative-era ceramics 

were found at these sites, along with other nonlocal cul

tural materials (e.g., ob,idian and lapis lazuli), suggest

ing that people from these sites participated in the far
reaching trade networks. 

During the Tiwanaku period (500-1100 CE), there 

were dramatic shifts in the Kallawaya region, including 

evidence of Tiwanaku-style decorated pottery, the likely 

adoption of Tiwanaku ritual practices, and possibly 

even the migration of Tiwanaku peoples into the region 

(Chavez 2009). As such, there is no significant evidence 

of a militaristic conquest of local peoples. Rather, it may 

be that Kallawaya peoples were encouraged to join or 

participate in the multiethnic Tiwanaku state. Overall in 

the Kallawaya region during the Tiwanaku period, there 

was an almost fourfold growth in the number of settle

ments, a variance in size and function of habitations (i.e., 

hamlets, villages, and cemeteries), and the development of 

communities at previously unoccupied higher elevations 

(above two thousand meters). This evidence points to a 

consolidation of an agropastoral economy. In addition, 

the five regional centers located along the main trans

portation route continued to be used, albeit in different 

ways than during the Formative. In general, these centers 

featured an expansion of public spaces on their summits, 

a change to rectangular-shaped residential architecture, 

and a restricted distribution of agrarian terraces inferior 

to spaces at the summit. Such changes were tied to the 

introduction of decorated and utilitarian Tiwanaku-style 

pottery (Alconini 2011; Chavez 2009). 

The Kallawaya People 

Kallawaya's inhabitants are renowned traveling shamans 

and herbal healers (Bastien 1978; Girault 1969; Meyers 

2002; Oblitas Poblete 1978, 1992; Rosing 1995; Saignes 1984) 

and have been recognized by UNESCO (2008) as a part 

of the "Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity" because 

of their extensive medicinal knowledge. These healers pri

marily speak Quechua but also use Machajuyu, a secret 

language of the Kallawaya that combines Puquina and 

Quechua features (Aguil6 1991; Saignes 1984). Although 
their origins are uncertain, we know that by Inka times they 

had an elevated status due to their knowledge of healing as 

well as their role as cultural brokers and intermediaries with 

the eastern Yunga populations dwelling in the jungle (Mey

ers 2002; Saignes 1984). As a result, they became privileged 

allies of the Inka and played a central role in the extensive 

trading routes that crisscrossed the region. 

It is also likely that knowledge of curative practices was 
ongoing through the Tiwanaku period, as there is evi

dence of religious and healing paraphernalia in a number 

of funerary caves distributed along Tiwanaku trade routes 
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(Chavez and Alconini 2016). Although most of the Kalla
waya caves were heavily looted, some of the burials were 

walled in order to protect the remains of single or multiple 
individuals interred there. One of these was the Callijicho 

funerary cave from Nino Korin, previously documented by 

other researchers (Ryden 1957; Wassen 1972). It is located 
on the cliffs below the Tiwanaku center of Kalla Kallan 

in Curva, Bolivia. The Callijicho cave contained multiple 
burials with evidence of trepanation and artificial cranial 
modification. Grave goods from these burials also showed 

Tiwanaku-era ritual and medicinal objects consistent with 

modern Kallawaya herbal healers of the region (Was

sen 1972). These included snuff tablets and spoons finely 

Figure 15.2. The site ofWata 
Wata. The inset shows the 
location of the three skulls 
found in this cache. 

decorated with ritual Tiwanaku icopography, inhalation 

tubes carved in bone and cane, and a number of textile 
bags containing medicinal plants (Wassen 1978). In this 
context, the site of Wata Wata, which was contemporaneous 
with and of a similar design to Kalla Kallan, is particularly 

important, considering its history as a Formative-era center 

that was later co-opted by the Tiwanaku. 

The Wata Wata Archaeological Site 

The site of Wata Wata, comprising 6.5 hectares, is one 

of the original five Formative-period regional centers in 

the Kallawaya region (fig. 15.2). Containing at least five 
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concentric platforms, it is located close to one of the main 
trade routes that penetrate deep into the tropical moun

tains and has an occupational history spanning from the 
Formative through the Tiwanaku periods. There were 

three main building phases: (1) Early Formative through 

the first half of the Middle Formative (1500-500 BCE); 

(2) the second half of the Middle Formative and Late 
Formative 1 (500 BCE- 200 CE); and (3) the transition 
between the Late Formative 2 and Tiwanaku periods 
(200- 800 CE). 

