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INTRODUCTION

Huacones-Vilcahuasi is an important ar-
chaeological site on the Peruvian South Central
Coast (Figure 1). It has been characterized not
only as the biggest and most important architec-
tural complex in the lower Cañete Valley (Engel
2010:170; Williams and Merino 2006 [1974]:
97), but also as the possible capital or center of
political–administrative power of the Kingdom
of Guarco (Campos 2007:60; Hyslop 1984:89).
The recent discovery of some recording ele-
ments for accounting (khipus and a yupana
impressed into a floor) at this site and areas for
storing chili peppers (Capsicum baccatum and
Capsicum chinense) associated with private
spaces, have led us to evaluate the extent to
which these finds could reflect idiosyncratic
features of traditional regional accounting
practices, continued by local elites after their
incorporation into Tawantinsuyu, and the value
this product would have had among Guarco
power groups.

This case study is discussed within the
broader context of accounting and storage

practices displayed by the kingdoms of the
Central and South-Central Peruvian Coasts
before the Inca expansion into the area. Like-
wise, we explore some ideas about the function
and importance of the yupana, an Inca account-
ing device rarely found in archaeological exca-
vations.

BACKGROUND

The efficient management of the resources
stored by the Inca state was a key element in its
consolidation. It was from the surpluses of
production and the accumulated goods in the
state storerooms, obtained thanks to the rota-
tional labor taxation (mita), that the Incas
acquired the capacity to feed, dress, and prepare
the work parties and government agents sent to
the provinces (officials, troops, chasquis, mitmas,
etc.). Every day these forces moved the gears of
Tawantinsuyu. Furthermore, the stored re-
sources permitted the consolidation of alliances
with local power groups and the rewarding of
them for their loyalty or services to the state
and, in times of disaster, allowed the Inca to
help affected populations. 
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This storage was of the redistributive type.
To be precise, it was based on the accumulation
of products (agricultural, fishing, mining, etc.)
on a large scale, inside storerooms or silos,
integrated with a centralized administrative
system. Usually, the accumulated goods were
delivered to various sectors of the population (in
the form of rations or gifts), as compensation for
personal services rendered. They could also be
destined to supply other institutions that formed
the system, to be consumed during banquets
and integrative feasts, or to be used as exchange
goods (Pfälzner 2002:261). As it has been postu-
lated for other ancient societies, the practice of
this kind of storage and the need to efficiently
control the redistribution of large quantities of
resources, had to imply the formation of a
specialized group of officials who were responsi-
ble for recording and accounting for the produc-
tion delivered by the tributaries, the resources
stored in the storerooms, and the redistributed
goods (Finer 2003 [1997]:100, 235; Hunt
1991:152– 153; Schmandt-Besserat 1982:876).

The most basic level of recording, at the
time of receiving the tax, consisted not only in
indicating the identity of the person or collec-
tivity who was involved in the delivery, but also
in consigning the type and number of products
involved. From these data, it was possible to
make inventories which, upon the subsequent
arrivals or deliveries of the stored products, were
updated by registering quantitative fluctuations
(Nissen et al. 1993:11).

In the Inca case, we have the testimony of
various colonial chroniclers who highlight the
role that, the khipucamayos or “official accoun-
tants” had in these tasks.1 They were in charge

of the khipus (quipus) or knotted cords(Acosta
2002 [1590]:385–386; Cieza 1996 [1553]:31;
Garcilaso 2005 [1609], I:128–129; Murúa 2001
[1611]:359–361). Among all these testimonies,
the one by the Chachapoyan Jesuit Blas Valera
in his Historia Occidentalis (c. 1595) stands out.
This has reached us through the Inca Garcilaso:

They also took into account what was in
the storerooms of every town. The law
required that the Inca governor of the
province keep a copy of the accounts of all
the things under his control, so that there
not be any falsifications on the part of In-
dian tributaries, nor on the part of the tax
collector (Valera cited in Garcilaso 2005
[1609], I:287; translation by the authors).2

The requirement of the Inca state for precise
control of the accounts through the “transfers”
mentioned by Valera has been confirmed by
Gary Urton as a result of systematic analysis of
the numerical sequences recorded in the khipus
in archaeological collections with known prove-
nances (Incahuasi in Cañete and Laguna de los
Cóndores in Chachapoyas) that sometimes
include duplicate khipus or ones that are closely
concordant. Based on this evidence, Urton has
been able to recognize that prehispanic khipu-
camayos maintained certain accounting prac-
tices analogous to those carried out by ancient
Mesopotamian managers, such as a system of
checks and balances, which included  balancing
credits and debits and the inspection of “anno-
tated/knotted” accounts in places far from
where they were created (Urton 2005:164,
2010:62; Urton and Chu 2015:515).

