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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The Nazca Lines

 Giant Drawings That Only Make Sense From the Sky

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"The largest astronomy book in the world."

 — Paul Kosok, describing the Nazca Lines, 1941



Chapter 1
 The View From Above

 What would you see if you flew over the driest desert in the world?

 On June 22, 1941, a small aeroplane rattled over one of the driest deserts on Earth.


On board was an American historian named Paul Kosok. He had come to southern Peru to study ancient irrigation canals — the channels that once carried water to farms in this baking landscape. Below him stretched the Nazca Plateau: a flat, reddish-brown expanse of rock and dust, about fifty miles long. It looked empty. Lifeless. The kind of place where nothing had happened for a very long time.


Then he looked down. Really looked.



 [image: Aerial view of the enormous Nazca hummingbird geoglyph etched into the desert floor]
 
 The Nazca hummingbird, seen from the air. It stretches about 300 feet from beak to tail — wider than a Boeing 747 jumbo jet. The people who drew it never saw this view. So why did they make it?
 


Below the plane, scratched into the desert floor, were lines. Hundreds of them. They stretched for miles in every direction — perfectly straight, impossibly long, running from horizon to horizon. Some were narrow, like trails. Others were wide enough for a car to drive down.


And then Kosok saw something that made him forget about irrigation canals entirely.


A hummingbird.


Not a real one. A drawing. An enormous drawing etched into the ground, so large that from the air it filled his entire window. Its wings were spread wide. Its long beak pointed north. Every curve was smooth, precise, deliberate.


It was about 300 feet long. Wider than a jumbo jet.



 "The largest astronomy book in the world."

 — Paul Kosok, describing the Nazca Lines after his first flight, 1941



Kosok flew lower. He saw more figures. A spider with eight delicate legs. A monkey with a curling spiral tail. A condor with outstretched wings. Geometric shapes — perfect triangles, huge spirals, rectangles the size of football pitches — scattered across the plateau like pages torn from some enormous sketchbook.



 Case File Extra

 The Nazca hummingbird is about 300 feet long. A Boeing 747 jumbo jet is 231 feet long. That means this single drawing — made over a thousand years ago with no machinery at all — is longer than a Boeing 747 jumbo jet. And the hummingbird isn't even the largest figure.




There were over 800 straight lines, more than 300 geometric shapes, and about 70 drawings of animals and plants. Together, they covered an area of nearly 200 square miles — bigger than the city of New Orleans.


And they had one extraordinary feature that no one could explain.


You could only see them from the sky.


From the ground, the lines looked like scratches in the dirt — paths, maybe, or dried-up streams. Walk across one and you would never know you were standing on the wing of a hummingbird. Only from the air — from hundreds of feet up — did the full pictures reveal themselves.


That afternoon, Kosok noticed something else. One of the longest lines pointed directly at the spot where the sun was setting. He checked his calendar. June 22 — the winter solstice. The shortest day of the year in the Southern Hemisphere. Was that a coincidence?


Or had someone, over a thousand years ago, drawn a line in the desert to mark the exact moment the sun reached its lowest point?


Kosok landed his plane. He stared at his photographs. And he asked the question that scientists, archaeologists, and dreamers have been arguing about ever since.


Who draws pictures that can only be seen from the sky — when they can't get into the sky to see them?

 

Chapter 2
 The People of the Desert

 Who were the people who carved giant pictures into the earth — and what was their world like?

 To understand the Nazca Lines, you first need to understand the people who made them.


In 200 BCE — around the same time the Romans were building roads across Europe and the Great Wall of China was being extended — a civilisation was thriving in one of the harshest landscapes on the planet.


They are called the Nasca. And they lived in the desert of southern Peru.



 [image: Illustrated map of Peru showing the Nazca desert region in the south, between the Andes mountains and the Pacific coast]
 
 The Nazca Plateau sits in southern Peru, squeezed between the Andes Mountains and the Pacific Ocean. It is one of the driest places on Earth — less than one inch of rain falls here each year.
 


