
URBANISM IN ANCIENT AMERICA

During the latter half of the first millennium AD, coastal Andean elites 
implemented a fundamental change in the way they managed their people 
and expressed their power. Rather than emphasize their relationship to 
the supernatural through the performance of dramatic public rituals and 
the building of enormous platform mounds, rulers used religious activi-
ties and their elite divinity in support of economic interests and territorial 
control. These changes in how power was manifested through monumen-
tal architecture, iconography, and public events profoundly influenced the 
urban environments of late prehistoric coastal polities. Cities that used 
to center on gigantic truncated pyramids and fantastic public displays 
instead came to revolve around large walled compounds that enclosed a 
variety of semipublic structures, including large open plazas with small 
platforms and complex networks of receiving areas, storage rooms, and 
ceremonial venues. Festivities became more restricted as walls separated 
the invited guests from the excluded and displays of power were increas-
ingly reserved for those within. Religion remained a crucial instrument of 
the Andean state, but it took its place alongside overtly political practices 
and economic transactions as just one among several tools wielded by 
elites to maintain power. I refer to this era, previously mischaracterized 
as a period of “secularization” and loosely associated with a proliferation 
of hybrid ceramic styles sometimes called Transitional, as the “hegemonic 
transition” because of the dramatic shift in governing strategies that took 
place.1 This transformative period in Andean urbanism is well represented 
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2   ·   The Casma City of El Purgatorio

at the site of El Purgatorio, capital city of the late prehistoric Casma state 
and the focus of my fieldwork.
 One of the aims of my research was to investigate the sociopolitical 
changes that accompanied the development of early American cities and 
the effects of these changes on the urban populace. Project El Purgatorio 
addressed this aim through an examination of the built environment at 
El Purgatorio, a prehistoric Andean city that offered unique insights into 
the dynamics of urbanization on the north coast of Peru during a criti-
cal period of the region’s prehistory. In this chapter I introduce the city 
at the center of this study, briefly describe the trajectory of research on 
urbanism in the ancient Americas (including the connection to archaic 
state development), contextualize the study of El Purgatorio within this 
research framework, and explain the methodology we used to investigate 
the site.

El Purgatorio, Casma Capital City

El Purgatorio (figs. 1.1 and 1.2) was a large urban center on the north coast 
of Peru. It was associated with the Casma state, a polity that occupied ap-
proximately 300 km of contiguous valleys on the north-central coast (map 
1.1). The site covers an area of approximately 5.32 km2 and appears to have 
had a long occupation, from around AD 700 through the remainder of the 
Middle Horizon (AD 600–1000) and most of the Late Intermediate Pe-
riod (AD 1000–1400). Several seasons of fieldwork at the site (2004–2011) 
verified initial hypotheses that El Purgatorio was an extensive, complex 
urban environment affiliated with the Casma state and that, as Peruvian 
archaeologist Julio C. Tello (1956) suggested decades ago, it fit the criteria 
for a capital city (map 1.2).
 In addition to representing a distinctive form of the Andean city in late 
prehistory, El Purgatorio presented a unique opportunity to examine the 
development of Andean urbanism and the state using a previously un-
derstudied cultural group, the Casma. The substantial size of the city and 
the longevity of its occupation warranted more in-depth archaeological 
attention. In addition, this project explored the major transformation of 
power that took place in late prehistoric Andean states: from the earlier, 
religiously oriented form of governance to more bureaucratic, central-
ized states such as the Chimú and Inca Empires. This investigation of El 
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Figure 1.1. Georeferenced 2007 Google Earth photograph of El Purgatorio in the Casma Valley. 
QuickBird/Digital Globe, Inc., Image.
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4   ·   The Casma City of El Purgatorio

Purgatorio provided significant information on the structure, extent, and 
impact of the Casma state in Peruvian prehistory and on the evolution 
of Andean state-level societies. The study of transitional polities (such 
as the Casma) during periods of great cultural complexity and flux can 
provide significant insight into long-term culture change, in terms of both 
religio-political practices and how those practices are reflected in the built 
environment. However, before turning to the details of the Casma case 
study, a brief overview of the archaeological study of urbanism and the 
connection between the development of cities and complex societies is in 
order.

Figure 1.2. View of El Purgatorio Sector A from the west. Photo by author.
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Map 1.1. The north coast of Peru showing the locations of relevant sites. Map by author and 
Daniel Good.
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