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ABSTRACT 

Steeped in ancient traditions, modern day Peru can boast the 

continuation of cultural heritage dating back before 1000 BC.  The coastal 

desert climate is perfect for the preservation of textiles long buried in the 

sacred graves of past peoples.  From these artifacts we can see how 

important the textiles of the Incan culture were to its people.  Some argue 

that internal strife was the main factor for the ease with which the 

Spaniards were able to conquer the advanced civilization of the Incas.  

Others argue that the empire was already in decline.  Perhaps the textile–

based economy of the Incan empire was the prime factor. 

History of the Incan Empire: Geographical and Political 

The area of South America, which once sustained the mighty Incan 

empire during the early half of the 10th millennium, is a diverse, 

breathtaking and often inhospitable land.  As the Incans, led by Manco 

Capac, spread their empire across the South American continent they 

conquered numerous small tribes scattered throughout an awesome array of 

nature's wonders.  They started their reign in the area surrounding Lake 

Titicaca, still considered a sacred place by their modern day ancestors, 

taking control of the local Tiwanaku peoples.  From this region nestled in 

the Andes Mountains they battled their way across mountain ridges that 

draw a line down the coastal areas of South America.  Their empire 

stretched to include the coastal desert regions inhabited by the Nazca 

culture (Cotterell 295).  

During the early years of the empire, the Incans spread north 

conquering the Huari peoples.  There they founded their great capital city, 

considered to be the center of their empire, Cuzco.  Their mythology tells 

us that they were led to build in this fertile valley by the directive of their 

divine creator, Virochoca who gave the Capa Inca a golden rod and 

instructed him to build his capital city where the rod sank into the ground.  

In honor and reverence a sacred city was built overlooking this valley; the 

legendary mountain top city of Manchu Picchu.  It was the mighty Sapa 

Inca, Huayna Capac or Young Chief Rich in Virtues, who extended the 
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empire to its fullest, ranging from the far southern areas of the Andes 

Mountains to beyond the rich Amazon basin in the north.  The cultures and 

peoples brought into the Incan fold were many and quite diverse.  The 

northern reaches of the empire had assimilated the more advanced cultures 

of the Mochica and Chimu peoples of the Amazon River and in the 

southern reaches the less organized small tribes were brought under the 

Capa’s control (296). 

It is argued by Philip Means in his book, Fall of the Inca Empire, 

that at this stage the Incan empire was at its highest and poised for its great 

decline.  The area covered by Incan rule was topographically inhospitable 

to travel and communications.  This left many distanced from their divine 

ruler who chose to spend the majority of his time in the farthest northern 

reaches of his empire in the area of the former Quito rulers. His fascination 

for a young Quito princess who bore his illegitimate son, Atahualpa, would 

be the Incans’ downfall.  The cultural tradition of the ruling Incas was to 

marry their sister who would bare the only legitimate heir to the Incan 

throne.  Being duty bound, Huayna Capac married his sister Rahua Ocllo 

who bore him a son named Huascar, or Hummingbird, after the brilliant red 

hummingbird whose feathers were used in the adornment of Inca princes 

(98). 

Young Huascar was appointed as regent when his father had gone 

off to the northern territory of Quito to quell rebellion.  Although he was 

given the title of an assumed heir, his father did not bestow upon one so 

young the authority to rule the empire in his absence.  The empire would be 

protected against unrest, should the Capa Inca meet with an untimely death 

in the northern reaches, but they would suffer for the undermining of 

Huascar’s credibility while his father’s emissaries carried out the real day 

to day decision making of the empire. When his father, still residing in the 

province of Quito, knew that his time on earth was near its end he 

summoned his two now grown sons to hear his wishes for their future.  To 

his illegitimate son, Atahualpa, he gave the sole rule of the former kingdom 

of Quito.  To his legitimate son and heir, Huascar, he gave the remaining 

four fifths of the mighty Incan empire.  With this division we can see the 

concern the great Capa had for the unwieldy size of such an empire and 

understand his feeble attempt to both appease his favorite son, Atualupa, 

and his rightful heir.  So the mighty Incan empire would be split from 

within as it sat poised and unknowing of the Spanish threat lurking on the 

eastern shores of the continent.  The great Capa Inca, Huayca Capac, died 

in 1524.  By the year 1527, his two sons and heirs were at odds over their 

right to rule an undivided empire when the Spanish explorer Francisco 

Pizarro came in search of rumored treasure hoards of gold and silver to be 

found among the Incan peoples (143). 

The socio–political structure of this great empire is also suspect in 
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its untimely demise.  The conquering Incas set up a strict social structure 

that isolated peoples according to their tribal heritage.  The Incans were the 

only true inhabitants of their great city of Cuzco.  Subservient tribes were 

employed to fulfill all their needs and creature comforts.  Thus, as they 

were brought into the great Incan fold, the conquered peoples were 

designated for certain status within the realm.  To mark their station, and to 

make them more easily distinguished, laws were enacted to retain 

identifying customs of dress for each tribe within the empire (189). 