The Nazca Plateau is a flat, rocky plain between the Andes Mountains and the Pacific coast. It barely rains here — less than one inch per year. The ground is covered with dark, reddish-brown pebbles baked by the sun. Almost nothing grows. It looks, from a distance, like the surface of Mars.


But the Nasca people didn't just survive here. They thrived.



 Word Unlock

 Geoglyph
 A large design made on the ground, usually by arranging or removing stones and earth. The Nazca Lines are the most famous geoglyphs in the world. The word comes from Greek: geo means "earth" and glyphein means "to carve."




They built underground water channels called puquios — tunnels that carried water from beneath the mountains to their farms and villages. Some of these channels still work today, over 2,000 years later. Italian archaeologist Giuseppe Orefici, who has spent decades excavating the Nasca ceremonial centre of Cahuachi, described them as "some of the most impressive engineering in the ancient Americas."



 "The Nasca were not primitive. They were engineers, artists, and astronomers — people who understood their world deeply."

 — Giuseppe Orefici, archaeologist, on the Nasca civilisation



The Nasca were also extraordinary artists. Their pottery is famous — brightly painted bowls and vases covered in images of birds, fish, warriors, and strange supernatural beings. They wove textiles with intricate patterns. They built Cahuachi, a vast ceremonial centre with pyramids and plazas, where thousands gathered for rituals.


A World Shaped by Water


Everything in Nasca life came back to water. Without the puquios, the farms would fail. Without the farms, the people would starve. And the desert offered almost nothing else.


This is important. Remember it. Because when we get to the theories about why the lines were drawn, water will come up again and again.


The Nasca civilisation lasted from about 200 BCE to 600 CE — roughly 800 years. Then it collapsed. Archaeologists believe a combination of drought, floods caused by deforestation, and possibly war brought it to an end. The people scattered. The cities crumbled. The pottery broke.


But the lines survived.


Because the desert preserved them. Almost no rain. Almost no wind at ground level. The stones stayed exactly where the Nasca people had placed them — undisturbed for century after century, waiting for someone to fly overhead and notice.


That someone wouldn't arrive for over a thousand years. And when she did, she would spend the rest of her life trying to understand what they meant.


Her name was Maria Reiche. She was a mathematician from Germany. And she was about to fall in love with a desert.

 

Chapter 3
 Hidden in Plain Sight

 How did the modern world finally notice drawings that had been hiding in plain sight for a thousand years?

 The strange thing about the Nazca Lines is that people had been walking over them for centuries without realising what they were.


Spanish conquistadors marched across the plateau in the 1500s. Traders and miners crossed it for hundreds of years after that. Travellers noticed strange lines in the desert, but they assumed they were old paths or irrigation channels. Nothing worth investigating.


Then, in 1927, a Peruvian archaeologist named Toribio Mejía Xesspe was hiking in the foothills above the plateau. He looked down — and noticed that the "paths" below him formed shapes. Not random shapes. Deliberate ones. He described them at a scientific conference in Lima in 1939, but the world barely noticed.


It took aeroplanes to change everything.



 [image: Paul Kosok looking out of a small aeroplane window at desert lines stretching below]
 
 Paul Kosok in his small plane over the Nazca desert, 1941. He had come to study water canals. He found something far more extraordinary.
 


When Paul Kosok flew over the plateau in 1941, the lines finally made sense. Seen from the air, the scratches in the dirt transformed into enormous, perfectly proportioned drawings. The desert had been hiding an art gallery the size of a city — and nobody had known because nobody had ever been high enough to see it.



 "From the air, it was like looking at a gigantic blackboard, covered with drawings made by a race of giants."

 — Paul Kosok, 1941



Kosok knew he had found something extraordinary. But he was a historian, not an archaeologist. He needed someone who could measure the lines, map them, and figure out what they meant.


He found Maria Reiche.



 Case File Extra

 Maria Reiche was born in Dresden, Germany, in 1903. She studied mathematics and astronomy at university. She moved to Peru in 1932 to work as a teacher and translator. When Kosok showed her the aerial photographs of the Nazca Lines, she was fascinated. She went to see them. She never left. She would spend the next fifty years of her life in the desert.




