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NASCA. PERU – Searching for Traces in the Desert
24 November 2017 – 15 April 2018
On 24 November 2017 probably the most comprehensive exhibition on the fascinating as well as
mysterious Nasca culture ever to be seen in Europe opens at the Museum Rietberg Zurich.
NASCA. PERU – Searching for Traces in the Desert whisks visitors away to the southern part of the
Andes where the Nasca culture (ca. ca. 200 BC – AD 650) once flourished. On the desert ground of
this region in Peru the Nasca left behind one of the greatest puzzles ever encountered by
archaeologists: large geoglyphs, better known as the Nasca Lines.
Recent archaeological findings tell of a lost culture full of mysterious rituals, but also of a vibrant tradition of
art and music and of a life under extreme conditions in one the most arid places on earth. On show are
ceramic vessels bearing enigmatic drawings, gold masks, musical instruments, and colourful textiles. All the
exhibits are from Peruvian collections, many of them on international display for the first time.
The show is a collaboration between Museo de Arte de Lima and the Museum Rietberg, in cooperation with
the Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Bonn, and involving the participation of
leading Nacca archaeologists from across the world. The show is supported by the SchweizerischLichtensteinische Stiftung für archäologische Forschungen im Ausland (SLSA), the Kommission für
Archäologie Aussereuropäischer Kulturen (KAAK, Bonn) of the German Archaeological Institute (DAI), and
the AVINA Foundation. NASCA. PERU – Searching for Traces in the Desert is curated by Cecilia Pardo,
curator of collections at Museo de Arte de Lima, and Peter Fux, curator for America at Museum Rietberg,
who has first-hand knowledge of the Nasca region from the archaeological excavations he conducted there.

Who were the Nasca? How did they live? Where did the Nasca culture come from, where did it go?
The exhibition attempts to describe the Nasca culture as extensively and detailed as possible, including its
social system, its history and above all its art. The approximately two hundred exhibits have an exciting story
to tell about everyday life in the fertile valleys between the high ranges of the Andes in the east and the
desert off the Pacific coast. It is here, in one of the most arid places on earth, that the Nasca created their
famous geoglyphs. Equally fascinating is the immensely colourful pictorial language they used to decorate
their ceramics and textiles. A captivating array of musical instruments, colourful cloths, and valuable grave
goods including gold masks and ceramic vessels bearing vibrant and enigmatic designs await visitors to the
show.
All the exhibits are from Peruvian collections and museums, some of them from recent archaeological
excavations.

Nasca Adventure
For archaeologists as well as for visitors to the exhibition, the Nasca culture holds a very special adventure.
After the first human groups arrived in America – probably between 18,000 and 14,000 BC when the Asian
and American continents were still connected by a land bridge across the Bering Strait (the water still being
locked in the glaziers during the ice age) – many new cultures evolved in America independently of the
cultures of Eurasia. The Nasca represent a very special and interesting case: they had no system of writing
in the modern sense of the term but relied instead on a rich pictorial language, which they applied to their
ceramics and textiles and, above all, to the desert ground in the form of geoglyphs. Over the course of the
centuries they developed a highly complex culture with a ritual system which, in many ways, appears alien to
us but also with one of the most elaborate art traditions known to the archaeological world. There is probably

no pre-Hispanic culture with a more vibrant and colourful tradition of ceramics and textiles than the Nasca,
which ranks among the world’s most artistic.