1 It should be pointed out that the field of action of the
Andean khipucamayuqs was not restricted to accounting.
Under the Inca regime, the khipu management specialists
carried out a wide range of functions related to adminis-
tration, law, historical record keeping, astrology, etc.

(Moscovich 2014:107–114; Ramos 2016:38–42).

2 También daban cuenta de lo que había en los pósitos de
cada pueblo. De todas las cuales cosas mandaba la ley que
el Inca gobernador de la provincia tuviese un traslado de
las cuentas en su poder, para que ni de parte de los indios
tributarios ni de parte de los ministros cobradores hubiese
falsedad alguna.
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It is possible, however, that similar activities
(although with less centralization and on a
smaller scale) were carried out by the accoun-
tants of some kingdoms of the Central and
South Central Peruvian Coast (Ychsma,
Guarco, and Chincha) even after they became
part of Tawantinsuyu. The available archaeolog-
ical evidence suggests this hypothesis.

In Pachacamac, the base of the Ychsma
government, for example, groups of square and
rectangular storerooms were built in the back of,
or next to, the pyramids with ramps (Eeckhout
2012:215–216; Franco 1998:19; Paredes 1988:
51–52; Paredes and Franco 1987:7; Ramos
2011:105–106). Their association with this type
of architecture of power has led those structures
to be conceptualized as buildings for storage and
redistribution of taxes (Díaz 2008:119;
Eeckhout 2004a:406; Farfán 2004:455; Franco
2004:467).3 In some cases, the storerooms were
covered with dry sand, possibly collected on the
banks of the Lurín River, to guarantee the
preservatio of food stored there (Franco
1998:19).

The same situation has been observed in
the pyramids with ramp of other late set-
tlements of the Lurín Valley, such as
Pampa de las Flores and Tijerales, where
remains of corn and cotton have been en-
countered inside storerooms (Eeckhout
2003:147, figure 8; 2012:217).

In the Rímac Valley, in a similar way, the
residences of the Ychsma elites had an adminis-
trative area formed by a courtyard associated
with a terrace (comparable to the Chimu audien-
cia), where bureaucratic activities were carried
out, and by a series of smaller interior rooms for
storage (Villacorta 2003:160, 2005:174). As at
Pachacamac, these internal storerooms pre-
sented a square or rectangular shape, and were
organized in compartments following an or-
thogonal pattern. The fact that they were often
placed at a different level necessitated access via
stairs or epimural paths (Espinoza 2014:142).

Further south, at Las Salinas de Chilca,
rectangular storerooms specially conditioned
with sand fill were used during the Late Inter-
mediate Period to store large quantities of dried
and salted anchovies. According to Manuel
Aguirre-Morales (2008:171), fishing surpluses
were preserved to be exchanged with highland
populations.

Mass storage of dried fish has also been
reported in El Huarco-Cerro Azul, a
contemporaneous site on the coast of the pres-
ent province of Cañete. There, at least eight
elite residential complexes included storage
facilities filled with clean sand. In those, impor-
tant amounts of anchovies, sardines and, occa-
sionally, other dehydrated small fish were gath-
ered (Marcus 1987:53, 56–57). Joyce Marcus
(ibid.:41, 2008:84) has proposed that some of
these resources would have been part of a re-
gional exchange network, through llama cara-
vans, being traded for corn and camelid fibers
from other sections of the valley.

