Wander Free Peru

Chavin de Huantar

A temple of stone, sound and mystery

Read it before your visit, or use it as your English-speaking companion
on site.

The ceremonial centre in its high Andean valley.
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START HERE

Five things to know

A 60-second introduction before you walk in.

A meeting place

People travelled here from different parts of ancient Peru. It was a ceremonial and pilgrimage centre, not simply a
town.

High in the Andes

The site stands at about 3,180 m, where routes from the coast, highlands and Amazon-facing valleys could
connect.

Built over centuries

The complex grew in stages. ‘Old Temple’ and ‘New Temple’ are useful names, but the real building story is more
complicated.

Designed to affect you

Plazas, stairs, narrow galleries, darkness, carved beings and perhaps sound and water all shaped a visitor’s
experience.

Still full of questions

Archaeologists agree on much of the evidence, but debate dates, beliefs, power and the exact use of many
spaces.

A useful way to think about Chavin

This was architecture you experienced with your whole body - moving from open light into
controlled, hidden spaces.
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TIME + PLACE

Before the Inca - by a long way

Chavin flourished more than 2,000 years before the Inca Empire.

El Castillo, part of the later monumental complex often called the New Temple.

1500 BC 800-500 BC c. 500 BC 1985
Broad start of the Chavin Many distinctive polished The site had largely lost its UNESCO World Heritage
cultural range used by black ceramics date to this temple role listing
UNESCO range
Why this location mattered What pilgrims brought
Chavin sits near the meeting of the Mosna and Ideas, objects and foods came from far away. In
Wachegsa rivers. Its location helped link different one gallery, archaeologists found fine vessels and
ecological zones and long-distance travellers. plant and animal remains that may have been
offerings.

WANDER FREE PERU

Sources 1-3 3



ARCHITECTURE

The temple grew like a living puzzle

New structures joined, covered or respected older ones.

Circular Plaza Falconid Portal

A sunken gathering space about 20 m across. A dramatic entrance linked with El Castillo.

OLD TEMPLE NEW TEMPLE / EL CASTILLO

A U-shaped complex focused on an inner A larger later expansion with formal entrances,
sacred core. The Lanzén still stands inside its a broad square and carefully planned

gallery. stonework.

LOOK FOR THIS

@® Symmetry: stairs and plazas line up with important axes.

@® Contrast: black and white stone could mark special routes.

® Control: wide public areas lead toward smaller, restricted spaces.

@ Layers: a wall may belong to a different building phase than the one beside it.
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INSIDE THE TEMPLE

A maze built in stone

Imagine leaving the bright plaza and entering a
low, dark passage.

In the 1998 study used for this guide,
researchers mapped 26 known galleries. The
network includes passages, cells, stairs, air
ducts and drains.

LIGHT

Very little. Your eyes need time to adjust.

SOUND

Footsteps and voices change in narrow stone
spaces.

AIR

Ventilation ducts connect interior rooms with the
outside.

WATER

Stone drains protected buildings and may also
have helped create sound.

Theory, not certainty

Water and acoustics may have made rituals more
powerful. The evidence is real; the exact
performance is still debated.
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SACRED CENTRE

Meet the Lanzon

A stone being more than 4 m tall, fixed deep inside the Old Temple.

Human + animal

A standing body mixes human form with fangs,
claws and serpent-like hair.

Up and down

The stone is set into both floor and ceiling, as if
joining levels of the temple.

Hidden power

Only selected people could enter this inner
gallery. Most visitors may never have seen it
directly.

A central sacred image

Many archaeologists see it as a central sacred
image, but we do not know its ancient name.

WHAT TO NOTICE

The face, fangs and serpent-like hair merge
into one being. Its mixed body is part of the
image’s power.

The Lanzén in its narrow chamber. Photo cropped.
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STONE STORIES

The Tello Obelisk

A 2.52 m granite sculpture covered with a dense visual puzzle.

Look slowly

The carving wraps around the stone. Two
complex beings combine parts of people,
plants and powerful animals.

‘ Trace one outline before looking for details.

Spot eyes, mouths, claws and curling forms.

shapes.

The image may work as a creature, a story
and a map of relationships at the same time.

‘ Notice how one line can belong to two

How Chavin art creates ambiguity

Artists used visual change: repeated lines,
upside-down forms and mixed bodies.
Understanding may depend on where you
stand and what you already know.

