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RITE AND CROP IN THE INCA STATE
(b
By John V. Murra ! s
VASSAR COULLEGE :')i')_i,zh . :'I

A8 ONE RiaDS the sixteenth-century European sources on Inca cere-
monialism ane becomes aware of a curious and unexpected diserapancy:
the ritunl crop calendar reported docs not reflect either the agrcultural
realities of that period or the modem patterns of expressing concern
over the fate of the crops. The chroniclers of the European invasion
and early settlement fill many papes describing peasant- and stats-
sponsored ceremonics und sacrifices aceompanying the planting, irri-
gating, weeding, and harvesting of maize; they report litdle if any ritual
comnected with the many Andean root crops.

Such u discrepuney in reporting focuses attention on the botamical
and ecological differences between the two sets of crops: one a locally
domesticated, high-altitude serfes of frost-resistant tubers, of which the
potate 1s coly the most celebrated; the other a4 warm weather grain, of
Pan-American distribution, maize. 1 bope to show that the chroniclers’
dizcropancy is also a hint to important cultural and social differences.

At the upper levels of the Andean Aitiplano the alping root ceops—
the potato, the ecq, the wifkce—are the only ones at home. Juzepezuk
found omne wild species of polato blooming at 16,400 feet (5,000
meters) in an 1B-degree frost,! and many of the cultivated vanetics
bear tubers regularly at 14,000 fect. Withont them buman ocoupancy
in this area would be impossible; “half the Indians do not have any
other bread.”® In pre-Columbian times they were the mouttain peas-
ant’s staple food crops, so commeon in the diet that time was measured
in vnits equivalent to a potate’s hoiling time.? In the cold, high steppe
known as the puna, around Lake Titicaca, the chroniclers were sur-
prizcd to find no prains; they report the area’s dependence upon alpine
crops.! This does not condemn this ares (o cullure-historcal marpi-
nddity: long before the Tiahuanaco and Inca cxpansions, the Clollao
made the maost hasic contribution to the possibilities of civilizational
development in the Andes through the demestication of the lama and
the alpaca as well as the bers.
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In our time, LaBiarre collected over 220 named varictics of potatoes
in the Collao zlone; most of the pames, afler four hundred vears of
Buropean occupation, show no trace of European influcnce® Whils
some diploid varieties, which botunists consider the more primitive,
stick to the quifve, the protected slopes of Andean valleys, most of
the domesticaled vapelies are true pema specimens—hardy, frost-
resistant and closcly dependent on man, Inm fact, the most frost-re-
sistamt. the biter fufd, are sterile tripleids which will not prow below
2,200 feet (2,500 rmeters) and cannot propagate themselves without
human intervention.® The large number of these hybrid, high-altitude
varieties would indicate that theoughowt mest of the history of humun
occupancy in the Andes, the pressure Las been on taming Lhe high
porir;” the steep, lower slopes, which would seem more inviling, on
first plance, can serionsly be utilized only when large-scale public
works provide tertaces and iretigation.

Elsewhere in the world, root crops cannot usually be kept [or any
length of time? Some of lhe Andean vaoelics keep seven, ten, and
twelve months under preng conditions:, which have a mummifying cifcct
mol vnly on vepelables boi also vn Uama mesl and other lissues. In
addinion, geveral processes were developed here which took advantaee
of the climale to increase storing capacity. Most potatnes could be
made imto chufiv, a substance derived from tabers altermately frozen
and dried soon after harvest. The slow-ripening, bitter, high-altitude
varictics are grown exclusively for chudn, which can be kept for much
longer periods tham the potatoes themselves. Unfortunately, it has not
been pessible to determine exactly how long chuwdn could be lept,
thongh Cobo talks of “many years.”* The process ifself is closely de-
pendeat on pesg conditions: cald nights, wacm days, and a dey climate,
There is no chufin in Ecuador, which lacks a wue prera, nor was Sap-
per able to make it experimentally in Germany '

While potatoes have this neat Zonal distribution, maize is found on
both highland and coast. Thiz hag masked the essentially warm climate
character of maize; it requires 2 good deal of humidity and warmth
and has u telutively lotg growing scason, The Andean highlands are
dry and ziven to froquent frosts, and it is only on the guitwa slopes,
and then not cverywhere, that maize can be found as a field crop.