Reiche arrived at the plateau and immediately began measuring. She walked the lines with a tape measure and a compass. She slept in the desert to protect the figures from curious visitors who drove across them in cars. She swept away sand and stones to reveal lines that had been partially buried.


Slowly, painstakingly, she mapped over a thousand lines and dozens of figures. She became convinced she knew what they meant.


The Lady of the Lines


Reiche believed the Nazca Lines were an enormous astronomical calendar. The lines, she argued, pointed at the positions of stars, the sun, and the moon on important dates — the solstices, the equinoxes, the moments when the seasons changed. The Nasca people, she believed, used the lines to track the stars and plan their farming.


She called them "the greatest astronomical textbook the world has ever seen."


The Peruvian government gave Reiche special permission to live at the site. She became known as la dama de las líneas — the Lady of the Lines. Tourists came. Reiche chased away anyone who drove too close.


For decades, Reiche was the world's leading expert on the Nazca Lines. She was certain the mystery was solved. The lines were about the stars.


But in 1968, a man with a very different idea was about to make the Nazca Lines famous around the world — for all the wrong reasons.

 

Chapter 4
 Aliens in the Desert

 Why did millions of people believe aliens made the Nazca Lines?

 In 1968, a Swiss hotel manager named Erich von Däniken published a book that would change the way millions of people thought about the ancient world.


The book was called Chariots of the Gods? — and it had a breathtaking claim.


Ancient humans, von Däniken argued, were too primitive to build the world's greatest monuments on their own. The Egyptian pyramids, Stonehenge, the statues of Easter Island — all of them, he said, were built with the help of visitors from outer space. Aliens had come to Earth thousands of years ago, taught ancient civilisations how to build, and then left.


And his most dramatic piece of evidence? The Nazca Lines.



 [image: A 1960s style illustration of a flying saucer hovering above the Nazca Lines in the desert]
 
 Von Däniken's theory captured the world's imagination. But was there any real evidence behind it — or was it just a good story?
 



 "The lines were laid out to say to the gods: land here! Everything has been prepared as you wished."

 — Erich von Däniken, Chariots of the Gods?, 1968



Von Däniken's argument was simple. The Nazca Lines are so large that they can only be seen from the air. Ancient people couldn't fly. Therefore, someone with aircraft must have directed their creation. The long straight lines, he said, were landing strips for alien spacecraft. The animal figures were signals — messages visible only from the sky, designed to guide the visitors home.


It was an extraordinary idea. And the world loved it.


Chariots of the Gods? was a sensation. Von Däniken went on to sell more than 60 million books across dozens of titles, translated into 28 languages. A documentary film based on the book was nominated for an Academy Award. Suddenly everyone was talking about aliens in Peru.



 Case File Extra

 Erich von Däniken was a hotel manager, not a scientist. He had never excavated an archaeological site. He had never published a scientific paper. He wrote Chariots of the Gods? based on photographs and other people's research. That didn't stop him selling more copies than almost any non-fiction book in history.




Maria Reiche was furious. She had spent decades on her hands and knees in the desert, measuring lines, mapping figures, sleeping in the dust to protect them. She knew exactly how the lines were made — she had seen the tool marks, the cleared stones, the ancient pottery fragments scattered along the edges.


And now the world thought it was aliens.


The Problem With the Theory


Scientists pointed out several problems with von Däniken's claims. The first was obvious: the Nazca Lines aren't landing strips. Landing strips are flat, straight, and smooth. The Nazca animal figures are curved, intricate drawings of spiders and hummingbirds. No spacecraft could land on a picture of a monkey.


The second problem was harder to see but more important. Von Däniken assumed ancient people were not clever enough to make the lines on their own. But the Nasca people built underground aqueducts that still function 2,000 years later. They created some of the most complex pottery in the ancient Americas. They were brilliant engineers.