Being from such an inhospitable region, the Incans developed a 

communal system of existence.  All peoples were given land and 

responsibilities appropriate for their age and status. 

From the youngest child, who would spin fibers for their mother to 

weave, to the elderly who would supervise the children, everyone became a 

productive member of the Incan underclass.  Each man of a certain age was 

given a piece of land to cultivate for himself and his family and also a 

parcel to be cultivated for the empirical rulers.  While each lower 

community was self–sustaining, the Incan and the upper ruling classes were 

fully supported by the efforts of the lower classes.  Technologies were 

shared throughout the empire allowing for a maximum of arable land 

through the inventive use of terracing and irrigation.  At a time when other 

cultures were still struggling with basic sanitation, the Incans had advanced 

to using running water within their communities to provide hot and cold 

running water and a high level of sanitation.  This led to vast surpluses of 

goods that were stored for later use during times of need. Although not 

allowing a person born into the empire to rise above their station, the Incan 

class structure did allow for the support of all its citizens no matter what 

station they held.  Unfettered from concerns for their basic needs, the upper 

class was at liberty to develop advanced methods for farming, irrigation, 

and construction evident in the still viable structures standing over 500 

years after their empire’s collapse (Hyams 67–70). 

 

Incan Mythology and Textiles 

 

The Incan culture at the time of Pizarro’s invasion was opulent 

with ancestral traditions and myth.  As in many other cultures, the Incans 

held strong beliefs as to their Capa’s divinity and their creation as the first 

peoples.  The legends of Viracocha, their supreme being, and his attempts 

to create an ideal world with ideal people to populate it, show the 

importance the Incans placed on their textile traditions. 

Similar to North American Native beliefs, the Incans relate the tale 

of Viracocha’s efforts to perfect the earth of his creation.  One tale tells us 

how he created a world of darkness, inhabited by a race of giants fashioned 

in stone.  When these first people ignored their creator’s wishes, Viracocha 
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punished them by sending a great flood to destroy the world.  All perished 

with the exception of one man and one woman who were transported by 

magic to the God’s abode at Tiwanaku (Ions 32).  Viracocha tried a second 

time, making people out of clay, painting on them the clothes whose varied 

designs and colors distinguished one nation from another.  With his divine 

breath, he animated his creations and sent them forth into the world he had 

created.  Pleased with his handiwork, Viracocha created light and order for 

his new people (Cotterell 295). 

A related tale further shows the importance clothing had to the 

Incan peoples.  In ancient times the people had no religion or social order.  

They inhabited caves and were not organized into villages or cities.  They 

ran around unclothed and did not know how to make cotton or wool.  The 

Sun was not pleased.  He sent his two first people out to teach his new 

people how to be civilized and live according to his wishes.  He set them 

down by Lake Titicaca with instructions to thrust a solid golden rod into the 

soil wherever they stopped to eat or rest.  At the place where the rod sank 

easily into the earth, there they should found the sacred city of the Sun.  

The Sun promised to make his two first people rulers and lords of all whom 

they instructed and cared for.  They traveled northward from Lake Titicaca 

coming to the uninhabited valley of Cuzco.  Here the golden rod sank and 

was seen no more.  The city of the Sun was thus founded.  Being arrayed in 

the finest feathered garments from the Sun, the first people impressed the 

uncivilized people and soon the great city was filled and the Incan 

civilization spread across the land with the first people as their rightful 

rulers (297). 

Incan society did not hold the belief that textiles were more 

valuable than gold.  Their people had long regarded gold as the property of 

the gods.  Casting gold unto a lake was considered a spiritual offering to the 

ancestral spirits who were believed to dwell there.  Other tales relate how 

gold was ‘sweat of the sun’ and silver the ‘tears of the moon’.  Gold was 

held in reserve for the honor of the gods (298). 

The only person to receive gold in any form was the Capa Inca.  

This tradition is told in the myth of the first dawn.  When the Sun arose on 

the first dawn, Viracocha cried out to the Inca people and their leader 

Manco Capac, foretelling that they would be great conquerors and the lords 

of many nations.  As a divine blessing, Viracocha bestowed an elaborate 

feathered headdress upon Manco Capac and also gave him a great silver 

and gold battle–ax as signs of his royal status among men (295). 

 

Incan Social Structure and Textiles 

 

Being a deeply spiritual people with divinity bestowed upon their 

rulers, the Incans intelligently incorporated conquered peoples' spiritual 
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beliefs into their own belief system.  Based on their mythology, the Capa 

Inca, with his divine heritage and heavenly recognition was seen as having 

the right to dictate the appropriate dress of each conquered people. This 

practice is in keeping with their spiritual beliefs of Viracocha painting the 

appropriate clothing on the clay people before they were sent to earth. 