Detail of the Tello Obelisk in the National Museum of Chavin.
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Tenon heads

Stone heads once projected from the temple walls. “Tenon’ means
a long stone peg held each head inside the wall.

A Chavin tenon head seen from the
front.

Photo: kcorac / CC BY-SA 4.0

Three leading interpretations

‘ Guardians ° Transformation ° Ritual experience

Powerful faces may have Some scholars see a Wide eyes, mucus-like lines
protected or marked sacred sequence from human to and fangs have been linked

space. animal-like beings. to altered states, but this
remains an interpretation.

Fangs * round eyes ° curling hair * swollen noses ¢ animal features inside a human face
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VISUAL LANGUAGE

A world made of mixed beings

Chavin artists turned stone into a test of attention.

Relief and architecture

Carved images were part of buildings, routes and thresholds - not separate decoration.

FELINE

Fangs, claws and the force of a jaguar or puma.

BIRD

Beaks, wings and talons linked with powerful
birds of prey.

How to read the image

SERPENT

Curling lines that can become hair, belts or living
forms.

CROCODILIAN

Lowland features that suggest connections
beyond the high Andes.

The mixed animal parts signalled power and special knowledge. Trained viewers probably understood
meanings that are now lost.
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YOUR VISIT

Your English companion on site

Use these explanations while the local guide speaks Spanish.

At the plaza

Open plazas held groups and made the temple
entrances visible.

At a gallery

Light falls, air cools, sounds echo and movement
becomes slower.

At El Castillo

Visible joints reveal separate stages of
construction.

MINI SPANISH GLOSSARY
templo viejo Old Temple
galeria gallery / passage

cabeza clava tenon head

ofrenda offering

At a staircase

Major stairs align with important architectural
axes.

At a carving

Human features merge with fangs, claws, beaks
and serpent forms.

An unsolved mystery

The exact purpose of many galleries, carvings
and rituals remains unknown.

templo nuevo New Temple

plaza hundida sunken plaza

relieve relief carving

canal water channel

Please follow site staff, stay on marked routes and never touch the stone carvings.
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READ MORE

Sources + image credits

Short guide, serious research.

MAIN INFORMATION SOURCES

1. UNESCO World Heritage Centre. Chavin (Archaeological Site), property 330. https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/330/

2. Rick, J. W. et al. (2009). ‘La cronologia de Chavin de Huantar y sus implicancias para el Periodo Formativo.’ Boletin de Arqueologia

PUCP 13: 87-132. User-supplied PDF.

3. Rick, J. W., S. R. Kembel, R. M. Rick & J. A. Kembel (1998). ‘La arquitectura del complejo ceremonial de Chavin de Huantar:
documentacién tridimensional y sus implicancias.’ Boletin de Arqueologia PUCP 2: 181-214. User-supplied PDF.

4. Tantalean, H. (2011). ‘Chavin de Huantar y la definicién arqueoldgica de un estado teocratico andino.” Arqueologia y Sociedad 23.
User-supplied PDF.

5. Wikipedia en espafiol, ‘Chavin de Huantar,” used only for general orientation and cross-checking.
https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chavin_de_Huantar

PHOTOGRAPHS
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commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panorama_-_archeological_site_of Chavin_de_Huantar,_Ancash,_Peru.jpg

El Castillo: Dtarazona, CC BY-SA 3.0 - commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chavin_de_Huantar_EI_Castillo_06122009.jpg

Circular Plaza: Dtarazona, CC BY-SA 3.0 - commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chavin_de_Huantar_Plaza_Circular_06122009.jpg
Gallery entrance: Dtarazona, CC BY-SA 3.0 - commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chavin_de_Huantar_Ingreso_a_Galeria_06122009.jpg

Falconid Portal: Dtarazona, CC BY-SA 3.0 -
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chavin_de_Huantar_Portico_de_las_Falconidas_06122009.jpg

Lanzén: AlisonRuthHughes, CC BY-SA 4.0 - commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Chavin_de_Huantar-63.jpg
Tello Obelisk: Carlo Brescia, CC BY-SA 4.0 - commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Detalles_del_Obelisco_Tello_01.jpg
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Images were cropped to fit the layout; each cropped image remains available under its stated Creative Commons licence.

A note about certainty

Ancient people left no written guide to Chavin. Dates and interpretations change as new evidence appears. This
guide uses careful words such as ‘may,’ ‘probably’ and ‘some scholars think’ on purpose.
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