Taking into account these antecedents,
particularly the partially centralized storage of
tax revenues in the storerooms of regional elites,
we can propose that kingdoms from Central and
South Central Coast during the Late Intermedi-
ate Period would not only have had trained
khipu management officials, but also have had

3 Throughout the study of prehispanic storage practices in
Pachacamac, Peter Eeckhout has been able to recognize
that during the Late Intermediate Period “the manage-
ment of storehouses was not in the hands of a force
extending over the entire site, but, instead, was divided
among different groups, each based at one of the several
pyramids with ramp . . . each pyramid had its own stores,
which varied a great deal in terms of number and capac-
ity” (Eeckhout 2012:216). Therefore, it was partially
centralized storage.
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local calculation technologies.4 In support of
this approach, it is important to remember that
it is from these same regions that the earliest
evidence of accounting khipus in the Andean
region has been found (Brokaw 2010:85; Shady
et al. 2000:13–14; Urton 2014:206–207). These
khipus, which belong to Middle Horizon 2 (c.
700–850 A.D.), correspond to the “round
wound” type and were recorded in the area
between the lower Rímac Valley (Huaca San
Marcos) and the Santa Cruz Valley, in the
province of Palpa, Ica (Pampa Blanca site).

Urton has argued that Quechua speaking
khipukamayuqs who maintained ancient regional
traditions of the Rímac and Lurín Valleys could
have fulfilled a central role in the transition
from the use of a quinary numeral system (base
5), linked to the Wari tradition, to the use of
the well-known decimal system imposed by the
Incas (Urton 2014:219). After recognizing the
existence of notable variations in the dimen-
sions, structural characteristics, and color pat-
terns of the khipu collections from Pachacamac,
he has proposed that this diversity could reflect
the arrival of khipus from different traditions far
away from the sanctuary, artifacts that would
have accompanied the gifts and offerings
brought by pilgrims (Urton 2017:121). Accord-
ing to Urton, “Pachacamac may in fact have
been a place of exceptional importance in the
history of the development and evolution of
cord keeping in Tawantinsuyu” (Urton 2017:
122). 

In any case, the fact is that the Inca state
used less invasive administrative strategies in

the jurisdictions of some kingdoms of the Cen-
tral and South Central Coasts, such as the
Ychsma, Guarco, and Chincha (Covey
2003:186). Focusing more on the exploitation
and intensive administration of the peripheral
areas of chaupiyunga (warm and humid areas)
designated for the cultivation of coca and corn
suggests that this strategy could be explained by
the pre-existence of an entire administrative
apparatus developed by the local elites (with
their own accounting traditions) which, due to
their compatibility with Inca practices, it was
advisable to continue.5 Thus, it would have
been less onerous for the state to maintain
indirect control of these regions.

One should ask, then, how the accounting
and recording practices of these provincial
groups (at least those of a local nature) would
have been carried out once they were incorpo-
rated into Tawantinsuyu. Did they continue to
perform according to their old usages, or did
they adjust to the new state models? We will
continue with these questions later.

KHIPU FINDS ASSOCIATED WITH PREHISPANIC

STORAGE IN THE CENTRAL ANDES

Since the last decades of the past century, 
discoveries of khipus associated with storage
areas have been reported from several sites on
the Peruvian coast that were occupied by the
Incas, confirming the close link between the
practices of mass storage and the development
of accounting and recording techniques.

4 The possibility that old regional traditions of khipuca-
mayos existed in Tawantinsuyu with different logics and
procedures from the ones made by the state officials, has
already been suggested by Gary Urton (2010:64). In the
specific case of Pachacamac, Franco (2004:483) has
pointed out that the use of khipus for the administration
of chili pepper, cotton, corn, and gourd found in store-
rooms could have preceded the Inca regime.

5 In the Cañete and Chincha Valleys, the management of
khipus by the regional indigenous elites continued until
the end of the sixteenth century, being sometimes re-
quired by the Spanish colonial authorities (Cabildo de
Lima 1937 [1575–1578]:11; Hampe 1985:127).
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Pachacamac

In 1998, the archaeologist Régulo Franco
reported the discovery of some khipus
“colorados” (reddish) inside a small niche in the
inner corner of a secondary storeroom at Pacha-
camac’s Pyramid with Ramp N° 2 (Franco 1998:
19). In his opinion, the artifacts would have
served for “accounting for what was collected”
in this feature.

In more recent years, at least nine khipus
made with fine white cotton strings, provided in
some cases with colored knots, were found by
Peter Eeckhout and his team on the floor of a
platform inside a small rectangular enclosure
that controlled the entrance to the storage
complex called Building 8 (Edificio 8). This is at
the northern end of the sanctuary of Pacha-
camac, in association with circulation routes
(Eeckhout 2012:219–220, figure 9; Eeckhout
and Luján 2013:16, figure 4). 

