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This paper presents major findings to date of our integrated technological and
contextual analyses of prehispanic naipes, which are I-shaped arsenic copper sheetmetal
objects found in Middle Sican (AD 900-1100) burials on much of the northern coast of
Peru. They are found deliberately sorted, stacked and tied into bundles and occur
sporadically up to central coastal Ecuador. Their compositional variation and cultural
significance have been debated for sometime vis-a-vis contemporary «axe-monies» of
coastal Ecuador that were similarly made of arsenic copper sheet metal. Metallographic
and electron probe microanalyses have provided data that suggest naipes as a store of
value for the Middle Sican culture. The compositional study has revealed apparent
trends for weight percent arsenic in the copper alloy. A range of 3.5-4.5% arsenic is
usually reported for the Sican naipes, but one bundle yielded a lower range of 0.8-2.0%
arsenic, coinciding with that reported for «axe-monies.» The fact that the naipes were
stacked and tied together within discrete compositional ranges is evidence that there was a
good appreciation, classification and selection of concentration ranges for arsenic in
copper. X-radiography of individual naipes has revealed a wide variety of hammered
superficial markings, which have been interpreted as a legitimizing device which would
have made the object immediately recognizable. The markings may also relate to a
stacking criteria or serve as a group identifier like the intentional marking observed on
adobe mud bricks that were used in major architecture.
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The symbolic significance of colors and/or sounds of metallic (copper, gold, silver) artifacts
to precolumbian Amerindian groups has been documented in detail for Mesoamerica as
well as the eastern North American woodlands. In this latter area, many authors suggest
that the transition from precolumbian sites to the «contact» and the settling periods of
the European colonization of America often witnessed a process of «inculturation» of
European goods into the Amerindian cultures, in accordance to the symbolic values
favored in these Amerindian cultures. In the course of European colonisation, an artifact
for which no known precolumbian counterpart exists made its appearance, the so called
«thinkling cone». This artifact is made up of a sheet of metal -presumably cut from such