We still do not know when maise reached the highlands; there is no
reason to doubt that it was long before the Tnea conguest, though it
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probably was after the domestication of ulpine tubers. Ewven an the
coasl it was relatively late; archucology shows that it appears there
only ufter a thousand years of root-crop, bean, and cotton agriculture.!
According to Carbon 14 dates, comn was introduced ca, 900-700 B.c.
in the Chicama valley.t* It is hard e think of il rpening here withont
irrigation, although archaeclomists el us that artificial watering does
not begin till considerably after the mtroduction of maize. 1t is possible
that corn was first grown in pukios, the sunken cultivation plots which
usc somc of the subsurface seepage.’® This early associalion, or lack
of it, between maize and irrigation on the coast, necds additional in-
vestigation,

As one moves from coast to highlands, the situation beoomes olesr-
cut: in the Andes maize and irrigation were closely correlated. Dospile
the adaptation of cortain varieties in the Callején de Huaylas and the
Lrubamba valley, maies in the Andes is @ handicapped plant: it cannot
grow in the hot valley bolloms, where the desert has a way of rcaching
up to 5000 and even 8,000 feet in the Apurimac yalley, nor can il
grow abowe 900K feet in northeen Perv and 11,500 feet in Lhe south,
since abowve these altitudes frost can be expected any month of the
year with disastrous cffects on the corn crop. In both Inca and
modern times, irrigation was considered highly desirable wherever
waiFe was Trown, s even where thers was no acute shortage of rain=
fall." Garcilaso de 1o Veoa tells us that “not a single grain of maudae
was planted without irrigation,” and that given steady watering and
the use of fertilizers comn fields “were like a garden.” ' Lirigated fields
need no crop rotation, nor must they be left to lie fallow., '

There is some indication that the famous Andean terraces so labori-
ously constructed on the guifwa slopes were meant to produce maize.
The terrace of Colleamapata, the garden of the Sun, was planted to
corn and Garciluso had seen it worked in his youth. He 18 also specific
when discussing lerraces in general: “this is how industrous the inca
were in cxpanding the lands for maize planting”* Pedro Pizamo, an
evewitness to the invasion, claims that “all were planted to maize,™

While frrgation is one of e faciors making it possible to raisc the
wpper limit of corn cultivation, it was rarely applied to potatocs and
other alpine crops. In part, this is duc to the topographic charseter-
istics of the pana, o high plateaw, with the rivers flowing in deep gorpes
far below it. As Garcilsso puts it, where irrigation did not reach “they
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planied prains and vegetables of grewt importance . .. potatoes, afius,
pra? M Clera de Tedn saw no irripation in the Collao within twenty
years of the European invasion 2 und most of ovr chroniclers similarly
muke no mention of alpine crops when discussing irrigation#  In
modern times, the feographer Schwalm, who did considerable field
work i the area, reports that irigation snd feriilizers were applicd to
muize, While poratoes were grown de temporad, depending on rain.#
LuBame tells us that in Bolivia the high-altitnde fukf varieties receive
no imigation or fertilizers, althourh some of the others apparently dn
zet assistines oday.” Such rainfall eultivation means that lands must
rest between crops; Schwalm reports for Titicaca that a field was cul-
Hvated Tor four years and lay fallow for scyen® This matches what
Garcilaso tells us of sixteenth-century conditions: alpine crops had to
be rotated, and lunds loft fallow, every vear or twn. =

Diespite their adaptation und probable domestication in bigh altitudes,
even these alpine crops [uiled frequently through huil, frest, and
diought. Pole de Ondegardo, whe was for many yoars an administrator
in the purae, claims thal three years in five saw crop failures, but ir is
unclear which of the crops be is talking about; the chances are he
means maize.* Ewen so, the subsistence margin was quitc narrow; in
the nineteenth century Tachudi reporls that one good harvest i three
is normal for the peama® Cabello Valbou, an independent sixtcenth-
cenlury souice, indicares that famine stalked the land in years when the
potato crop failed A At such times the peasants ate wild roots or grasses.
Fasting, sacrifices, and scapegoating were all emploved in an eflort o
miligate frosts and water shortages.

In such ciceumstances we note again how Letle potato or other alpine
crop ritual has been recorded by our chroniclers, As indicated, their
ceremonisl calendars deal almest cxclusively with maire. In our time
there are claborate ceremonies to proect and encouraps the potato crop;
these have been described in some detsil by contemporary observers. ¥
f coursz, 1t could be that such practices are post-Calumbian; the
ahsence of recorded sixteenth-century alpine crop rtuals may indicate
lack of anzicty over a local, well-adapted crop.®® However, this is
uvnlikely sincs the ceclesiustic wiiters and idol-burners like Avila, Ar-
tiaga, and others who twuened their attention to the Andean peasant
community after 1600, report aumerous instances of rital concern
over highland crops, quile similar to modemn ceremonialism, Such



