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ABSTRACT
IMAGERY IN NASCA CROSS-KNIT LOOPED TEXTILES FROM THE MILWAUKEE PUBLIC MUSEUM
by

Katherine A. Cianciola

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2023
Under the Supervision of Professor Jean Hudson

Textiles associated with the Nasca culture (0-650 C.E.) from Peru’s South Coast have
been recognized for their complex and colorful ecological, anthropomorphic, and geometric
imagery. Little, however, has been written about their three-dimensional cross-knit looping and
embroidery. Cross-knit looping produced three-dimensional figures that were part of an
elaborate border on clothing and a style specifically associated with the Nasca (Sawyer 1997:24,
27,41, 97, 131-132, 136 for example). This thesis focuses on Nasca textiles primarily from the
Malcolm K. Whyte (Accession Numbers: 18046 and 20517) collection at the Milwaukee Public
Museum (MPM) and includes three-dimensional cross-knit looping of ecological and
anthropomorphic subject matter. | have identified a total of 127 Nasca cross-knit looped related
catalog numbers which consist of 331 individual fragments. This thesis will use the ecology and
cultural history of Peru’s South Coast as a starting point to evaluate connections between the
natural world of the Nasca and the iconography present on their cultural products. The
methodology in this research involves a museological approach that integrates collection

management, textile analysis, and quantitative determination of decorative trends.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This thesis focuses on a seldom studied form of Andean textiles, small three-dimensional
figures that were attached as part of borders of larger Nasca textiles. These Nasca cross-knit
looped textiles encompass a large sample (n=331 fragments), which are part of the Milwaukee
Public Museum’s (MPM) collection of Pre-Columbian textiles. My primary thesis goals are to
expand documentation of these enigmatic items and to explore and attempt to interpret their
meaning, bringing up questions about their social contexts and the choices they represent. |
chose to focus on imagery and color, with special attention to how the integration of culture
and ecology is expressed through these textiles.

In this chapter, | introduce the Nasca culture and cross-knit looping practice as a rare
textile form and discuss aspects of its significance as clothing. | then provide an overview of the
MPM textiles for context. | will conclude with an outline of the remainder of chapters in this

thesis.

Nasca Culture

Across the Early Intermediate Period, Peru is known by its two major coastal civilizations:
the Moche and the Nasca (Parsons 1974:46; Bennett and Bird 1964:116). They are often studied
comparatively for their diverging cultural trends (Quilter 2014:186; Bennett and Bird 1964:116).
Quilter (2014:169, 186) uses the time frame of 0-650 C.E for the Nasca culture and explains that
the transition separating the Early Intermediate Period’s textiles and the preceding Paracas of
the Early Horizon has not been easily distinguished. The various cultures of this time period

were advanced in agriculture and excelled in various crafts including weaving, ceramics,



metallurgy, and construction of large-scale architecture (Bennett and Bird 1964:113-114). In
particular, the Nasca is known for the massive geoglyph Nasca Lines, its polychrome ceramics,
ritual center at Cahuachi, arid valleys, puquio system of wells, and scattered farming villages
(Moore 2014).

Environmental disasters consisting of earthquakes, flooding, and droughts created a
risky environment for the agriculture of this region through their unexpected occurrences,
challenging the continued success of their society over time (Proulx 2006:4, 7). These events
involved unpredictable rainfall and flooding, which impacted agricultural stability (ibid: 4-8).
Proulx suggests that Nasca religious and iconographic systems may have been part of their
attempt to control these environmental uncertainties (ibid). Water is critical for agriculture in
this arid region, and it is easy to hypothesize that local people would express their concerns for
these environmental challenges (ibid) through visual means, especially their ceramics and

textiles.

Cross-Knit Looping Textiles

Cross-knit looping is a form of textile production that can be used to create three-
dimensional figures. In the textile traditions of the Early Intermediate Nasca culture, they are
usually seen as decorating a band of trim for clothing (Sawyer 1997:25-27, 131). Frame
(1999:26) argues that Nasca clothing includes both high-class and ordinary types. She goes on
to describe three-dimensional cross-knit looped edges and embroidery showing beans, human
heads, people, flowers, and birds as adorning common garments (ibid:266-268). She notes that

black, deep blue, or cream shawls, dresses, loincloths, belts, headcloths, tunics, and mantles



were common cotton garments of plain weave (ibid:266). The limited evidence for social
contexts associated with these garments is discussed in Chapter 2. The vast Malcolm K. Whyte
collection at the Milwaukee Public Museum includes over six-hundred fragments of these three-
dimensional cross-knit looped and embroidered objects of naturalistic, human, and geometric

subject matter (Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1. MPM A51559d/18046 cross-knit looped band on plain weave textile.