Building 8 is formed by a large courtyard (80
by 60 meters) and twenty sunken storage enclo-
sures (U101–120) which were accessed through
epimural paths. The storerooms are square, and
were distributed in two parallel rows, with ten
structures per row. Excavations in the complex
have allowed us to recognize that a great diver-
sity of crops, including peanuts, chili peppers,
macre and loche pumpkins, beans, cotton, lu-
cumas, guavas, and corn were stored there (ibid.:
18). Moreover, in one of the containers (U112)
located behind the rectangular enclosure where
the khipus (“Room of the Khipucamayoc”) were
found, a collection of gourds was recorded.
These were possibly used in banquets and feasts
in the courtyard of the building (ibid. 2013:
32–33, figure 13).

In the opinion of Eeckhout (2012:220),
Building 8 would have been occupied by an
official responsible for managing the goods that
came to this complex, perhaps through llama 

caravans that were unloaded in the adjacent
courtyard.

Tambo Viejo, Acarí

Rescue excavations carried out in 1990 in
the Inca administrative center of Tambo Viejo,
in the Acarí Valley (south of Nazca), led to
recovery of a khipu associated with an alignment
of square and rectangular structures identified as
Inca storerooms. The artifact was found at the
top level of a stairway that led to a narrow
passageway interconnected with four of the
square warehouses (Menzel et al. 2012:422,
figure 14; Valdez 1996:40–41).

Incahuasi of Lunahuaná

During 2013 and 2014, a total of thirty-four 
khipus were recorded from excavations directed
by Alejandro Chu in the storage complex of
Qolqawasi at Incahuasi (Lunahuaná, Cañete
Valley; Urton and Chu 2015:518).

In a long enclosure (U.A. 7) of this complex,
provided with a drying area, two “linked” khipus
(khipus with their primary strings attached to
each other) were placed rolled together next to
a third specimen, inside a basket covered with
chili peppers. In a nearby structure (U.A. 4),
remains of peanuts and black beans were found
in association with another fourteen khipus
(Urton 2017:159, 177–178; Urton and Chu
2015:figure 4).

Gary Urton’s analysis of these materials
allowed him to reconstruct the entire process of
naming, counting, and recording of food crops
that took place in this settlement, recognizing
that the accountants made copies of the khipus
to facilitate the additions and subtractions that
are part of the calculations, and to specify that
the linked khipus reflect accounting practices of
control and balance made to ensure the accu-
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racy of the records (Urton 2017:170–174; Urton
and Chu 2015:520, 526–527).

PREHISPANIC ACCOUNTING PRACTICES

ACCORDING TO COLONIAL SOURCES

Several researchers have stressed that al-
though the khipus were used to record numerical
values produced as a result of mathematical
operations, they were not devices for calcula-
tions.6 Those were made by the manipulation of
stones and seeds on surfaces specially designed
as “abacuses” called yupana7 in Quechua (Locke
1912:330, 1923:32; Rostworowski 1990:61,
2005:40; Rowe 1946:326; Urton 2003a:29,
2010:55; Wassén 1990 [1931]:211).

Indeed, several sixteenth and seventeenth 
century chroniclers briefly mention the account-
ing operations carried out by the ancient An-
dean inhabitants through stones, grains of
maize, and beans (Francisco López de Gómara
1852 [1552]:278; Juan de Matienzo 1967
[1567]:21; Polo de Ondegardo 1916 [1571]:

124; José de Acosta 2002 [1590]:386–387;
Martín de Murúa 2004 [1590]:159; the Inca
Garcilaso de la Vega 2005 [1609] Volume I:128;
Antonio de Herrera (1615):105; and Juan de
Velasco 1981 [1789]:28, cited in Curatola and
de la Puente 2013:200–203; Wassén 1990
[1931]:211–213). Some of these mentions are
transcribed below:

Each parcialidad has a principal cacique
who gives orders to the headmen and Indi-
ans of his parcialidad, and he does not in-
tervene by giving orders to the other
[parcialidad], except that the curaca of the
partialidad of Hanansaya is the principal of
the whole province, and he who the other
curaca of Hurinsaya obeys in the things
that he says . . . The caciques and princi-
pals their work is relaxing and drinking
and counting and distributing, in which they
are very skillful, more than any Spaniard, and
they count slowly and with their stones of
many colors, that certainly is something to
see (Matienzo 1967 [1567]:21–22; trans-
lation and emphasis by the authors).8