During the first phase (1500-500 BCE), the site was 

a prominent regional center with public spaces on the 
upper platforms used for large-scale food consumption 
activities, while lower platforms had circular residential 

constructions (Alconini 2013; Becker and Alconini 2015). 
In addition, there were small, semisubterranean, circular 

stone constructions used for storage or as funerary cists 
(Alconini 2016). Cultural materials from both the high

lands ( e.g., clay trumpets, ceramic burners, and burnished 
pottery with burnt grass, mica, and large quartz grains in 

the paste) and lowlands (e.g., Yunga-style pottery charac
terized by the use of ground slate in the paste) were docu

mented at Wata Wata from this time period. 

In contrast to the first phase, the scale of residential 

occupati~n was limited in the second phase (500 BCE-
200 CE). This is evident in the fact that there were fewer 
residential structures noted on the lower platforms. 
Alconini (2016) noted that Wata Wata had become an 

ancestral shrine, as shown by the increase in the use of 

burial cists, by the reutilization of sunken storage con
structions as funerary chambers, and by the expansion of 

public food consumption activities on the upper terraces. 
By the third phase (200-800 CE), most of the earlier 

semisubterranean constructions were being reutilized as 

garbage pits or burial areas. However, in stark contrast 

with earlier traditions, these new cists held the remains 
of single, primary inhumations, buried with Tiwanaku 
paraphernalia. For example, one individual was buried 
in a flexed position and was entombed with a Tiwanaku

style painted, flaring open bowl, a carved bone spoon with 

avian motifs similar to those from the Tiwanaku hallu

cinogenic complex, deer antlers, lapis lazuli beads, and 
metal scraps (Alconini 2016). 

In addition, during the third phase, selected areas of 
Wata Wata underwent significant architectural renova

tions, such as at platform 1-C located in the southern apex 
of the site (noted in figure 15.2). Platform 1-C was a locus 
of public celebrations, rituals, and food consumption. 

During this third phase, the midden and nearby semisub

terranean stone constructions at this platform, which had 
once been used for storage and burial, fell into disuse. A 
layer of gravel mixed with yellow clay twenty centimeters 

in thickness was deposited above these constructions as 

a new floor, covering not only earlier constructions but 
also previously unoccupied spaces. Associated with this 
floor was the construction of a set of straight, stone walls. 

These wall segments run in different directions and were 
likely part oflarger rectangular structures, and their shape 

shows a departure from earlier, circular constructions. 

The walls were two courses high and constructed with 
fieldstones, stone slabs, and partially worked stone blocks. 

Near the corner of two of the wall segments, a small pit 
approximately thirty centimeters in diameter and thirty 
centimeters deep was cut through the floor and the wall 

foundation. Human skulls were placed in this pit, which 

was subsequently filled with darker soil and covered with 

a partially hand-cut stone block (Alconini 2016). This is 

shown in the insert in figure 15.2. Upon discovery of these 
bones, the entire cache, including the surrounding soil, 

was removed to the laboratory for further examination 

(Becker and Alconini 2015). Overall, our excavation found 
no evidence of previous habitation below the yellow clay 
and mixed gravel floor where the three heads were buried. 
Thus, it is unlikely that they date to either the first or sec

ond phase of construction at the Wata Wata site. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE 

WATA WATA SKULLS 

The heads found at Wata Wata are from three different 
adult individuals who underwent extreme violence at 

or around the time of death (i.e., perimortem). None of 

the crania show evidence of the trauma that takes place 
postdecomposition or that is associated with secondary 
burial, as might be the case with individuals who were 

buried, disinterred, and then defleshed (e.g., Curry 1999; 

Simon 2003; Ubelaker 1974) or with ancestor veneration 
(e.g., Arnold and Hastorf 2008; Fenton 1991; Hastorf 2003; 

Rakita et al. 2005). In addition, from both site-based and 

laboratory analysis, all three individuals were interred in 
the ground at Wata Wata at approximately the same time 
(Becker and Alconini 2015). 