Phipps (2001:2), regarding function, suggests that “in every culture, the way in which a
person is clothed—the type of fabric used, its color and patterns—speaks to the identity of the
wearer, including his or her age, gender, social position, and role within the community.” Textiles

involved in ceremonies and rituals concerning events like deaths are a certain class of textiles



(ibid). Artifacts and textiles that are near or inside a funerary bundle carry symbolism for various
Andeans (Peters 2000:245). The deceased’s identity can be somewhat regarded as a factor of
their burial goods that their community decides or they do themselves (ibid:246). These
artifacts’ function and style can be analyzed and can constitute specific traditions (ibid). Another
distinctive aspect of textiles is their fragility, thus archaeological textiles do not easily exemplify
their function (VanStan 1958:47).

This thesis uses the ecology of Peru’s South Coast as a starting point to identify
connections between the society and natural world of the Nasca and the iconography of their
cultural products pertaining to human and bird imagery. The methodology in this research has
involved a museological approach that integrates collection documentation, textile analysis,
guantitative determination of iconographic trends, and conservation recommendations. The
textile imagery in the Whyte collection is compared to published examples of textile and
ceramic iconography dating to the Nasca period to determine how anthropomorphic,
naturalistic, and geometric symbolism was represented in cross-knit looped textiles. By
describing the color and style of the iconography, | strive to identify the general types of figures
depicted and the value that color and imagery had for the Nasca based on their environment,

an approach also taken by Sawyer (1997:97, 109) in the analysis of other Nasca textiles.

Peruvian Textiles from the Milwaukee Public Museum
Through this thesis, | performed a collections-based analysis of 331 Nasca cross-knit
looped textile fragments in the Pre-Columbian collection at the MPM. The scope for this

research was informed by an extensive review of the MPM collection, documentation files, as



well as consultation with MPM staff and research affiliates. The artifacts | examined in this
thesis came from two donors. G.R. Schmidt sold to the MPM in 1931 one textile that | have
documented and analyzed in this thesis, a cross-knit looped band (A39194/10448), and all of
the other textiles in this thesis were donated by Malcolm K. Whyte and fall under two
accessions: MPM Accession 18046 (1960) and 20517 (1967). Accession 18046 consisted of
1,506 objects consisting of featherwork, assorted artifacts, textiles, and ceramics, as noted in
the property transfer and appraisal documents, while the 20517 Accession was smaller and
consisted of 512 objects, also including featherwork, assorted artifacts, textiles, and ceramics,
which were first loaned, then accessioned, as noted in an appraisal document, accession card,
itemized list, and letters about the loan. The Whyte collection came in as two donations in 1960
and 1961 and a loan in 1964 under Accession 18046 and 20517. Several other notes and copies
of accession cards from these accession files indicate that some objects were kept by Whyte,
given to other museums, or disposed of. These documents are present in Appendix A: Museum
Documentation.

In later chapters, | discuss textiles from literature and other museums that | compared
the MPM collection to in my analysis. While this thesis is focused on the analysis of the MPM
collection textiles, | also was able to analyze two textile fragments from the Logan Museum of
Anthropology at Beloit College. These two textiles (2008.43.001 and 2008.43.002) were “Found
in Collections” objects, as noted in their collection documentation, and | used the data |
collected from these two objects in Chapter 5 while discussing trends and insights of the MPM

cross-knit looping textiles in reference to this textile technique elsewhere.



The MPM has a vast archaeological Peruvian textile collection. A sample of these
objects, including Nasca textiles, are on exhibit in the Pre-Columbian Archaeology exhibit space
on the Third Floor Mezzanine. The majority of MPM Nasca textiles, however, are in storage. In
this section, | address the documentation concerning the generation of this collection,
specifically concerning Whyte.