Being from relatively isolated geographical areas, most tribal communities 

developed their own distinct patterns and techniques based on the local 

topography, natural resources and spiritual contexts.  With the invasion by 

the Inca, these isolated tribes were now exposed to more outside influences, 

but were restricted by law and spiritual doctrine that they should only wear 

the traditional textiles of their own culture.  This resulted in unadulterated 

techniques, patterns and coloration being passed down during the 500–year 

rule of the Incans (Means 172). 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the burial sites of Nazca at 

Paracas.  In two main burial sites in this extremely arid peninsula, the 

mummy bundles of the past reveal much about the society in which these 

people once existed.  Over three hundred well preserved mummy bundles 

were recovered during the early 1920’s.  Unfortunately, they were not 

treated with the amount of respect due their cultural significance.  Many 

were lost, opened and distributed, and even given away.  The bundles that 

remain reveal a distinct class structure signified by the textiles incorporated 

in their final resting place.  Each body was carefully dressed according to 

its station.  The rulers and upper classes wore more layers of increasingly 

elaborate design.  These included head cloths held with decorative bands 

and hats over them, mantles or short capes covering layers of intricate 

design tunics.  The dressed corpse was placed in a flat woven basket with 

raw fibers and yard goods packed around them much in the manner that 

Egyptian mummies were entombed with gold.  A matching woven basket 

was then placed over the body held in a near fetal position.  The body in its 

death regalia was then placed within a cloth sack and securely tied.  

Dependent on social position, a person could be buried with more than one 

hundred articles of textiles surrounding their body.  The lower stations were 

marked with less elaborate detailing to the designs incorporated in the 

woven goods and with fewer pieces included resulting in smaller burial 

bundles.  The status of the larger bundles was determined by their 

placement in the burial site, being in more prominent landscapes (Paul 

217).   

While these remarkable bundles were being mishandled and 

misappropriated, early aviators in the Southern Hemisphere were making 

important discoveries of their own.  Flying over the southern desert coast, 

they discovered acre–sized figural drawings.  The ‘lines of Nazca’ were 

thought to be intricate celestial maps or even evidence of extraterrestrial 

contact (Reinhard 124).  Recent research suggests that these figures were 



The Spanish Unraveling Of the Incan Empire: The Importance of Fibers and Textiles of the Past 

 6 

made for ritual processions toward sources of water, which was so 

important for desert dwellers.  A Nazca textile fragment dating back to the 

11th to 15th centuries shows the same bold lines and patterns of the Nazca 

lines seen from above the Peruvian desert.  This illustrates the connection 

between their textile arts and the very survival of the people of these 

regions (Rocklin  “Water” 109–111).   

With all their advanced farming techniques and social structuring, 

the Incan people still did not maintain anything beyond a very rudimentary 

written language.  This was in the structure of a crude form of 

hieroglyphics that was used solely for religious purposes.  They developed 

a unique system of record keeping in what is known as the quipa.  These 

were a series of knotted cords.  Each could tell a bookkeeper how, where, 

what, and who by the placement and type of knots used to mark. By 

“reading” the placement of a single knot in a series, the bookkeeper could 

tell the number of acres of land used, the yield of crops per plot and how 

much of this produce was consumed by the owner of the plot and how 

much was given to the realm or other such relevant information. 

Unfortunately for modern researchers, the contextual significance of many 

of these quipa has been lost over the years and will probably remain 

indecipherable (Hyams 74–80). 

 

Social Differences 

 

When the Spanish set sail for the New World of the Americas, they 

were required by their rulers to bring back detailed accounts of their 

exploration for proof before they would be paid by the state.  This has left 

us with a large amount of literature pertaining to the Incans and the 

Conquest period from the Spaniards’ perspective.  Among these accounts 

we find the writings of Pedro de Cieza de Leon, a young scribe who 

traveled across the South American continent with various explorers, 

recording for posterity his fresh, young view of the Incan people and their 

traditions.  From his accounts of the Incan people we see the importance 

they placed on the textiles that were the base for their economy.  As the 

Spaniards fought to conquer the hostile land more than a hostile people, the 

Incans showed more concern for the fibers and woven goods that would 

protect them from the cold of the mountains and the harsh desert winds 

than the gold the Spaniards sought.   He describes how the mountain 

peoples tend their herds of llamas, shear and process the wool, spin and 

weave the fibers.  He tells of the lower regions carefully irrigating their 

cotton crops and the community involvement in the processing and 

weaving of these fibers.  From his view, we see the disdain with which the 

Spaniards held these vital functions (215–308).  Their primary concern was 

in the acquisition of gold and silver.   
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For the weaving of their blankets they have small looms, 

and in olden times, when the Lord–Incas ruled this 

kingdom, in the capitals of the provinces they had great 

numbers of women, known as mamaconas, who were 

dedicated to the service of the gods in the sacred temples of 

the sun, who did nothing but weave the finest clothing for 

the Incas from the wool of the vicunas.  The quality of this 

clothing has been seen in Spain from samples that were 

taken there after the kingdom was conquered.  The clothing 

of these Incas was a shirt of this wool, some of them 

adorned with gold embroidery, others with emeralds and 

precious stones, and others with feathers: some were plain.  

For these garments they had such perfect dyes — red, blue, 

yellow, black, and other colors — that they truly excel 

those of Spain. (309–310) 

  

Textiles encompassed every aspect of Incan life; from simple 

clothing and easing daily routines to societal distinctions and religious rites.  