Assuming they couldn't draw a straight line in the dirt was, many scientists argued, not just wrong. It was insulting.


But von Däniken had planted a seed. And despite every scientist who disagreed, millions of people still believe the alien theory today. The question is: why?


Maybe because the real answer — whatever it turns out to be — is harder to accept than a simple story about visitors from the stars.

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What do the lines themselves tell us about who made them — and how?

 Forget the theories for a moment. Forget the aliens, forget the stars, forget everything you think you know. Let's look at what is actually there.


The Nazca Lines cover about 200 square miles of desert plateau. They include three types of marking:


Straight lines: over 800 of them, some stretching more than two miles. Many radiate outward from central points, like the spokes of a wheel.


Geometric shapes: more than 300 — triangles, trapezoids, spirals, and rectangles. Some are enormous, covering areas the size of several football pitches.


Animal figures: about 70 drawings of living things — a hummingbird, a spider, a monkey, a condor, a whale, a lizard, a dog, a pelican, and many more. These are called biomorphs.



 [image: Close-up of the desert surface showing dark reddish-brown pebbles alongside the lighter exposed ground of a Nazca line]
 
 This is how the lines were made. The dark, reddish-brown pebbles on the surface were cleared away to reveal the lighter ground beneath. Simple — but on an extraordinary scale.
 



 Word Unlock

 Iron Oxide
 A reddish-brown chemical compound that forms when iron reacts with oxygen. It's the same thing that creates rust on metal. The desert pebbles near Nazca are coated in iron oxide — that's what gives them their dark colour. Remove the pebbles, and the lighter ground underneath becomes visible. That colour contrast is what makes the lines work.




Here's how the lines were made. The desert surface is covered with a layer of dark, reddish-brown pebbles. They are coated in iron oxide — a chemical that forms when iron meets air and moisture over thousands of years. Beneath these dark pebbles lies lighter-coloured ground: a yellowish-grey mixture of limestone, sand, and clay.


The Nasca people simply removed the dark top layer and piled the pebbles along the edges. That's it. No paint, no machinery, no alien technology. Just hands, simple tools, and patience.



 Evidence Card

 Wooden Stakes and Pottery Fragments

 Archaeologists have found small wooden stakes driven into the ground at the ends of some lines — likely used to anchor string for measuring straight sections. Broken pottery and food remains have been found at the intersections of lines, suggesting people gathered there for ceremonies while the lines were being made or used.

 Carbon dating places these objects between 500 BCE and 500 CE — confirming the Nasca people were responsible.




The dry, almost windless climate preserved everything. Less than one inch of rain falls here per year. There is virtually no erosion at ground level. The lines have survived for over 2,000 years simply because nothing disturbs them.



 "The Nazca Lines are not mysterious because of how they were made. That part is straightforward. They are mysterious because of why."

 — Anthony Aveni, anthropologist and archaeoastronomer, 1990




 Detective Challenge

 The Nazca Lines can only be properly seen from high above the ground. But the Nasca people had no aircraft. Some people say this means they couldn't have designed the figures themselves. Do you agree? Can you think of a way to design a huge picture without being able to see the whole thing from above? (Hint: think about how you might draw a large chalk picture on a school playground.)




So the evidence tells us who made the lines: the Nasca people. It tells us how: by clearing stones. It tells us when: between roughly 500 BCE and 500 CE — over a span of about a thousand years.


But it doesn't tell us the most important thing.


Why would anyone spend generations carving pictures into the earth that only the sky could see?

 

Chapter 6
 The Theories

 If aliens didn't draw the lines, then who did — and why?

 Once scientists agreed that the Nasca people made the lines — and that no aliens were involved — a much harder question remained. Why did they do it?


Four serious theories have emerged. Each one explains part of the puzzle. None explains all of it.


Theory 1: The Astronomical Calendar


This was Paul Kosok's original idea, and Maria Reiche spent her life defending it. The lines, they argued, pointed at the positions of the sun, moon, and stars on key dates — the solstices, the equinoxes, the rising and setting of important constellations. The Nasca people used them to track seasons and plan their farming in a desert where getting the timing of planting and irrigation wrong could mean starvation.