The Geoglyphs
The geoglyphs of the Nasca Plateau on Peru’s southern coast are among the most extraordinary preHispanic legacies. Covering an area of more than 500 square kilometres the stony desert floor between the
valleys at the foot of the Andes was transformed by way of extensive earth drawings cut into the ground of
the plateaus, the so-called pampas, as well as the adjacent slopes and hills. Today these drawings are
referred to as geoglyphs, literally “earth carvings”. Where the markings have not been destroyed by humans,
they have survived to this day owing to the favourable climatic conditions. No one knows exactly how many
geoglyphs the Nasca Plateau holds; their number goes into the thousands. One small group has attracted
special attention because it features clearly recognizable animals (among others, hummingbird, pelican,
monkey, dog, spider, lizard, and whale) and human-like figures. Today these figurative geoglyphs are among
the main tourist attractions in the area, with tour operators from the nearby town of Nasca offering
sightseeing flights over the pampas. More numerous are the geometrical geoglyphs; they vary in complexity
from simple lines to bounded shapes. Some of them are huge; the largest trapezoid measures 1.9 kilometres
in length.
The desert plateaus situated between the fertile valleys, where humans dwell, and the mountain ranges,
where the gods reside, form a kind of intermediate zone, an ideal place for establishing contact with
supernatural forces. It represents a ritual space, and it is here where one finds the geoglyphs. Based on
archaeological research, scholars are today convinced that the earth drawings were not made for looking at,
but for pacing off. People moved along them, in other words, the images served as ritual paths. They
performed the rituals to music – no other Andean culture left behind more musical instruments than the
Nasca – and with the aid of psychoactive substances. The drawings’ geometrical forms helped to create a
rhythmic experience.

Nasca 2.0
Apart from the exhibits, the show presents the desert landscape in form of projections on to large, relief-style
terrain models. The geoglyphs were recorded especially for the exhibition with the aid of drones. The result
is a set of highly impressive images. Visitors can “fly over” the landscape using special 3D glasses, thus
getting the same view of the geoglyphs as an ancient Nasca priest with the aid of his inner eye.

CURATORS
– Peter Fux Curator for America at the Museum Rietberg
– Cecilia Pardo Curator of Collections at the Museo de Arte de Lima, Peru

CATALOGUE
A catalogue for the exhibition is available in German with the title «NASCA. PERU – Archäologische
Spurensuche in der Wüste» (2017), published by Cecilia Pardo und Peter Fux.
Available on the Museum Rietberg online shop: https://shop.rietberg.ch/

SUPPORTING PROGRAMME
Opening weekend with a cup of hot chocolate from Peru
Sat 25 and Sun 26 November 2017: 10 am – 5 pm
At the opening weekend of the Nasca exhibition, each admission comes with a free cup of hot chocolate, the
“food of the gods”.

Rietberg Talk “Inspiration Nasca”
Wed 28 February 2018, 7.30 pm, auditorium, Park Villa Rieter, CHF 25/15 (includes admission to the
museum on that day; Museum Café open until 8 pm).
The world of the Nasca, which vanished roughly two thousand years ago, comes over almost as an
alternative draft to our own thoroughly economized, technology and efficiency-driven culture. Looking back
on this early civilization, the Rietberg Talk focuses on what the Nasca might have to say to us digital agers
and what we could learn from them about our present culture and society. Distinguished specialists seek
answers from the perspective of their own professional background. They include:
– Annette Gigon, architect, partner in the architectural firm Gigon/Guyer
– Armin Grün, professor emeritus for Photogrammetry, ETH Zurich
– Otmar Hilliges, professor for Computer Science at ETH Zurich, Institute for Pervasive Computing
– Peter Fux, Museum Rietberg, curator of the Nasca exhibition, archaeologist
The panel is chaired by Rolf Probala, former editor-in-chief at Tagesschau SRF and head of Corporate
Communications at ETH Zurich.

USEFUL INFORMATION
Museum Rietberg Zürich
Gablerstrasse 15
CH-8002 Zürich
T. +41 44 415 31 31 | F. +41 44 415 31 32
www.rietberg.ch | museum.rietberg@zuerich.ch
Opening hours Tue–Sun 10am – 5pm | Wed 10am – 8pm
Admission
Exhibition: adults CHF 18 | reduced CHF 14
Young people under 16 free of charge
Directions
Tram no. 7 to the “Museum Rietberg” stop. No parking at the museum; disabled parking available.
Texts and images can be downloaded at rietberg.ch/press
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