The typical clothing of the Incan peoples consisted of garments made from 

rectangular woven cloth.  The men would wear a breechcloth, tunic, and 

manta or shoulder wrap.  Women wore a one–piece dress and manta.  

Additionally there were the headgear, belts or sashes, and small bags used 

to carry things, usually leaves of the cocoa plant.  According to a person’s 

rank in society and their occupation, their clothing was elaborated on with 

intricate designs to show their prestige (Brundage 217–220). Many 

household items were woven to ease everyday life.  Bags of all sizes were 

made to carry nearly everything, the largest of which served the dual 

purpose of storing woven goods and, when full, would be placed on 

sleeping pallets to cushion their rest.  Textiles were used also for aesthetic 

purposes, evident in the survival of large pieces that were obviously used as 

wall hangings.  Cloth dolls found in numerous adult graves are 

representative of their ancestral worship practices.  These dolls were not 

toys but embodied the spirit of the deceased ancestors who would aid those 

crossing to the afterworld.  Such extensive use of woven goods would 

require dedication of resources and manpower (Cahlander “Double–

Woven” 5).   

 

Textile Technologies of the Incans 

 

The tending of animals for fibers and the cultivation of cotton that 

could be spun and woven were basic survival skills long practiced by the 

indigenous peoples of South America.  Long before the Inca tribe set out to 

conquer their neighbors, the individual tribes were well versed in very 
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advanced forms of textile production.  This area is credited with the 

invention of several highly portable and useful loom structures, primarily 

the backstrap loom and a unique type of vertical loom.  The backstrap loom 

is basically a belt worn across the back of the weaver attached to a bar that 

holds one end of the warp of the weaving.  The other end of the warp is 

wrapped around a second bar that is attached by a cord to a stationary 

object such as a tree or spike in the ground.  By moving back and forth, the 

weaver can adjust the tension of the warp allowing for various weaving 

techniques to be applied to the warp.  The most common in this area is the 

cross warp or spang technique where the warp threads are crossed over 

each other to create a pattern in a warp faced weave.  They are then held in 

place with the virtually unseen weft threads.  This type of weaving leads us 

to a greater understanding of the patterning and the basic designs that are 

apparent in most Incan era textiles.  The constraints of a warp face design 

of this type produce a rather geometrical shaped patterning.  With the 

influences of the plants and animals of their surroundings, the Incans 

incorporated many natural designs into their weavings (Weavers of Cuzco 

2).   

Although the early peoples of this region lived basically in 

isolation, the practice of trade is evident in the artifacts of early textiles.  

The mountain regions traded llama and alpaca fibers for the cotton of the 

coastal peoples and the feathers of the jungle inhabitants.  Three distinct 

cultures show dominance and great advancement before contact was made 

with the Spanish.  The earliest was the Chavin culture from the northern 

highlands during the Early Horizon period (1400–400 BC). This culture 

favored designs of birds, jaguars, and serpents.  Later during the Middle 

Horizon period (500–900 AD), the Huari and Tiahuanaco expanded over 

wide areas of southern Peru and in the highlands.  What is called the Late 

Horizon period (1476–1532 AD) is the time frame that the Incan culture 

came to preeminence (Cahlander 6).  

As each tribe was dictated to continue in their ritual forms of 

design for weaving by their Incan rulers, we can determine what area a 

textile is from by the prevalence of historic designs.  The Mochica peoples 

of the coast exhibit a distinct preference for designs associated with their 

coastal area.  The serpent, warriors and seafowl are common pictorial 

representations.  The mountain peoples around the sacred lake of Incan 

origins favor their own indigenous animals such as the llama and alpaca.  

These mountain creatures were a prime source for fibers that would help 

keep the people warm in the harsh mountain winters and therefore were 

held sacred.  As new weaving techniques were discovered and 

incorporated, the constraints on design in geometric patterns eased but were 

not abandoned.  Later examples of double woven cloth still have a basic 
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geometric design with curves incorporated into the designs.   There is 

predominance for very bold colors and repeating interlocking patterns 

(d’Harcourt 39–45).  

The ancient tribes of this vast area relied so heavily on the fibers 

for their survival that it is easy to understand why they placed such 

emphasis on developing new techniques for weaving.  They are accredited 

with the largest number of innovations in techniques and loom 

construction.  Most importantly to the advancement of weaving was the 

creation of the heddle bar.  This innovation allowed the pre–Incan cultures 

to produce complex weavings without the time–consuming hand 

manipulation of numerous threads (Cahlander 7).   

The people of this area are also credited with perfecting the 

spinning process.  The fibers they spun were of consistent diameters.  They 

excelled in creating everything from tightly twisted fibers to very loosely 

spun threads that were specifically spun for the cloth they were intended 

for.  Along with perfecting their spinning, the art of dying far excelled 

those of the Europeans.  A wide variety of natural dyestuffs was being 

exploited.  These included indigo, cochineal, relbunium, and purpura 

mollusc.  They were using mordants of both alum and iron to set the colors 

into the fibers to prevent them from fading from their brilliant shades.  