The problem: in 1968, American astronomer Gerald Hawkins tested this theory using a computer. He calculated the positions of hundreds of celestial objects and compared them to the directions of the lines. His conclusion? The lines pointed at stars no more often than random lines would. The astronomical calendar theory, Hawkins said, didn't hold up.



 [image: Maria Reiche kneeling in the Nazca desert, measuring a line with a long tape measure]
 
 Maria Reiche measuring lines in the desert. She spent over fifty years trying to prove the lines were an astronomical calendar. Not everyone agreed.
 



 "Each line pointed to some point on the horizon where the sun, moon, or a star rose or set on an important date."

 — Maria Reiche, 1949



Theory 2: Water Rituals


Anthropologist Johan Reinhard and researcher David Johnson proposed a different idea. Some of the lines, they discovered, follow the paths of underground water sources — called aquifers. In a desert where water is life, this couldn't be a coincidence.



 Word Unlock

 Aquifer
 An underground layer of rock or soil that holds water. Aquifers are like invisible rivers flowing beneath the ground. The Nasca people depended on them for survival — they built underground tunnels called puquios to bring aquifer water to the surface.




Perhaps, Reinhard suggested, the Nasca people walked the lines in ceremonial processions, praying to their gods for rain and water. The lines weren't pictures to be seen from above — they were sacred paths to be walked.


Theory 3: Ceremonial Pathways. Archaeologist Anthony Aveni expanded this idea. He studied how the lines connected to each other and found that many led to or from the same central points. Groups of people, he argued, could have walked these lines together in ritual processions — like a pilgrimage. The walking itself was the point, not the picture.


Theory 4: Messages to the Gods. The Nasca people believed their gods lived in the mountains and the sky. Some researchers think the animal figures were offerings — gifts drawn on the earth that only the gods, looking down from above, could see. The hummingbird, the spider, the condor — each might have been a symbol meant for divine eyes, not human ones.



 Detective Challenge

 Each theory explains some of the evidence but not all of it. The astronomical calendar explains the straight lines but not the animal figures. The water theory explains why lines follow aquifers but not why they form shapes. The walking path theory explains the geometry but not why some figures are so intricate. Which theory do you think is strongest? Is it possible that more than one is correct — that the lines meant different things at different times?




Four theories. Each with evidence. Each with gaps. Scientists needed a way to settle a more basic question first: could the Nasca people really have made these enormous figures without seeing them from the air?


In 1983, a man in Kentucky decided to find out.

 

Chapter 7
 The Investigation

 How did scientists prove that ancient people could make these enormous drawings without flying?

 Von Däniken's alien theory rested on one key claim: the Nazca figures are so large and precise that they could not have been created by people working on the ground. You'd need to be in the air to see what you were drawing.


In 1983, an American investigator named Joe Nickell decided to test that claim. Not with theory. Not with argument. With an experiment.


Nickell gathered a small team of volunteers in a field in Kentucky. They had only the tools that would have been available to the Nasca people: wooden stakes, lengths of cord, and a simple plan.



 [image: A team of volunteers recreating a large Nazca-style figure on a field using wooden stakes and string]
 
 Joe Nickell's team proved that a large Nazca-style figure could be created using only simple tools. No aircraft required. No aliens needed.
 


The method was surprisingly simple. First, draw the figure at a small scale — the size of a page. Then divide it into a grid. Then scale the grid up to full size on the ground using stakes and cord to mark each section. Fill in the curves by connecting the points, section by section.


It's exactly how you would copy a small drawing onto a large wall. Same principle. Bigger scale.



 "The Nasca people didn't need to fly to create the figures. They just needed a good plan and a lot of string."

 — Joe Nickell, Skeptical Inquirer, 1983



The team recreated a large Nazca-style figure in a matter of hours. Not centuries. Not with alien help. Just careful planning and teamwork. Nickell published his results, and the claim that the figures were impossible for ancient humans to make was effectively destroyed.