In 1974, the Pre-Columbian Archaeology gallery was finished and exhibited 2,000
artifacts throughout 5,000 square feet of exhibit space (Parsons 1974:11). Malcolm K. Whyte is
recognized in collection’s documentation, gallery book (Parsons 1974:11), and galleries as one
of the major donors to the Peruvian archaeological collection. In this thesis, | cite research
published by Donald Proulx, who assisted with cataloging and researching some of the Whyte
collection and cataloging it since he worked for a period at the Milwaukee Public Museum
(Silverman and Proulx 2002:xvii; Proulx 2006:v). He studied under MPM Assistant Curator of
Anthropology Lee A. Parsons during his time at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (ibid).

There are two Transfers of Title for the 18046 accession. The first Transfer of Title was
dated December 16, 1960 and states that Whyte donated a total of 784 Peruvian archaeological
artifacts. From these, 293 artifacts were textiles and 491 artifacts were ceramics. This document
also records which catalog numbers were included in this donation and notes that 18 artifacts
were withheld from donation. The textiles included in this transfer include 290 Catalog #s:
51482-51521, 51523-51634, and 51635b-51775, which excludes in the count any parts within
that such as a, b, ¢, etc. On February 3, 1961, 722 more artifacts became part of the MPM'’s
collection in a second Transfer of Title from Whyte. Of these, 394 artifacts were classified as

Peruvian archaeological textiles. The specific catalog numbers are not listed for the textiles, but



of the 712 archaeological artifacts, the catalog number ranges were: 51776-52193, 52195-
52487, and 52489.

Another document in the 18046 Accession file is an appraisal document from February
15, 1961 provided by Junius B. Bird, who was the American Museum of Natural History’s
Curator of South American Archeological at that time. This “Classification and Itemized List”
concerns the objects given by Whyte from 1960-1961 and specifies that they represent the
South Coast of Peru. On this document is a handwritten note that they could be from the Ica
Valley, in “Sawyer[‘s] [probably Alan Sawyer]” point of view. Alan Sawyer wrote Early Nasca
Needlework (1997), a text that | used for images of Nasca cross-knit looped textiles and
information on Nasca as a whole, and a 1962 article about the Whyte collection.

The “Classification and Itemized List” document clarifies some of the totals from the
Transfers of Titles just explained, and it includes several handwritten notes. For example, it
records that this appraisal was for 1518 “Total specimens,” but “specimens” was crossed out
and fixed to “catalog entries (2002 actual pieces).” A note was also added that 12% of these
objects represent the North and Central Coast, going beyond the South Coast representation.
The document explains that the donor withdrew 12 objects, bringing the total down to 1506
objects. From this, it is indicated that 784 objects were given in 1960 (and a handwritten note
that this number is realistically “992 actual pieces,” which might be included fragments) and 722
objects were given in 1961 (and another handwritten note specifying the same type of recount
to be 998). This means that there should be a total of 1,990 fragments given by Whyte in the
18046 Accession. Further into the document, Bird records the break-down of time

periods/cultural groups for the objects in this collection for ceramics and textiles. Under textiles,



213 of 687 objects belong to the Nasca A time period (see Table 2.1). The handwritten notes
indicates that the Nasca A textiles made up 31% of the Peruvian archaeological textiles in this
donation. Bird also noted that 48 of the 213 were the “three-dimensional needle-knit borders.”

The collection received by the MPM in 1960-1961 was originally sold to Malcolm and
Bertha Whyte in Lima, Peru by an attaché for the United States embassy there (Milwaukee
Journal, 3/8/1967). They paid $17,000 to purchase these objects, but they were later estimated
to be worth $40,129 (ibid). In Toledo, Ohio, the artifacts were first examined by MPM Museum
Director Stephen F. Borhegyi before being donated (ibid). Another Milwaukee Journal article
(11/9/1967) discusses the process in which the collection could have been amassed. The
collection was theorized by MPM Associate Curator of Anthropology Lee A. Parsons in this
article to have “undoubtedly [been] assembled by Peruvian grave robbers and smuggled out of
the country.” It was illegal for these artifacts to have been removed from Peru after having been
dug up by looters, but in purchasing the items from Whyte, the author of the article considers
the MPM perception in that “as long as the law has been broken, it is better to collect the items
where they can be studied than to have them scattered all over on mantelpieces and
bookshelves” (ibid, see Figure 1.2).