They used these dyes on both camalid fibers and cottons creating a wide 

range of color for use in their textiles (8).  

During Incan times, textiles were an important medium of 

exchange.  They were sometimes used to commemorate important life 

events.  Textiles were also exchanged between the citizens and the 

governing officials for “tax purposes”.  Vast storehouses of textiles were 

maintained by the government for distribution to the military and other 

citizens deserving of reward.  Rich garments of intricate designs 

embellished with tropical feathers were a sign of great honor.  One's social 

standing within the Incan empire, as each person was taken care of by the 

community dictated personal wealth.  With the reserve of gold and silver 

for the deities, clothing became a highly sought after status symbol.  

Examination of the articles of clothing found within the Paracas mummy 

bundles has shown that the garments are free from any type of wear.  This 

tells us that special clothing was woven for the sole purpose of burial.  The 

people were not buried in their “Sunday best” (Gayton 45).  

 

The Spaniards Arrive 

 

About the time that news reached Atahualpa of the arrival of the 

armor plated and bearded Spaniards on the coast of the Incan Empire, his 

orders to spare Huascar and two of his sons from the mass genocide of 

Huascar’s descendents were being carried out.  With the end of civil war, 
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the empire was once again united.  Atahualpa went to the city of 

Caxamarca to take the baths.  Word was sent to the Inca that Pizzaro and 

his men were there on a peaceful mission and wished to speak with the 

great leader.  Atahualpa did not ask this armed force to come to him but he 

also did not try to sway them from their mission (Means 312). 

During former excursions, Pizzaro had heard of the devastation the 

civil war was wreaking upon this fertile land.  What he found in the 

aftermath was quite different from the stories.  Civil order had been 

restored.  Aside from large numbers of men missing from key cities along 

his route to Caxamarca and the great Atahualpa, the country resounded with 

peace and prosperity.  As Pizzaro advanced he was treated with respect and 

hospitality.  At Zaran, the curaca was prepared for the Spaniards’ coming.  

He received them courteously and made them free of the use of the local 

tambo, or resthouse.  These were to be found at regular intervals on all the 

highroads throughout the Empire.  They were large enough to 

accommodate the Sapa Inca and his imperial entourage when he was 

progressing from one end of the Empire to the other.  Pizzaro and his host 

of one hundred and sixty men were somewhat overwhelmed by their 

current lodgings. 

From Zaran, Pizzaro sent out a small party under Hernando de Soto 

to reconnoiter Caxas and see if he could get in touch with some Inca of 

rank.  A week passed without news and then de Soto returned with an Incan 

ambassador in tow.  This envoy brought with him an invitation for Pizzaro 

to visit the Sapa Inca in his mountain camp and a present of two fountains 

carved in stone to represent fortresses, some fine woolen cloth embroidered 

with gold and silver, and a vessel containing duck flesh, specially treated, 

seasoned, and powdered for use as a perfume.  Pizzaro, being as suspicious 

of the Incan’s intentions as they should have been of his, took a circuitous 

route to the medicinal baths at Caxamarca.  Here his small band of mounted 

soldiers found a vast army camped among the hills behind the impressive 

town of fortified stone walls.  Pizzaro advanced into the city with his men 

and approached the Sapa Inca and his attendants (Hyam 195–200). 

The two factions seemed rather impressed with each other.  Pizzaro 

found to his dismay not a small time war chief of savage tribesmen but a 

mighty ruler of a vast civilization with the power of hundreds of thousands 

at his command.  The Sapa Inca was amused by the mounted cavalry with 

their suits of armor and their iron weapons; horses and men united to form 

powerful opponents rather than just arrogant foreigners with little or no 

resources. The Incans offered lodgings to the Spaniards and their 

hospitality but showed little regard for this small group of men.  The 

Spanish horsemen retired to their designated quarters to decide on a 

strategy for their current situation. 

In a stroke of brilliant thinking, Pizzaro and his men devised a ruse 
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to lure the Inca into the compound where the Spaniards were quartered.  He 

taunted the mighty ruler, asking him if he were afraid of their small band of 

men and horses and inviting him to dinner.   Atahualpa, not wanting to be 

thought of as a coward, accepted the invitation and as a sign of his bravery 

and trust for the Spaniards, he arrived with a small entourage of seven 

thousand servants all unarmed.  The Spanish were hiding to ambush the 

great Inca.  When Pizzaro gave the signal, they fell violently upon the 

unarmed group.  The stalwart Incans fought against the muskets and armor 

of their attackers, trying to bravely put their lives between the violence and 

their Sapa Inca.  Unfortunately, Atahualpa was captured with only one 

Spaniard being injured in the fight and with nearly five thousand Incans 

sacrificing their lives for their leader. 

With the capture of the Sapa Inca, the small assemblage of 

Spaniards gained control of the Empire.  If the Spanish had killed 

Atahualpa at once, or the jailers of the deposed Huascar allowed him to go 

free, the conquest of the South American continent would have been a 

different tale.  But while two men lived who both found recognition as the 

Sapa Inca, and while they were prevented from acting, then so must the 

whole empire be prevented from acting.  Pizzaro, in his mercy, 

accomplished what vast armies would take years to do.  He brought the 

mighty civilization of the Incan Empire under his control in one day.  