From an inventory of the skull bones present, all three 

are missing portions of the face, specifically the upper 

and lower jaw (maxillae and mandibles), all teeth, some 
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Figure 15.3. Posterior view of cut and chop 
marks, as noted with arrows, at the articula
tion of the skull and neck of Individual 1. 

fragments of the parietals, and small portions of the pos

terior and inferior occipital crania. As tooth eruption 

patterns and dental wear provide helpful bioarchaeologi

cal clues to estimating age in skeletal remains (Bass 1981; 

Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994; White 1991), and these indi
viduals have no jaws or teeth, there was no way to give 
them a more specific age than "adult." However, their sex 

can be estimated from the cranial bones present, and they 
are one male and, possibly, two females. 

In terms of the missing facial bones and jaws, all three 

have damage that is likely from a Le Fort fracture. This 

type of fracture, commonly noted in modern forensic 

anthropology, is caused by heavy, blunt force applied to 
the face (Christensen et al. 2014:352-53; Allsop and Ken
nett 2002:261- 63). This type of trauma, depending on 
where the force is applied between the mouth and the 

nose, causes sheering of the facial bones from at least the 
upper dentition through to some portion of the eye sock

ets inferior to the nasal bones. 

In addition to the Le Fort fractures, all three people 

bad evidence of violent trauma in some combination of 
chop marks, cut marks, bone scrapes, and depressed skull 

fractures. Individual 1, one of the possible females, had 
andergone multiple attempts at being beheaded, as noted 
a.,, various chop marks into the inferior portion of the 

lktill at the occipital condyles, where the neck articulates 

with the skull (fig. 15.3), as well as at least ten cut and chop 

aarks on the first and second neck vertebrae (plate 29). 

1bis person also has cut marks indicating that the skull 
defleshed, including horiwntal lines above the eyes 

lbat could indicate scalping (fig. 15.4). In addition, scrape 

aarks were noted around the right eye orbit. These indi-

cate that the flesh around the eye, if not the eye itself, was 

removed (fig. 15.4, inset). This first individual likely also 

had her jaw removed, as cut marks on the both right and 

left temporal bones were noted in areas that would have 
been associated with chewing musculature. 

Individual 2 is the only confirmed male in the group. 
This male has a large fracture associated with blunt force 

Figure 15.4. Cut marks on the frontal bone of Individual 
1, notated with arrows. The inset shows a close-up of cut 
marks around the eye of this individual. 
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trauma on the left side of the head, including radiating and 

rounded fracture lines that indicate a high-velocity blow 

or blows at or around the time of his death (fig. 15.5) (Ber
ryman and Gunther 2000; Berryman and Symes 1998). 

In addition, there are two areas of well-healed trauma, 
suggesting incidents of interpersonal violence that had a 

chance to heal. The first injury, on the left frontal bone, 

is a round circular depression with an adjacent area of 

Figure 15.6. Anterior view of Individual 2, with arrows 
notating cut marks. The inset shows a closer view of the 
cut marks around the eye orbit. 

Figure 15.5. Evidence of blunt force trauma on 
the skull of Individual 2. The top left arrow 
shows healed trauma, and the bottom and 
right two arrows show perimortem, high
impact trauma. 

thickened bone (noted in fig. 15.5). The second is likely a 

broken nose, as the nasal bones are misaligned (fig. 15.6). 

This second individual also has cut marks around the left 
eye orbit, likely indicating defleshing around the eye and 

possible eye removal (fig. 15.6, inset). 

Individual 3 (fig. 15.7), another possible female, suffered 

multiple perimortem injuries, including a small, depressed 
fracture superior to the fractures on her nose (fig. 15.7, 

inset). In addition and akin to the other two people, this 
individual had multiple cut marks around both left and 
right eye orbits (plate 30 ), suggesting that the eyes might 
have been purposefully removed. Multiple cut marks were 

also noted on both left and right sides of the skull where 

the mandible articulates with the rest of the skull, as well 

as the zygomatic and temporal bones near where chew
ing musculature would have been attached. These marks 

likely indicate jaw removal at or around the time of death. 

This person may also have received an additional blow to 

the head on the right temporal at or around the time of 
death, as noted by the radiating fracture line similar to the 
one noted on the second, male individual. 