Removing Peruvian cultural objects became illegal in 1822 through Peru’s Supreme
Decree Number 89 (“Global Art and Heritage Law Series: Peru” 2020:3). Two renditions of the
Peruvian Constitution generated in 1933 and 1979 instilled more protection for cultural
property, eventually regarding restitution, restoration, maintenance, and conservation, because

of the persistence of looting (ibid).
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Mrs. William Rahn of ,_the‘Milwldukeé’museu_mistaff examined ancient Peruvian relics donated to the museum by "
Malcolm K. Whyte. The craft work, which has been appraised at $25.000, makes the museum’s collection
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Figure 1.2. Image and caption from the Milwaukee Journal article “Museum Gets Ancient
Peruvian Art” (11/9/1967).

Malcolm K. Whyte was a corporate lawyer, working for a law firm where he served as a
senior partner, while also pursuing his passion for art (Milwaukee Journal 11/9/1967). While
serving as a member of the Lakefront Preservation committee, Whyte tried to maintain the
lakefront’s scenic quality by working to stop the development of the Lake and Park freeways
(ibid.) Whyte developed cancer and died when he was 76 years old in 1967 (ibid).

In later chapters, | discuss textiles from literature and other museums where | compare
the MPM collection in my analysis. While this thesis focuses on the MPM collection textiles, |
also was able to document two textile fragments from the Logan Museum of Anthropology at

Beloit College to highlight other examples in a Wisconsin museum and their designation. These



two textiles (2008.43.001 and 2008.43.002) were “Found in Collections” objects, as noted in
their collection’s documentation/online database, and | used the data | collected from these
two objects in Chapter 5 while discussing trends and insights of the MPM cross-knit looping

textiles in reference to this textile technique elsewhere.

Relevance

During the course of this thesis project, the MPM has been planning a new museum,
which will emphasize how we exist at “the intersection of nature and culture” (MPM Curator of
Anthropology Collections Dawn Scher Thomae pers. comm. 2022; ThincDesign (2022) and the
internally circulated and unpublished Luci Creative document “Milwaukee Public Museum:
Imagining the Future Museum”). Through this lens, | began applying this idea to the collection |
was studying. Scholarly literature written about Andean archaeology explains the relevance of
“nature and culture” within the perspectives of indigenous Andeans, especially focusing on the
presentation of animals in art, ritual, and myth in the Andes (Moraga 2005:7). Quilter (2014:47),
in addressing identity and cohesive thought processes in general, and for Andeans, considers
“religion as a system of formulated ideas concerning relations between humans and other
beings (deities, ancestors) and forces (e.g. ‘Nature’), expressed in rituals and other behavior
that are held and practiced by groups of people.” Objects such as carvings in stone, textiles, and
ceramics act as fundamental avenues for the interpretation of history generated by
archaeologists (ibid:46). Nature and supernatural factors were part of the dynamic exchange
engaged in by people participating in Nasca religion (Proulx 2006:8, reflecting on Townsend

1985). Through iconographic studies, ceramics can productively show religious attributes, which
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is asserted in Proulx’s work (2006:8). This thesis, based on the MPM'’s collection of Nasca cross-
knit looped textiles, is supported by the literature produced by these authors, as well as the
MPM'’s theme. It espouses the interconnectedness of nature and culture, not as two separate

themes but part of a seamless view of how Nasca people lived and saw their world.

Outline for this Thesis

The ultimate goals for this thesis are several and focus on textile analysis and collections
management processes. In Chapter 2, to contextualize this work, | present a background to
cross-knit looping technology, Nasca culture, and the ecology of the Nasca region. In Chapter 3,
| explain the documentation and collections management processes that | followed. My main
undertaking was to perform a thorough documentation of the cross-knit looped textiles of the
MPM collection, since it has not been as thoroughly studied as the rest of their Peruvian
archaeological textile collection. This process used collections management methodologies and
involved examining documentation, accounting for physical objects in the collection, describing
and collecting data on the objects, photographing them, and acertaining recommendations for
the future storage and exhibition of these objects. In Chapter 4, | evaluate these descriptions
and data sets concerning color, technique, and subject matter to determine textile trends and
types. Lastly, in Chapter 5, | use the literature to explain the presence of cross-knit looped types
in the MPM collection and other museums to ascertain what can be understood about the
Nasca’s cultural and ecological context through their prevalence and similarities, in order to ask

guestions concerning the wearer, symbolism, and the choice to cross-knit loop textiles.
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Chapter 2: Background