Atahualpa was treated with all due respect in his captivity and continued to 

run his empire despite the fact that he was not allowed to leave his quarters.  

He knew that he must act quickly to escape and rally the nation around him 

while he could.  On this premise, he ordered that the captive Huascar be 

brought to him at Caxamarca (222–230). 

Atahualpa soon observed that though the Spaniards professed their 

purpose of conquest was the conversion of the heathen natives to their 

“true” religion that their incomprehensible lust for gold, silver and precious 

stones was the real reason they had come into Incan lands.  Valued for their 

beauty and endurance under the care of craftsmen, these metals and stones 

were only symbols of solar and lunar brightness and the Peruvians could 

not comprehend the arbitrary value placed on them in the Old World as 

they had no concept of a money economy.  Atahualpa made Pizzaro an 

offer he could not refuse. 

Atahualpa told Pizzaro that he could cover the floor of the ample 

hall they were standing in with gold.  Pizzaro was incredulous.  He thought 

that the Inca might be trying to perpetrate a hoax on the outnumbered 

Spanish force.  Atahualpa then offered to fill the room to a point beyond 

what Pizzaro could reach with gold, silver and gems.  All he wanted in 

exchange was his freedom.  In the meantime men loyal to Atahualpa were 

transporting Huascar under heavy guard.  Even with vigilant surveillance, 

the captive was able to get communications in and out.  When Huascar 
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discovered the bargain his half brother was trying to execute with the 

Spanish invaders, he made his own counter offer.  He told Pizzaro that 

Atahualpa had never been to Cuzco and was therefore underestimating the 

amount of gold and silver to be found there.  He offered to fill the room to 

the top in exchange for the help of the Spaniards in gaining his freedom and 

restoring him to his rightful throne.  When Atahualpa heard of this, he had 

his brother killed.  He then entered into a contract with Pizzaro to fill the 

room to a depth of nine feet with gold and a smaller room twice over with 

silver.  Pizzaro signed the agreement before he heard of Huascar’s death 

(230–233). 

Atahualpa’s loyal subjects preformed the task of collecting the vast 

amount of gold and silver to ransom the Sapa Inca.  Being that most of the 

pieces were dedicated to the gods, they were in the form of vast articles of 

statuary.  These would weigh great amounts that the Peruvian people were 

hard pressed to move even with the help of llamas across the treacherous 

terrain.  Pizzaro and his men soon became impatient for their booty.  They 

set out to help collect the immense fortune of gold and silver they thought 

of as rightfully theirs.  They invaded temples and monasteries, even 

entering the house of the Virgins of the Sun and terrorizing and raping the 

holy women they found there (233–235).  On returning to Caxamarca and 

Pizzaro, the Spaniards were anxious to split up the wealth as the ransom 

was nearly filled.  Pizzaro was then placed in a difficult position.  With his 

men anxious to leave and spend their ill-gotten gains, he needed to maintain 

control.  Allowing Atahualpa to go free would be to loose a rallying force 

into the large population of a well organized country.  Atahualpa would 

either have to remain a prisoner or die.  Pizzaro brought Atahualpa to the 

capital city of Cuzco.  On August 28, 1533, in the main square of Cuzco, 

the capital of his enormous empire, Atahualpa, the Sapa Inca of Peru, was 

received into the Roman Catholic faith.  Then, like a common felon, he was 

strangled to death by the Spanish public executioner (Brundage 5, 272–

275). 

With the demise of their Sapa Inca, the people of the Incan Empire 

were further divided without the uniting force of a strong recognized leader.  

The Spaniards searched further and further for gold and treasure they 

assumed the Incans were keeping hidden from them.  The Incans responded 

first with docility, allowing the armored men to inspect their temples and 

holy places.  As the Spaniards became more demanding and impolite, the 

Incans reacted with passive hostility and refused to cooperate with the 

Spaniards.  Much confusion was created by the definition of wealth.  The 

Incans brought the Spanish yard goods in the hope that they would leave 

across the sea to their own prince and leave them in peace.  These acts 

infuriated the Spaniards as they only sought the objects they thought of as 

valuable, gold, silver and precious gems.  The Spaniards in their cultural 
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ignorance, reacted violently to those they thought were deceiving them 

(298). 

 

Gone but Not Forgotten 

 

The mighty Incan Empire, a collection of varied cultures and tribes 

bound together for their common good, was unraveled for the sake of the 

accumulation of gold and silver by a few greedy Europeans.  Pizzaro’s 

small group of men was soon reinforced.  As the story of Atahualpa’s 

rooms of gold and silver reached the Spanish shores, more men of fortune 

soon arrived to complete the desecration of a once great empire.  Although 

it is commonly believed that the political unrest at the time of the 

Spaniard’s arrival created the perfect climate for subversion, it can be 

argued that cultural disparities were the leading factors in the Incan 

Empire’s demise (Hyam 255–259). 