 Word Unlock

 Carbon Dating
 A scientific method that measures how much of a substance called carbon-14 is left in an organic object — like wood, bone, or food remains. Carbon-14 decays at a known rate, so the less there is, the older the object. Scientists used carbon dating on wooden stakes and pottery found near the Nazca Lines to confirm they were made between 500 BCE and 500 CE.




The Age of Drones


Modern technology has taken the investigation even further. Drones and satellite cameras now photograph the plateau in extraordinary detail, revealing lines that are too faint to see from a regular aircraft.


In 2019, a team from Yamagata University in Japan, led by archaeologist Masato Sakai, began using artificial intelligence to analyse thousands of satellite images. The AI was trained to recognise the faint outlines of geoglyphs that human eyes might miss.


The results were staggering. By 2024, the team had identified over 300 previously unknown geoglyphs. Many of these new figures were smaller than the famous ones — and very different. Instead of the large, elegant animal outlines, the newly discovered figures showed humans, severed heads, animals being hunted, and scenes of daily life.



 Detective Challenge

 Joe Nickell proved the lines could be made with simple tools. But "could" doesn't mean "did." What other evidence would you want to find to be absolutely sure that the Nasca people — and not some other group — made the lines? What would prove it beyond doubt?




Here's what the new discoveries suggest: the line-making tradition evolved over time. The oldest figures were small — small enough to see from a nearby hillside. Over centuries, the figures got bigger and more ambitious. The enormous hummingbird and spider that everyone recognises today were among the later creations.


The Nasca people didn't start by making impossibly large figures. They started small and gradually scaled up, over hundreds of years. It was a tradition — passed down through generations, growing bolder with each one.


Nickell had proved it was possible. The pottery and stakes proved the Nasca people were there. The AI discoveries showed how the tradition grew. But the biggest question — the one that had haunted every researcher since Kosok — still had no definitive answer.


Why?

 

Chapter 8
 What We Know Now

 After decades of research, what do we actually know — and what is still a mystery?

 After more than eighty years of investigation, here is what scientists agree on.


The Nasca people made the lines. Not aliens, not a lost civilisation, not travellers from another continent. The evidence is overwhelming: the pottery fragments, the wooden stakes, the carbon dates, the construction methods — everything points to the Nasca culture that lived in this desert between roughly 500 BCE and 600 CE.


They used simple tools. Wooden stakes and string for measuring. Their own hands for clearing stones. The dark pebbles were removed and piled along the edges to form borders. No advanced technology was needed — just patience, planning, and generations of effort.



 [image: Aerial view of the Nazca spider geoglyph, showing its precise eight legs and detailed body]
 
 The Nazca spider — about 150 feet long. Every leg is precise. Every curve is deliberate. And it was made by people who could only see their work by climbing a nearby hill or imagining the view from above.
 


The dry climate preserved them. Less than one inch of rain per year. Almost no wind at ground level. The lines have survived over 2,000 years simply because nothing disturbs them.


They are protected. The Nazca Lines became a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1994. It is illegal to walk on them or drive across them. Tourists view them from a metal observation tower or from small aircraft.



 "The mystery is not how they were made. We know that. The mystery is what they meant to the people who made them."

 — Masato Sakai, Yamagata University, 2022



What We Still Don't Know


The purpose of the lines remains genuinely debated. Were they an astronomical calendar? Water rituals? Walking paths? Messages to the gods? Probably some combination — the tradition lasted a thousand years and may have meant different things at different times.


We don't know why some figures are animals and others are geometric shapes. We don't know whether the Nasca people had any way to see them from above — some researchers have speculated about observation platforms on hills, or even simple hot air balloons made from cotton and reeds. But no evidence of such things has been found.



 Detective Challenge

 Maria Reiche believed the lines were an astronomical calendar. Gerald Hawkins tested this with a computer and said the lines don't point at stars more than random lines would. But Reiche spent fifty years in the desert measuring lines, and Hawkins spent a few weeks with a computer. Whose evidence do you trust more — and why?