So that for everything there should be an
account, order, and reason, at a certain
specified time they gather together in the
main town of every province the tax col-
lectors and the accountants or scribes who
had the knots and accounts of the taxes.
And in front of the curaca and the Inca
governor they made the accounts and divi-
sions by means of the knots of their strings
and with little stones, according to the num-

6 As noted by Henry Wassén in the 1930s, it would have
been impractical to calculate accounts with khipus,
sometimes requiring the undoing of very strong and well
done knots (Wassén 1990 [1931]:211).

7 The term yupana (from the Quechua word yupani “to
count” plus the nominalizer “-na”), in the sense of
“calculation board”, is far from constituting a neologism as
has been claimed (Chirinos 2010:177). On the contrary,
it is recorded in the first Quechua vocabulary published,
with the meaning of “counting board” (Santo Thomas
1560, I: 98v.; see also Moscovich 2006:100). About this
artifact, Guaman Poma wrote: “Major accountant hatun
hucha quipoc, minor accountant huchuy hucha quipoc, count
with boards, numbering one hundred thousand, and  ten
thousand, and one hundred, and ten, down to one, of
everything that happens in this kingdom it settles”
(Guaman Poma 2008 [c. 1615], I: 274 [361]; translation
and italics by the authors). “Contador mayor hatun hucha
quipoc, contador menor huchuy hucha quipoc, cuentan
en tablas, numeran de cien mil, y de diez mil, y de ciento,
y de diez, hasta llegar a uno, de todo lo que pasa en este
reino lo asienta.”

8 Cada parcialidad tiene un cacique principal que manda
a los prencipales e indios de su parcialidad, y no se entre-
mete a mandar a los de la otra, excepto que el curaca de
la parcialidad de hanansaya es el principal de toda la
provincia, y a quien el otro curaca de hurinsaya obedece
en las cosas que dice el . . . Los caciques e principales su
oficio es holgar, y beber, y contar y repartir, que son muy
diestros en esto, más que ningún español, y cuéntanlo de
espacio y con sus piedras de munchas [sic] colores, que
cierto es cosa de ver. 
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ber of the inhabitants of the province”
(Valera (c. 1595) cited in Garcilaso 2005
[1609], I:286; translation and emphasis by
the authors).9

They knew a lot about arithmetic and in
an admirable way. With knots made on
strings of different colors they gave an ac-
count of everything in the Inca kingdom
concerning taxes and contributions by
charges and discharges. They added, sub-
tracted, and multiplied by those knots.
And in order to know what pertained to every
town they made the distributions by means of
grains of corn and little stones, in a such a
way that they made their account certain
(Garcilaso 2005 [1609], I:128; translation
and emphasis by the authors).10

As can be noted, these sources are quite
succinct in reference to Andean accounting
practices, and basically they are limited to
mentioning the use of stones of different colors
and grains of maize,11 without offering more

details about the type of facilities or actions
involved in the calculations. 

From these quotations we can deduce that
sometimes it was the curacas themselves who
were in charge of “counting and sharing”. The
competence with which these indigenous au-
thorities had to accomplish accounting opera-
tions was complemented by the knowledge that
many of them possessed of the management of
khipus (Medelius 2011a; Ramos 2016:52–3,
table 1). The principal lord of the province of
Huarochiri, Sebastián Quispe Ninavilca, for
example, received, in 1581, the title of Alcalde
mayor, khipucamayoc, and counter of the chasquis
of Huarochiri, Jauja, and the valley of Lima
(Espinoza 1960:224, note 111). 

The event of making “accounts and divi-
sions” described by Valera, in which a local
curaca had to interact with the representatives
of the Inca state, is particularly interesting,
because, according to the testimony quoted,
these administrative acts were performed “in the
main town of every province”. As we will see
later, this is a relevant fact for our case study.

Without delving into minute details, other
chronicles and colonial reports provide more
information on the actions performed in those
sessions.