A culture will fight the hardest for the main thing that will insure 

its survival.  The tribes of North America fought for their rights to hunt and 

fish ensuring food for their people.  That fight continues yet today.  For the 

South American peoples, to be deprived of the fabric which ensured their 

survival in the most extreme of climates was the ultimate breaking point.  

The Spaniards demanded only that which the Incans were already willing to 

give away.  This led to their being overrun for the sake of the sparkle of 

basic elements.  It can be suggested still that the Spaniards would have been 

more devastating to the South American continent had they understood the 

value the Incans placed on their textiles.  Deprived of the llama for 

transportation, fibers and food, the Incan peoples might have united to push 

out the invaders or have been so devastated by the dispossession their 

cultures would have faded out even faster.  

Being conquered by a smaller number of Spaniards with a gradual 

insurgence helped promote the cultural integrity of the Incan peoples.  With 

the coming of the Catholic church to the South American continent, much 

of the religious beliefs of the Empire were changed.  The people of the 

Incan Empire had already released the strong hold the Sun had over their 

religious life and believed in one supreme being who was similar to the 

Catholic God.  With their devotion to the structure of their priests and 

temples, the transition was much smoother than would be assumed.  The 

Catholic faith celebrated during the same times of year as the Incan 

festivals.  The Incan spiritual celebrations coincided with the changing of 

the seasons.  With the incorporation of traditional costuming, the Catholic 

hierarchy wisely helped in the transition of the Peruvian peoples to the 

Catholic faith (Brundage 327).  Within this structure, the native customs of 

cultivation of cotton and tending of animals for fibers for spinning and 

weaving was preserved and even promoted as a form of self–sufficiency.  
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According to Henry Moy, a researcher of Peruvian textiles, it has not been 

until the past few decades that the evangelical religions have become a 

stronger presence in South America among the people of this once great 

empire and managed to subvert their cultural heritage.  They have 

discouraged the annual festivals that are seen as celebrations of heathen 

rites.  While a harvest festival may be canceled for the sake of religious 

integrity, the people also abandon the traditional market that accompanied 

these festivals, making the production of traditional woven goods that 

would be sold at market extraneous.  With the lack of outlets for the sale of 

woven goods, the descendants of the Incans face the loss of cultural 

heritage in the techniques and patterns incorporated in their production.  

What remains are the patterns and crafts valuable only for selling to the 

tourists at substandard prices.  As fibers are by nature an earth–friendly 

product, there are few remaining after the passage of time and the effects of 

the elements.  When production ceases, what we know of the Peruvian 

weavers' art will be limited to the few artifacts that are salvaged from the 

wreckage of an impoverished country. 

Efforts are underway to help preserve the traditions of the weavers 

of Cuzco.  An organization, The Weavers Guild of Cuzco, had been 

founded to help the local weavers not only to market their product, but to 

reassert the value of their works.  These ventures emphasize the importance 

of preserving the traditions of the past and may be the salvation of what 

once sustained an empire and ultimately brought its downfall (Weavers of 

Cuzco 1–5).  And while the present day weavers strive to recreate the 

patterns of the past, a large black market in dolls made from the cloth stolen 

from mummy bundles is thriving.  In learning to understand the textiles of 

this culture we can retain a valuable connection to the past and learn to 

preserve and protect the artifacts that remain (Eiland “Ancient Mummies:” 

7). 

In researching past cultures, we commonly look for things that 

separate that culture from those who lived near them.  The textiles, 

although rare to find, are the most valuable clue to understanding these 

cultures.  The technology incorporated in their production, the skillfulness 

of the spinning, weaving and dying, and the iconography of the articles all 

provide priceless information about the culture that created them.  Within 

the designs, the people of the past have left a record of what they held dear.  

Coming from a culture where a person makes a lasting impression by the 

clothes that they wear and millions are spent to advertise just one brand of 

blue jeans, we should know the value clothing has to our culture also.  With 

the mass production of clothing, we have learned to devalue the fabrics that 

define us and set us apart from other cultures, and provide for our survival 

within our increasingly hostile world.  Whether it is a fire retardant suit to 

protect the one who protects us from flames or the diaphanous gowns worn 
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on Oscar night or the common blue jeans, we will leave behind a record of 

our culture for all those who come after us to read and decipher.  Let them 

find us as advanced and skillful, as industrious and caring as the Incan 

peoples. 

 



The Spanish Unraveling Of the Incan Empire: The Importance of Fibers and Textiles of the Past 

 16 

Works Cited 

 

Ancient Peruvian Textiles from The Textile Museum of Washington, D.C. 

and The Museum of Primitive Art. New York: The Museum of 

Primitive Art. 1965. 
 

Brundage, Burr.  Lords of Cuzco: A History and Description of the Inca 

People in Their Final Days.  Norman, Oklahoma: University of 

Oklahoma Press. 1967. 
 

Cahlander, Adele.  Bolivian Tubular Edgings and Andean Crossed–Warp 

Techniques.  St. Paul, Minnesota: Dos Tejedoras.  1994. 
 