Maria Reiche died in 1998, aged 95. She had spent over fifty years living in the desert, measuring lines, and chasing away tourists. Peru gave her citizenship and a state funeral. The road to the Nazca Lines observation tower is named after her. The airport nearest to the lines — María Reiche Neuman Airport — carries her name.


She never solved the mystery completely. But she made sure the lines survived long enough for someone else to try.



 The Case So Far

 
 	Over 800 lines, 300 geometric shapes, and 70 animal figures cover 200 square miles of Peruvian desert.

 	They were made by the Nasca people between roughly 500 BCE and 600 CE by clearing dark surface stones to reveal lighter ground.

 	Paul Kosok rediscovered them from the air in 1941. Maria Reiche spent fifty years studying and protecting them.

 	Erich von Däniken claimed aliens made them. Scientists proved this was wrong — the lines could be made with simple tools.

 	The exact purpose is still debated: astronomical calendar, water rituals, ceremonial pathways, or messages to the gods.

 	AI analysis has discovered over 300 new figures since 2019, showing the tradition evolved over many centuries.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think the Nazca Lines were for?




The question isn't how the lines were made. We know that. The question is what they meant — to the people who spent their lives creating them, in a desert where water was more precious than gold.

 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 You've seen the evidence. You've heard the theories. What do you think the Nazca Lines were really for?

 You now know almost everything the experts know. You've read the same evidence. You've heard the same theories. You've seen how scientists tested them.


So let's lay it out.


The facts are not in dispute. The Nasca people made these lines. They used simple tools — stakes, string, and their hands. They created over a thousand markings across 200 square miles of desert. They did this over roughly a thousand years, between 500 BCE and 600 CE.



 [image: A detective's desk with aerial photographs of Nazca Lines, a map of Peru, pottery fragments, and a magnifying glass]
 
 The evidence is laid out in front of you. What do you notice? What questions would you still want answered?
 


What we don't agree on is why.


Here are the arguments.


If the lines were an astronomical calendar, then they should point at celestial objects — the sun, the moon, important stars — on key dates. Paul Kosok noticed one line pointing at the sunset on the winter solstice. Maria Reiche spent fifty years finding more alignments. But Gerald Hawkins tested this with a computer and found the lines didn't point at stars more often than chance. So: some evidence for, some evidence against.


If they were water rituals, then some lines should follow underground water sources. David Johnson and Johan Reinhard found that some do. In a desert where water is everything, this is significant. But not all lines follow water. And why would a water ritual need to look like a hummingbird?



 "The truth is probably that the lines meant different things at different times, to different people."

 — Anthony Aveni, anthropologist and archaeoastronomer



If they were walking paths, then the figures were not pictures to be admired from above — they were routes to be walked on the ground, like a pilgrimage. The geometric shapes and straight lines support this. But the animal figures are complex and detailed in ways that only make sense visually.


If they were messages to the gods, then the Nasca people believed their gods could see from above. The figures were offerings — gifts visible only to divine eyes. This explains why the pictures only work from the air. But how do you test a theory about what people believed 2,000 years ago?



 Detective Challenge

 The newest geoglyphs discovered by AI are small — small enough to see from the ground. The oldest known figures are small too. The enormous ones came later. What does this pattern tell you? Does it change which theory you think is most likely?




There is one more thing to consider. The tradition lasted a thousand years. That is an extraordinarily long time. Think about how much the world has changed in the last hundred years alone. Over a thousand years, the purpose of the lines may have shifted many times. What began as a water ritual might have become a star calendar. What started as a walking path might have evolved into a message to the gods.


Maybe the real answer isn't one theory or another. Maybe the real answer is: all of them, at different times.


But that's not for us to decide. It's for you.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. Now it's your turn.

 Why did the Nasca people spend a thousand years drawing pictures in the desert that only the sky could see? Were the lines a calendar, a prayer, a path, a message to the gods — or something we haven't thought of yet?



 

About This Book

 The Nazca Lines is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history's greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.

 • • •
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