In this repartimiento of Paria] there are
three parcialidades: the one of the fisher-
men called Huros, who are more than 
half, and some want to say two thirds; the
others are called Casayas, and the other
parcialidad are Indians [called] Suras who,

9 Para que en todo hubiese cuenta, orden y razón, a cierto
tiempo señalado se juntaban en el pueblo principal de
cada provincia los jueces cobradores y los contadores o
escribanos que tenían los nudos y cuentas de los tributos.
Y delante del curaca y del gobernador Inca hacían las
cuentas y particiones por los nudos de sus hilos y con
piedrezuelas, conforme al número de vecinos de la tal
provincia.

10 De la aritmética supieron mucho y por admirable
manera. Que por nudos dados en unos hilos de diversos
colores daban cuenta de todo lo que en el reino del Inca
había de tributos y contribuciones por cargo y descargo.
Sumaban, restaban y multiplicaban por aquellos nudos. Y
para saber lo que cabía a cada pueblo hacían las particio-
nes con granos de maíz y piedrezuelas, de manera que les
salía cierta su cuenta.

11 Counting with grains of maize seems to have been a
widespread practice in the Andean region from prehis-
panic periods until very recent times. During the inspec-
tion tour (visita) of the Valley of Jayanca in Lambayeque
carried out by Sebastián de la Gama in 1540, for example,
the principal Lord of this locality reported that the total
population of its chiefdom amounted to 370 Indians

“counted by maize” (Espinoza 1975:269). In modern
times, this type of counting was maintained in some
Andean communities, although in ceremonial contexts, as
part of very traditional celebrations. This practice has
been found in the Huarochiri villages of Anchucaya
(Hyland 2016:493) and San Pedro de Casta (Llanos and
Osterling 1981:29–30; Olivas 1983:65) in the highlands
of the department of Lima, and in some communities of
the Peruvian southern highlands (Revilla 2006:24).
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in order to divide this eleven thousand
pesos, they gather, from among everyone,
about thirty prominent Indians and quipo-
camayos who are their accountants or
marcamayos [sic: marcacamayos]; and that
being the case, they stay [giving] testi-
mony with their stones and grains of corn
and the beans put on the floor with which
they make their accounts in the usual way.
Finally, in less than three hours, before
me, each parcialidad knew what it had
(Ondegardo 1916 [1571]:164; translation
and emphasis by the authors).12 

To watch them [employ] another kind of
qhipus that use grains of corn is pleasing.
Because a very difficult account, which a
very good accountant had to put down in
pen and ink, to see how it fits in with so
many others, so many contributions, sub-
tracting some from there and adding some
from here, with other tangled speech, these
Indians will take their grains and put one
here, three there, eight I do not know where;
they will move one grain from here, exchange
three from, there, and, in fact, they end up
with their accounts very accurate, without
making the smallest mistake; and they
know much better how to balance the ac-
counts than those who must pay or give,
than we know how to do it, reconciling
with pen and ink (Acosta 2002 [1590]:

386–387; translation and emphasis by the
authors).13

As expressed in the testimony of Polo de
Ondegardo, in these calculation exercises,
which could last several hours, many local
authorities participated: accountants and
khipucamayos, which necessarily determined the
space where they performed their actions. These
had to be wide open areas (patios or plazas).
Likewise, in the two quotations transcribed
above, it is reported that these computations
were not silent events, they discussed matters
simultaneously, producing “retartalillas”, which
we translate as “tangles of words, speeches and
small harangues” (Oudin 1616, I:516; transla-
tion by the authors).14

The operations were carried out not only
with small stones or grains of corn, but also with
beans put “on the floor”. Therefore, a yupana, or
portable board similar to that represented by the
chronicler from Lucanas, Felipe Guaman Poma
de Ayala, with his portrait of the curaca Condor
Chaua “senior accountant and treasurer” of the
Incas was not necessarily required (Guaman
Poma 2008 [c. 1615], I:272[360]). As it has
already been pointed out (Assadourian 1998:40,
2002:125; Engel 1987:245), it is possible that
accounting squares with subdivisions could have
been outlined directly on the floor or, even in

12 En este repartimiento de Paria] ay tres parcialidades: la
una destos huros pescadores, que serán más de la mitad, e
algunos quieren decir que las dos partes; los otros se
llaman casayas, e la otra parcialidad son yndios çuras, los
quales para dividir estos onze myll pesos se juntan de todos
como treinta yndios principales e quipocamayos que son
sus contadores o marcamayos [sic: marcacamayos]; y
puesto [el] caso quedan [dando] voces con sus piedras e
machizes [sic: maíces] [e] los frisoles puestos en el suelo
con que hacen sus quentas por la horden acostumbrada.
Finalmente, en menos de tres [h]oras supo [sic: supieron],
delante de my, cada parcialidad lo que le cavía.