Cahlander, Adele with Suzanne Baizerman. Double–Woven Treasures from 

Old Peru. St. Paul, Minnesota: Dos Tejedoras.  1985. 
 

Callaway, Carol and Susan Bergh.  Form and Rhythm: Ancient Andean 

Textiles at Dumbarton Oaks.  Hali volume 89 (November 1996): 

84–91. 
 

Cossio del Pomar, Felipe.  Peruvian Colonial Art: The Cuzco School of 

Painting.  New York: Wittenborn and Company.  1964. 
 

Cotterell, Arthur, ed. Encyclopedia of World Mythology. Fulham, London: 

Parragon. 2000. 
 

de Cieza de Leon, Pedro.  The Incas.  Victor Wolfgang von Hagen, ed. and 

intro.  Harriet de Onis, trans.  Norman, Oklahoma: University of 

Oklahoma Press. 1959. 
 

d’Harcourt, Raoul.  Textiles of Ancient Peru and Their Techniques.  Sadie 

Brown, trans.  Seattle: University of Washington Press. 1974. 
 

Dwyer, Jane Powell, Paracas and Nasca Textiles.  Gallery Guide: Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston (1973). 
 

Eiland, Murray Lee III.  “Ancient Mummies: Modern Dolls.”  Fiberarts Vol 

28, No. 1. (Summer 2001): 7. 
 

Gayton, A. H. The Cultural Significance of Peruvian Textiles: Production, 

Function, Aesthetics, in Peruvian Archaeology: Selected Readings 

John Howland Rowe and Dorothy Menzel, eds. Palo Alto: Peek 

Publications, 1967. 
  



University of Wisconsin–Superior McNair Scholars Journal, volume 2, 2001 

 17 

Hyams, Edward, and George Ordish.  The Last of the Incas: The Rise and 

Fall of an American Empire. New York: Barnes & Nobel. 1996. 
 

Ions, Veronica. The History of Mythology. Surrey, England: Quadrillion 

Publishing Inc.  1997. 
 

Kajitani, Nobuko.  The Textiles of the Andes.  Kimiko Tonogai, trans.  

New York: Edward H. Merrin Gallery. 1985. 

 

Means, Philip. Fall of the Incan Empire and the Spanish Rule in Peru: 1530 

– 1780.  New York:  Scribner’s Sons. 1932. 
 

Moy, Henry.  Personal interview on May 18, 2001. 
 

Paul, Anne.  Paracas Ritual Attire: Symbols of Authority in Ancient Peru.  

Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press. 1990. 
 

Poma, Human.  Letter to a King: A Peruvian Chief’s Account of Life 

Under the Incas and Under Spanish Rule.  Christopher Dilke, ed.  

New York: E. P. Dutton. 1978. 
 

Reinhard, John.  Interpreting the Nazca Lines in The Ancient Americas: Art 

from Sacred Landscapes.  Richard F. Townsend, ed.  Chicago:  The 

Art Institute of Chicago and Prestel Verlag.  1992. 
 

Rocklin, Keith.  Water Symbolism in Nazca Textiles.  Hali vol 16 (April 

1996): 108–115. 
 

Roosevelt, Anna.  Amazonian Indians from Prehistory to the Present.  

Tucson, Arizona: The University of Arizona Press.  1994. 
 

Rowe, Ann Pollard.  Warp–Patterned Weaves of the Andes.  Washington, 

D.C.: The Textile Museum.  1977. 
 

Rowe, John Howland, and Dorothy Menzel.  Peruvian Archaeology: 

Selected Readings.  Palo Alto, California: Peek Publications.  1967. 
 

Stone–Miller, Rebecca.  To Weave for the Sun: Andean Textiles in the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.  Boston: Museum of Fine Arts.  

1992. 
 

Ubbelohde–Doering, Heinrich.  On the Royal Highways of the Inca: 

Archaeological Treasures of Ancient Peru.  New York:  Frederick 

A. Praeger, Publishers.  1967. 



The Spanish Unraveling Of the Incan Empire: The Importance of Fibers and Textiles of the Past 

 18 

Glossary of Terms 

 
Alpaca – South American llama or the silky wool or cloth woven from it 

 

Backstrap – a loom structure made of a belt which holds the ends of a stick 

on one end of warp, the other end of the warp is on a second stick 

held by a rope to a stationary object 

 

Capa Inca – supreme ruler of the Incan people and their empire 

 

Camalid – fibers taken from the llama which is of the camel family 

 

Cochineal – natural dye used to produce purple fibers 

 

Curaca – a ruling person similar to a mayor of an Incan village 

 

Indigo – natural dye used to produce blue fibers  

 

Mamacona – woman dedicated to the service of weaving for the ruler of 

the Incan people; also called Virgins of the Sun; priestess  

 

Purpura mollusk – natural dye used to produce purple fibers 

 

Relbunium – natural dye used to produce blue fibers 

 

Sapa Inca – the sole ruler or supreme ruler of the Incans by right of birth 

 

Spang – weaving technique incorporating twists to create the patterning 

 

Tambo – a large building used for the comfort of travelers 

 

 

 

 

  

 