For all three individuals, the sequence of violence is 

somewhat unclear, except for the second male individual, 
who had two cases of well-healed trauma. However, we can 

put some of the injuries into chronological order. The first 

individual had a few cut marks on the inner table of the 

bone, which indicates that defleshing took place after por

tions of the skull were broken. This suggests that the first 
individual was highly incapacitated or dead while flesh on 
the scalp was removed. The second and third individuals 
were likely in the same state-beaten and then defleshed, 
as cuts were made on top of fracture lines. As for the Le 
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Figure 15.7- Individual 3, with an inset showing 
a close-up of perimortem trauma superior to 
the nasal bones. 

Fort fractures and the cut marks noted around the areas 
of chewing musculature, the removal of the upper and 
lower jaws was likely purposeful, as no bones from these 

areas or teeth were found. In addition, the skeletal evidence 

suggests that all three people had their eyes, or at least the 

flesh around their eyes, removed. It is unclear if they were 
alive during this process, although the multiple cut and 

scrape marks differ in variety, depth, and placement on 

the eye bones of each individual. This could indicate that 

the victims were alive and struggling while undergoing eye 
removal, as this activity has been noted elsewhere in the 
Andes among the Moche as a form of torture (Hamilton 
2005), as well as during Inka times as punishment (Gua

man Poma de Ayala 2006). However, Andrushko (20n) has 
described a Wari skull displayed as a trophy head that had 

similar cut marks around the eyes, likely incurred as part of 

the defleshing process. Thus, it is not clear whether the cut 

marks on Wata Wata heads resulted from removing tissue 
near the eye orbits, or removing the eyes themselves at or 

around the time of death. 

THE POWER OF THE WATA WATA HEADS 

Detached heads, noted in Tiwanaku iconography, have 

been found archaeologically on stone sculptures, serving 

vessels, and textiles (Alconini 1995; Chavez 1992; Janusek 
2004a, 2008; Kolata 1993a; Oakland 1986; Young-Sanchez 

2004, 2009). However, prior to these finds, there was very 

little bioarchaeological evidence of human skull usage 
in Tiwanaku (Becker and Alconini 2015). In fact, heads 

detached from bodies in the Tiwanaku heartland were 

more often associated with dedications or ancestor vener

ation (Blom and Janusek 2004; Manzanilla and Woodard 

1990). As noted in prior research (Alconini and Becker 
2018; Becker and Alconini 2015), we do not believe that 

the Wata Wata skulls were of respected relatives. There is 
no or almost no evidence of violence inflicted on the bod

ies of people who are considered ancestors and who are 

worshipped posthumously (e.g., Finucane 2008; Hastorf 
2003; Salomon 1991; Seeman 2007; Sofaer 2006; Verano 
1995, 2001, 2008), which is not the case with the three 

heads examined in this research. In addition, other cases 
of perirnortem violence among the Tiwanaku were not 

limited to heads, nor have only heads been found as part 

of any brutal ritual. The Wata Wata find is therefore dif

ferent from other known types of skeletal violence for this 
culture, suggesting that harnessing the power of deceased 

ancestors was not important at the Wata Wata site. 
Heads elsewhere in the Andes are often noted for 

their ability to be displayed and recognized as something 
that was once human, such as among the Nasca, Wari, 

and Moche, for whom heads were trophies, or the fiatitas 

in present-day La Paz, where heads serve as protectors. 

Comparing the Wata Wata heads to other Andean cases of 
trophy taking, they share certain patterns of violence, such 

as perimortem trauma, defleshing, and dismemberment. 

Nonetheless, the purpose of these heads does not seem 
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to be for display. It is possible that these three Wata Wata 

skulls represent a one-time trophy display. However, the 
amount of perimortem modification involved seems like 

a lot of work to exhibit these skulls on only one occasion. 
Their internment under a capstone that does not appear 

to have been repeatedly opened to redisplay the heads is 
also odd. Additionally, these heads do not match well with 

other examples of detached skulls in the Andes, because 
the faces of all three people were broken and dismem
bered. The removal or disfiguration of most of the face as 

well as the mouth would seem antithetical to the purpose 

of a trophy head, whose authority rests at least partly on 
its recognizability as human. Our exploration of the evi

dence of the Wata Wata heads and their comparison to 
other known archaeological and bioarchaeological cases 
of Andean trophy heads has shown that we must search 
for alternative explanations, other than only the tradi
tional idea of heads as trophies. 