13 Vverles otra suerte de quipos que usan de granos de
maíz, es cosa que encanta. Porque una cuenta muy
embarazosa, en que tendrá un muy buen contador que
hacer por pluma y tinta, para ver a cómo les cabe entre
tantos, tanto de contribución, sacando tanto de acullá y
añadiendo tanto de acá, con otras cien retartalillas,
tomarán estos indios sus granos y pornán [sic: pondrán]
uno aquí, tres acullá, ocho no sé dónde; pasarán un grano
de aquí, trocarán tres de acullá, y en efecto ellos salen con
sus cuentas hechas puntualísimamente, sin errar un tilde;
y mucho mejor se saben ellos poner en cuenta y razón de
lo que cabe a cada uno de pagar o dar, que sabremos
nosotros dárselo por pluma y tinta averiguado.

14 “Retartalillas” can be defined as “enredos de palabras,
discursos y pequeñas arengas” (Oudin 1616, I:516).
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humid sand “instead of being a piece built ex
professo” and that, because of the simplicity of
the lines and the ease of execution, the accoun-
tants would have had “the freedom to create at
any time boards with numbers of columns and
squares according to the complexity of the
calculation that is going to be made” (Assa-
dourian 1998:14; translation by the authors).15

It was surely from one to another of these
columns and squares that the accountants
“exchanged” (Acosta 2002 [1590]:386–387) the
stones and grains. It has been pointed out that
these movements had to be carried out with
considerable speed (Assadourian 1998:14, note
28; Curatola and de la Puente 2013:217, note
29). However, taking into consideration the
testimony of Juan de Matienzo, who noted that
these accounts were made “slowly” (Matienzo
1967 [1567]:22), and the several hours that
these sessions could take, the most feasible thing
is that there would have been pauses in the
execution.

The sixteenth and seventeenth century
dictionaries of indigenous languages constitute
another line of evidence providing important
information about prehispanic accounting,
complementing that of the chronicles and
colonial reports. In the dictionaries of the Que-
chua language compiled by Diego González
Holguín (G.H.) and Domingo de Santo Thomas
(S.T.), for example, we find various terms
related to this activity (Table 1). 

The Jesuit Ludovico Bertonio (B.), in his
Vocabulary of the Aymara Language (1612), also
includes some entries (Table 2) linked to indige-
nous accounting, specifying, among other
things, the meaning of the colors (white or
black) of the stones used in the calculations.

15 La libertad de crear en cualquier momento tableros con
números de columnas y casillas acordes con la complejidad
del cálculo que se va a realizar.
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Figure 3. Plan of Huacones-Vilcahuasi indicating the excavated areas.
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Figure 4: Locations of the finds in the North and South Complexes of Huacones-Vilcahuasi.
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Figure 5: Views of the yupana found in the South Complex of Huacones-Vilcahuasi 
(photos by Rodrigo Areche Espinola).
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Figure 6. Khipus found in Huacones-Vilcahuasi (photos by Rodrigo Areche Espinola).
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Figure 7. Excavation of chili pepper storeroom in Huacones-Vilcahuasi 
and remains of this crop that were found. Scale in excavation unit=1 meter.
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Figure 8. Pie charts showing (a) the percentage of chili peppers recovered in Excavation Unit 7 (UE-07),
Huacones-Vilcahuasi, in comparison with other botanical remains and 

(b) the percentages of the chili species found.

Figure 9: Yupanas found on an Inca floor in Sector A of the Chimú administrative center of Manchán in the
Casma Valley (photograph courtesy of Nover Horna Gálvez).



263 - Barraza Lescano et al.: Guarco Administrative Center

Figure 10. Yupana found below Structure 1, Sabaya, Moquegua Valley 
(redrawn from Bürgi 1993: figure 58).
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Figure 11. Guarco accountants using the yupana of Huacones-Vilcahuasi 
(artist’s rendering by José Luis Diaz Carranza).


