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A Critical Review of the debate over the interpretation 
of the archaeological site of Chankillo, Peru.

Word count: 1507
This essay critically compares and contrasts two papers that deal with the discussion over the understanding of the archaeological site of Chankillo, Perú and the possible relation to astronomical features. The two papers are ‘The Social and Ritual Context of Horizon Astronomical Observations at Chankillo’ of Iván Ghezzi and Clive L. N. Ruggles, and ‘Astronomy and Ceremony at Chankillo: an Andean Perspective’ of J. McKim Malville both published on 2011 in the Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union.

The aim, audience and terminology used in the essays are tangible differences. On one hand, Ghezzi and Ruggles (hereafter G&R) structure their research in a logical and clear way so that both public and academic audience (anthropologers and arqueologers interested in the debate) can understand. Terminology, references and visual aids are carefully selected to satisfy both needs, to engage the non-expert reader but also give full details and evidences for the expert eyes. This therefore implies that their aim is to strengthen the interpretation of the place by providing new evidence and verifying earlier data that they had presented in previous years. On contrast, Malville’s intention is to refute G&R’s arguments as seen in the penultimate section titled ‘Solar observatory’ on page 159. The way Malville starts the paper, terminology and visual aids used (such as photos, maps, azimuths graphs and numeric tables) is definitely intended for experts in the field who have researched about. This is evidenced on his deliberate way of presenting evidences by not contextualising the reader and taking for granted that they know in detail Chankillo, Chavín de Huántar, Cusco and other sites. Even though, as the G&R’s paper, the Malville’s essay also brings innovative information that helps with the astronomical interpretation of the complex.
Moving forward, there is a great difference in the structure and contents of each paper. Starting with the G&R’s structure of their text, they begin with a detailed description of the site, then present their findings, evidences and methodologies used, then they move on to raise some questions, to then analyse and conclude. They start by contextualising the Chankillo site which they describe as a huge centre with ritual, politic and warfare attributes that functioned between 500-200 BC. They move forwards to elaborately describe the Thirteen Towers. Then they propose western and eastern adjacent constructions that look towards the towers hypothesizing that these pillars ‘span the entire annual solar rising and setting arcs’. Moving on, they verified their earlier data and brought new observational and archaeological evidences to the analysis. This proves that it is a good idea to revisit the places as Christopher Tilley suggested, because weather conditions are an important factor to have in mind for astronomical and phenomenological observations.
 Reaching the end of the essay they begin with a questioning section that involves the later Inca civilization, the calendar and warfare. On their later analysis they conclude that the towers’ purpose would not have been exclusively meant for astronomical and practical reasons, they hypothesize that there may also be ‘ideological, ritual, social, political’ motifs behind, such as the ‘rise of an elite class of warrior leaders’.
Totally contrary to how G&R did, is the way Malville begins and develops his article. He does not use the typical, introduce-present-analyse-conclude structure. Malville starts by giving a historical context by bringing ethnographic evidence that locates Chankillo within the Central Andean culture area and makes an exhaustive description of this civilization. He also refers to other places and times to have a historical background of the whole Central Andean zone. Then he works on the physical movement subject related to shamanic practices on mountain ascents-descents and relations to stairways. Then he talks about ushnus and huacas (ritual artefacts and structures) to further on refer to stairways in Chavín de Huántar (another Peruvian archaeological site which according to him has great connections with Chankillo) and their link to ceremonial and ritual activity both for public and private access. Afterwards he presents the arguments and data that contribute to the idea that the Chankillo site has a solar axis and aligns with solstices, such as other peruvian sites do. Moving on, he deals with a phenomenological approach, which according to Tilley ‘involves the understanding and description of things as they are experienced by a subject’, of the staircases in the Thirteen Towers of Chankillo.
 On the ending of his work he deals with the debate of viewing Chankillo as a solar observatory, which he firmly denies showing disagreement with the western and eastern observation points proposed by G&R. Malville finally concludes that the towers did not have an entirely astronomical purpose, that a ‘public/private duality’ may have marked the social background of the place and the towers may had witnessed public rituals, while the Fortified Temple could have held more private ceremonies.
Moving forward on the comparison, there is a great difference in the theories, methodologies and sources used on each paper. The G&R’s approach is mainly archaeoastronomical, due to their extensively use of the term and because it was based on observation and archaeology, with some few references to anthropology and history. Archaeoastronomy, defined by Ruggles in another article of the same journal, enquires social interrogations and deals not only with architecture but other material records that offer information ‘that might provide insights into thoughts and practices relating to astronomy in the past’.
 According to this, the authors showed that on their interpretation of the Chankillo site there were cultural and social systems taken in account. Moreover, the G&R’s extensively and careful use of primary sources found in Chankillo and the good use of secondary sources (usually Ph.D or akin professionals) in a logical and explicative way, makes their reasoning explicit, which described by Colin Renfrew and Paul Bahn is an element of processual archaeology.
 
Rather contrary is Malville’s approach to the Chankillo site, where he brings different theoretical elements that contribute to the debate and enrichen the interpretation of the site. He extensively uses elements of ethnography, history, anthropology and even religion, mostly comparing to other sites of the Central Andean culture area. This therefore suggests that Malville used the ethnographic analogy theory, which according to Adrien Currie involves ‘the use of comparative data from anthropology to inform reconstructions of past human societies.’
 The use of comparative elements is therefore enrichening but because their utilisation was very wide made his arguments not so strong in terms that the majority of evidences were not directly from Chankillo but from other places and times. 
Additionally, Malville was also very descriptive of what he experienced as an individual while ascending and descending the stairways in the Thirteen Towers, as can be seen in his phrase ‘it seems an entry into another realm’ of page 158. As mentioned previously this is a phenomenological approach but it can also represent that he was consciously trying to ‘get inside the minds’ which, according to Renfrew and Bahn, are elements of post-processual archaeology.
 This type of approach makes harder to understand his arguments if you are not an expert in the subject matter and it may be perceived rather subjective. But as Renfrew and Bahn stated, in post-processual archaeology to be objective is impossible, which therefore enables Malville to present his hypothesis with freedom and in a certainly more different way than how G&R did.
 
Overall, both papers have evident differences in methodology and theoretical stands. While G&R used elements of processual archaeology and used archaeoastronomical observations and material records of Chankillo as their main foundations for their hypothesis, Malville on the contrary used concepts of post-processual and even more recent theories such as the ethnographic analogy. Even though, their main conclusions are oriented towards a same principle, that the observation of the sky is usually connected to a sociocultural background, or as Iwaniszewski’s said, the ‘celestial lore is embedded in people’s structural relationships to their worlds’ through beliefs, activities, customs, relations with others and fields’.
 
In summary, this essay was a critical review of two papers that dealt with the astronomical interpretation of the archaeological complex of Chankillo in Perú. On one hand is the G&R’s paper that is intended for an expert and non-expert reader and whose purpose is to present new evidences and connections to bring up innovative hypothesis on the astronomical features of the complex and how this is perceived as a socio-cultural phenomenon. On contrast, the aim of the Malville’s article was to refute some of the hypothesis that G&R brought to the debate while presenting also new evidences that likewise enrichen the idea that astronomy in Chankillo had to be contextualised in a sociocultural milieu. The methodological differences were evident, G&R mainly used elements of processual archaeology while Malville principally used post-processual ones. It can be said the strengths of one paper can be perceived as the weaknesses of the other, so to bring primary and varied sources of a site itself and link them with nearby places and customs that apparently belong to the same culture is a complement that enhances the debate of the astronomical understanding of an archaeological complex.
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