Controlling the power of heads, as seen with the vis

ible ftatitas or hidden cache heads, is a topic that also 
needs to be addressed with these Wata Wata skulls. While 

we cannot force modern interpretations onto these pre

historic skulls and we are cautious in our use of ethno
graphic and ethnohistorical resources, we also cannot 

discount some of the similarities between this find and 
heads in the central Andean region. The idea that skulls 
may be more powerful, lending help via sympathy and 

empathy to living people, if they have a violent origin 
could explain some of the trauma inflicted on these three 

skulls. Extreme violence to individuals was certainly not 

unknown in the prehistoric Andes, but the trauma noted, 

including beheading, defleshing, and removal of eyes and 
jaws without any intention of displaying the skulls, is dif

ferent from treatments of other known trophy heads. In 
addition, possibly because these heads were considered 

powerful items born of violence or because their ability 
to be restored or regenerated from a "seed" needed to be 
contained, they were hidden away beneath a capstone at 

Wata Wata. Such considerations might have been partic

ularly important in the Kallawaya region, traditionally 

known as the home of powerful traveling shamans, med
icine men, and herbal healers. In this context, controlling 

such powerful individuals might have been an important 
political strategy to moderate or strip their power. 

This strategy of controlling or removing power may 
have also been applied .to deviants- people considered 
liminal, dangerous, or uncontrollable-especially in times 

of social or political unrest. Similar to the evidence from 

Wata Wata, deviants in other cultures can be subjected to 
physical violence, including eye and jaw removal (Aber

crombie 1986; Catling 2011; Green 1997; Heraclides 1971). 

Thus, it is possible that the heads from Wata Wata were 

those of social deviants. This interpretation gains support 
if one considers that this offering was deposited in a time 
of political tension and social unrest, during the transition 
from the Late Formative to the Tiwanaku period. As Tiwa
naku expanded into the region to extend its influence, 

despite the popular religious ideology brought by the new
comers, it is likely that some rejected the encroachment. If 
the medicinal and shamanistic practices of the local Yunga 

Kallawaya were already prevalent at this critical juncture, 
their practitioners might have been considered particu
larly dangerous and powerful. Although we do not know 

who the victims (or their decapitators) were, it is clear that 
the violence was done in a ritualized context. By this time, 

Wata Wata was an important religious center and part of a 

growing web of trading corridors that crossed the region. 
While there are no another cases of comparable violence 
during this time elsewhere in the prehistoric Andes, it is 

clear that it occurred during a critical political interface, 

and in a region that was crucial to the emerging interests 
of Tiwanaku. Perhaps these individuals were seen as a 

menace to the emerging social order, or their privileged 

standing as shamans had become a source of suspicion, or 
perhaps they were simply the random victims of shifting 
power balances. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The evidence presented in this chapter highlights the 

importance of head taking as a strategy to control the power 

of important individuals in society, whether these were 
social deviants, powerful shamans, or rival political leaders. 

Beyond known cases of decapitation and the use of skulls as 

trophies, this study has revealed that heads are considered 
potent sources of power. In the Bolivian Andes, the cache 

of heads from Wata Wata illustrates a case in which three 

adult individuals were sacrificed and beheaded during 

a time of social and political change, associated with the 
arrival of the Tiwanaku state in the region. Whether these 

individuals were unwilling victims, members of rebellious 
factions, or disempowered shamans, the level of violence 

inflicted on them illustrates the importance of such prac
tices in a context of shifting power balances in the region. 

This evidence also echoes broader cultural practices in the 
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Andes in which human heads, whether from a violent or 

natural death, are considered potent sources of power, as 

with modern fl.atitas. Future research will reveal the genetic 

profiles of these decapitated victims in Wata Wata, and 

perhaps even their geographic origins. After further com

parative studies in the region, we will also learn whether 

this was an isolated event or only the first manifestation 

of ritualized forms of violence exerted by Tiwanaku in its 

expansion into the eastern tropics. 
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