RITE AND CROP IN THE INCA STATE 397

parallels are also present in the unique early report to have broken
through the chroniclers’ disimterest: only fifteen years after the invasion
a pricst gave in to the urging of his communicants and allowed g potato
plantimg cevemony in his village  There was mosic and dancing with
digging tools and some competitive behavior between the two moictics.
A Nama was sacrificed, and sclected large seed potatoes were dipped
in its blood. At this point the prisst intervened and stopped what had
apparently gone oo lur, Soon after Cieza de Tedn came through the
area and recorded the priest’s story,® but it took the chromicler con-
sistently most sensitive to ethnographic detail to get it,

The rarity of potato rituals in our sources may perhaps be duc o the
fact that the Andcan crops, while they may have been siaple, were
also low status foed. In the legends {rom Huarochiri collected by
Avila in the early seventeenth-century, potato-sating was considered
evidence of low status; a rapgedy bepggar was known as Huatvacuui,
potato-eater.™ in another story, recorded by Cabello Valboa, the hero
is hiding from his enemies among “very poor herders” who cultivate
“potatoes, wilieca, ather roots and grasses.” ** 1o describing the praa-
dwelling Colla, Huamin Poma® calls them “Indians of little strength
and coursge, with large bodies, fat and tallowy because they eat anly
chuti” and contrasts them with the Chinchaysuyus (northern and
coastal Peruviane}, “who, although small in staturs, are brave, as thoy
are fed on maize and drink maize chéicha, which gives strength,”

Drespite such attitudes, from all we can gather pulato ceremonialism
was varly and general in the Andes. Why then should cur sources
sy LY

There is no likelihood that our chromiclers would ignore maize.
Grain eaters themselves, familiarized with com in the Caribbean and
Mexico, they reported early and in detail the Pan-American distiibution
of this crop. Its abscnee in any piven arca was noted.” Some of them
thought of muize us the Andean stple® which is clearly erronecus
siven the ecologic picture; as Sauer has pointed out, “nowhere south
of Honduras is muize the staple foodstuff it was further north.”* In
most of South America it was grown primarily for beer-making and
ceremonial purposes st

‘The chroniclers communicate the feeling that in the highlandzs maize
was a desirable, special, and even holiday food as compared with
potatoes and chufin. Maize was offered at village shrines ! The An-
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Jdean writer Huamsén Poma gives us the text of a lament recited by the
villagers “during frost o hail if it [the crop] be maize, when no water
comes from the sky.”<® At harvest time the comn was brought home
amidst great celebration; men and wemen came singing, begging Lthe
maize to kast a long time. The villagers deank and ate and sang and for
three nights kept vigll over Mama Zara, Mother Maize, a shrne
erected in “every house” by wrapping the best cobs in the family’s
best blankets.

At the village level, o is also an integral part of Bl eycle situals,
even if it is not locally grown, At the mitiation of a peasant youth,
when his humir was ceremonially cut and his name changed, maize,
llamas, and cloth were among the gifts offered by his kinfolk* At
marfage, the families of the couple cxchanged “seeds” along with
cloth, spindles, pots, and ornaments.** Murda, the sixtconth-century
writer with the best information about women in the Amdes, specifics
corncobs as gifts to the bride. At death, corn meal wasg sprinkled
around the deccused. Om the fifth day, the widow and nther survivors
would wash at the mesting point of two riverst® where sucnfices were
alsp offered afler sowing.

The real contrast between the two crops and their associated cere-
monials emerses ag we move from the peasant community, where hoth
are known thouph differentially valved, to the state, Inca level.

A considerable elffort, both technologic and magie, was made by the
slate and its various agencies to cosure the propagation and harvest of
corn. The Inea state oriein myth gives credit to the royal lineuge for
the introduction of this grain inle the Cuzco basin and refers to it as
“the geed of the [Pagatitampu] cave” from which the dynasly was
supposcd 1o have emerged.” Mama Wako. the wife of the first (legand-
ary) king, is reported to have taught the people how to plant 1% ever
after, u plot pear Cuzco called Sansoro was devoted to the production
of muize 1o feed the queen’s nummy wad her retainers. The anitaal
enltivating eycle was ceremonially inaugurated by the kinz himself,
who on the appropriate date during August-Septembert! went to Mama
Waka's fiald 1o break the ground for the planting, with the help of the
royal kin. Poma illustrales this inauguration: the king is warlding,
assisted by three relatives tor form the usval Inca quartet; an equal
number of royal women are kneeling, facing the men, to break the
clods, much as peasant women arc shown doing it elsewhore, A
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hunchbucked retuiner is bringing refreshments to the roval workers b
The kmg's contribulion was acenmpanied by vigorous singing of dip-
minr sonps, on 2 taumphal, military refrain, ™