Aligning with the research goals presented in the Introduction, this thesis will provide a
review of Nasca culture and the ecology in this region. In this chapter, | will examine how the
Nasca fit within known cultural developments in Peru, especially pertaining to textile
development, by noting their archaeological patterns, the time frame for their development,
and their physical location in Peru. Within this framework, | will explain some of the bird fauna
that were encountered in the Nasca region and how they are reflected iconographically. | will
also note the transition between the Paracas and Nasca cultures, focusing on textile production
and development of styles significant to recognizing this culture. The literature review will be
used to understand the applications of previous textile and iconographic studies, as well as
information on the environment of Peru, on the cultural products attributed to the Nasca, as
applied to the MPM thesis collection.

| will first present information on Nasca cultural trends and ecology. After that, | will
cover the information on cross-knit looping method and the cultures which used it. Along with
discussing the textile structure, | will discuss the color generation and material types present for

Peruvian textiles.

Nasca Culture

The Nasca Valley and Paracas Peninsula were separated by about 214 kilometers and
iconography seen in their textiles, featuring plants, flowers, and birds, is one way in which these
people exemplified a similar culture (Phipps 2019). The Nasca and Paracas cultures appeared in

Peru’s South Coast starting in the late Early Horizon with the diminishing of the Chavin influence
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(Stone 2012:56). Table 2.1 (adapted from Proulx (2006:26), Olsen-Bruhns (1994:10), and Moore

(2014:293)) indicates the periods from 200 B.C.E.-800 C.E. which have been determined by

different researchers.

The Paracas culture, dating to 600-175 BCE, came before the Nasca in this region and

their iconography involved naturalism, themes associated with their locality, curvilinearity, and

color (Stone 2012:56). The Nasca and the Paracas peoples also seem to share genetics, in

addition to occupying some of the same geography (ibid:72).

Table 2.1. Time periods (adapted from Proulx (2006:26), Olsen-Bruhns (1994:10), and Moore

(2014:293)).

Dates Periods Phases and o Bennett and Mason, Kroeber
Cultures Bird Kidder, et al. (1956)
27388 EE Middle Horizon War Nasca-Huari Expansionists City Builders Tiaﬁﬁ:f:!c) y
600 C.E.
500 C.E. Late Nasca | v Nasca B
400 C.E. Early Middle Middle Nasca Master Regional AB
300 C.E. Intermediate Craftsmen States
. Nasca
200 C.E. Period Early Nasca Florescent
100 C.E. Early Nasca
0 A
100 B.C.E. S Initial Nasca Proto-Nasca Experimenters Rgf;?:sal
200 B.C.E. .
Formative
300 B.C.E. Late Paracas
400 B.C.E. Middle
500 B.C.E. . Paracas
600B.CE | ConyHorizon Early
700 B.C.E. Paracas
800 B.C.E.

Initial research into the Nasca culture focused upon the polychrome ceramics associated

in mortuary contexts (Bushnell 1958:82-83). The trophy head motif was a typical emblem of
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Nasca ceramics, and Bushnell points to how this iconography was carried to objects beyond
ceramics, especially in the Paracas Necropolis style textiles (ibid:82-84). Studies of Nasca
ceramics and the trophy heads depicted on them has been a common area of study but less
focus has been on the textile trophy heads (Scher Thomae pers. comm.). From preliminary
examinations of the MPM collection, cross-knit looped depictions of trophy heads and
anthropomorphic figures are prevalent in the collection. Sawyer (1997) also notes how textiles
have not been treated with the same scientific study as ceramics in Andean studies. Cross-knit
looping did appear in many sources | researched, but it was not as focused on as other textiles
or archaeological topics.

Knudson et al. (2008:245) use the methods of biological anthropology applied to
osteological human remains to determine that trophy heads are “human skulls that have been
removed from the body after death and intentionally modified, often for display.” Their study
reviews trophy head contexts that include Paredones, Majoro Chico, Cantayo, Aja, and Cahuachi
(ibid:244). Over 150 excavated trophy heads are associated with Nasca territory, more trophy
heads than other Andean cultures (ibid:245). Trophy heads for the Nasca had two areas
modified; their soft tissues and brain were taken out through expanding the foramen magnum
and they were held using a cord that went through a hole made in the frontal bone (ibid).
Trophy heads are a primary iconographic element for the Nasca and fluctuations of their
presentation have been researched (ibid).

Fertility imagery created by the Nasca is mentioned in many sources. Proulx (2006:9)
and Knudson et al. (2008:245-247) assert that based on head burials fertility in association with

agriculture often was conceptualized through decapitation and blood shedding. It factored into
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their belief systems through warfar