The national church and its priesthoad, whose top hicrarchy be-
longed to the samc royal lineage, also had many duties in and about
maize agricalturc. Fach year the gods were asked if coops should be
planted that year; “the answer was always affirmative.” Prests were
assipned to watch the movemesnts of the shadow ut 4 seasonal sundial
near Curco to determine the right tme for plowing, irrigation, or
planting™ and to notify the peasantry of the approaching chore. If one
missed the proper moment, the maize crop was in danger™® Priesis
also kept Afipwy, kool reconds ol pasl sessons showing the succession
of wet years and dry™ One group of clerics fasted from the moment
maize was planted until the shools were finger high. Cobo reposts chat
the priests gathered at the sundial observatory and “begzged the Son
ta get there on time.™* Processions were organized, the participunts
atmed, beating drums, and shouting war cries to scare away drought
and frost which tbreatened the muize more than any other crop.® The
official stare harvest begun with the year's royal initiates going to reap
an Matna Wako's [errace; then came the figlds of the Sun, thesc of the
king and queen. Sacrifices of Namas, fasting, thankspiving oifarings,
and requests for future favors were all part of the harvest.

A percephive ohscrver, Polo noted that there were mmuny more ob-
servances and unxious rituals in “advanced” areas, where the popula-
lion was dense snd state exactions mmmerons, than thers were in
marginagl territories like Chitiguanas or Diaguita®® At the symbolic
center of the state, at Tntiwasi, the Houss of the Sun, the priests had
plunted ameong the living cornstalks colden reproductions, complete
with leaves and cobs, to “encourage™ the maize ®  The temple’s har-
vest was kept in heavy silver storage jars. Such attention and “nursery™
care made it pessible for the pricsts Lo cultivate maire at 172,700 fiet,
at the shrines near Lake Titicacu. They did not do a3 much for Andean
crope; victually afl refercnces to Cuzeo ceremonials are aboul maizc;
there are none to polators in this contoxt 1

The existence and survival ol o sociopolitical structure like the Tnea
state depends technologicully on an agriculture capable of producing
systematic surpluses beyond the subsistence needs of the peusantry.
Under Andean ccologic conditions the anxiety of the state iz under-
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standable, and the solutiom devised s not always ccremontal. The
irripated coast was a major producer ol mare and probably supplied
an important and worry-tree quota to the state warehouses. Unfortu-
natcly, we lack many details ghout the special features of copstal Tand
alisnation woder Inca rule and the extent of maize-growing corvée
But most evervbody has heard of the sutmae colonists resattled by the
Inca for what are wsnally considered security reasons. 1 have elsewhers
presented some evidence that a major function of this population
transfer was actwally the cxpansion of the madse-growing srea.®®
Dzrnebé Cobo tells us that wherever populalions hved 1oo high up on
the prae they were “provided” with maize lands on the coast or in the
mosttaiat, Colonists and their families took up permanent residence in
the new majee country. Such {ransplanted settlements remsined within
the junsdiction of their traditional ethnic leader and provided their kia
with com, peppers, (rwil, sand other tropicul produce in exchange for
Namas, jerked meat, and ol

Terracing of the sleep guiiwe slopes, irrigation works, and coastal
Lertilizer delivered to the highlands wene afl sinilar measores, providing
revenues of all kinds but with an emphasgs on corn. Potatoes and the
ather root crops may have produced the necessary surpluses, and
chreiie may havis allowed their storape, Howcwer, the kecping quulitics
of maize are supcrior to those of ehpdu; se is its higher prestipe.
Girains aned stockpiling and the redistobution of status are basic state
precccupations everywhere. In the Tnea state many factors made
stockpiling a major necessity: a growing court made up of ten to
twelve roval families and their theusands of retainers, a bureaugratic
and ecclesiastic hierarchy, the military needs of the nomerous cam-
paigns which expanded 1he kingdom frow Eovador to Chile within
bately a centmury. And the army also “‘preferred” maize to other
tations

It is clear that in the minds of those who cncouraged the prodoction
of vorn there wers also thoss other, redistobotive considerations: the
higher, semi-ceremonial status of maize, inheried [rom pre-lnce limes,
would add w the sta’s esperness o obluin (his coounodily in the
highlands. An issue of the rarer corn porridge wonld mean more than
a dish of potaloes Lo a conseript soldier, and a mog of crown corn beer
was a morale-building dispenisation in a society where patterns of
reclprocal gonorosity wers still oporative.
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