Señora de Cao, Face to Life
In 2005 archaeologists working at the site of El Brujo on the
north coast of Peru uncovered an intriguing bundle of cloth.
It had been buried in an ornately painted funerary complex of
adobe in about A.D. 400. Inside lay the naturally mummified
body of a young female aristocrat from the Moche culture,
which flourished in that region a thousand years before the
Inca. Experts have now recreated the woman’s features using
techniques normally employed to solve crimes.

The noblewoman lived and died 1,600 years
ago among the Moche of ancient Peru. Her
grave included four tall V-shaped crowns
and other riches. Scientists used the
latest 3D technology to produce an
amazingly lifelike reconstruction. LEFT:
PHOTOGRAPH BY IRA BLOCK, NATIONAL
GEOGRAPHIC CREATIVE; RIGHT: PHOTOGRAPH BY
FUNDACIÓN AUGUSTO N. WIESE
The mummy is known locally as the Señora of Cao, named after a

nearby town, Magdalena de Cao. She’s currently on display in a
museum at El Brujo, but she’s hard to see. To help preserve
her, she’s kept in a climate-controlled chamber. Visitors can
look in through a window, but they don’t view the mummy
directly—they only get a glimpse in a deftly angled mirror.
The museum’s curators wanted to give visitors a better look at
this remarkable woman. They also needed to make a permanent
record of her remains, which will inevitably break down with
the passage of time. The solution was to create as faithful a
reproduction of her face as technology would allow, as well as
an exact replica of the body in its current state. “That kind
of record could keep this extraordinary discovery alive for
many generations to come,” says archaeologist Arabel Fernández
López, who oversaw these efforts.
Assembling an international team of archaeologists, physical
anthropologists, forensic scientists and artists, and
engineers specializing in 3D technology, the Augusto N. Wiese
Foundation launched the project last November. The foundation
has supported research at El Brujo since excavations began
there in 1990 under the direction of Régulo Franco Jordán.
The

Moche

flourished for
more than seven
centuries
in
Andean
river
valleys
in
present-day
northern Peru.
Almost
a
thousand years
before
the
Inca, El Brujo
was one of many
seats of power in the region.

Research has included unwrapping the 20 layers of fabric that
wound around the Señora’s body and enveloped a wealth of
artifacts, many of gold, silver, and gilded copper. (Read
“Mystery of the Tattooed Mummy.”)
The Señora was only in her mid to late 20s when she died. Why
she was buried with all the finery, and precisely what role
she played in her community are still mysteries. “Without
written records, we don’t know who she was,” says John Verano,
an anthropologist from Tulane University who assisted in both
her unwrapping and her facial reconstruction.
Clearly she was an important person. At just under five feet
tall and slightly built, she was no battle-ready warrior. But
perhaps she was the wife of a ruler—or even a ruler in her own
right.
To solve the mystery of what she looked like, investigators
first had to produce digital images of her mummy. In similar
cases, such as King Tut and Ötzi the Iceman, bodies have been
scanned with a stationary medical CT machine. But the Señora
had her pictures taken with state-of-the-art, hand-held laser
scanners designed by FARO, a 3D technology company. The
devices were originally created for industrial applications,
but they’re now proving useful in forensic investigations and
in cultural heritage projects like this one.

The dry climate of the Moche’s desert realm
desiccated the woman’s body. Specialists who
created the 3D model of her remains exercised
extreme care throughout the painstaking
process. PHOTOGRAPH BY FUNDACIÓN AUGUSTO N.
WIESE
After the scanned data were entered into a computer, forensic
experts began to rebuild the Señora’s face. Using specialized
software, they first stripped off the facial skin to expose
the bones of the skull.
The mummy’s skull displays the high cheekbones and facial
proportions that are typical of the Moche. But a living person
also has soft features that usually don’t survive after death,
so the rest of the reconstruction work involved
interpretations based on educated guesses.
The Señora, in fact, is not in the best of shape. Her lips
have retracted, her nose is gone, and her eyes and eyelids are
dry and sunken. That meant the experts had to rely on other
sources for clues about what she may have looked like: the
people portrayed on Moche pottery, studies of excavated Moche
skeletons, photographs of northern Peruvians taken a century
ago, and the faces of Moche descendants who live in the area
around El Brujo today.

Once the face had been fleshed out on the computer, the entire
head was printed in 3D. A model for a museum display was then
created in fiberglass. But that model was as blank as a
mannequin, bringing up another set of questions. What color
were the Señora’s eyes? What did her eyebrows and eyelashes
look like? What was the shade of her skin? And to make her
come to life fully, she also needed clothing and jewelry that
were appropriate to her elevated status.
Fernández López worked out those details with a sculptor who
specializes in recreating historical figures for museums. “It
was very emotional to see that final stage of the
reconstruction,” she says. “It’s as if this woman had been
resurrected. I said to myself, ‘OK, Señora, you’re with us
once again.’”

The elite woman’s mummy was wrapped in 20
layers of fabric that enveloped a wealth of
artifacts, including this necklace of gold
heads.
PHOTOGRAPH BY IRA BLOCK, NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC
CREATIVE
The museum at El Brujo is now creating a special gallery to
showcase the reconstructed face. Set to open at the end of
August, it will also include displays on the technology that

the project used, the visual resources that were consulted,
and various interactive presentations. “We want people of all
ages to have a unique, memorable experience that connects them
with the Señora of Cao,” says Fernández López.
The locals have already embraced the Señora as one of their
own, often representing her in civic events and school
activities. “People are very proud of her,” says Fernández
López. “She turns up in discussions about the indigenous
community’s cultural identity and has become an icon of
Peruvian womanhood.”
Now the people of northern Peru have undeniable proof that
this distinguished, powerful woman from long ago looked just
like them. “I think it’s going to be particularly important
for children,” says Verano. “Looking into her eyes, they’ll be
able to see their own relatives from town, and their own
ancestry. It’s something that a mummified face just can’t give
you.”
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El rostro de la Señora de Cao

Se reveló el rostro de la
Señora de Cao, poderosa
lideresa
del
Perú
Prehispánico, tras 10
meses de trabajo intenso
realizado
por
los
arqueólogos del Complejo
Arqueológico El Brujo, la
Fundación Wiese y FARO
Technologies.
En una ceremonia encabezada por los ministros de Cultura,
Salvador del Solar, y del Mincetur, Eduardo Ferreyros, esta
mañana se presentó el verdadero rostro y réplica de la momia
de la Señora de Cao, quien gobernó el valle de Chicama hace
1,700 años y considerada una de las mujeres más poderosas del
Perú prehispánico.
Asimismo, se ha logrado reproducir una réplica exacta del
cuerpo de la momia y documentar con tecnología 3D Laser de
alta precisión la Huaca Cao Viejo, monumento del Complejo
Arqueológico El Brujo, que albergó los restos de esta
excepcional mujer hasta el 2005, año en que fue descubierta en
la provincia de Ascope, La Libertad.
Este proyecto de investigación es un nuevo esfuerzo por
preservar, documentar, investigar y difundir a nivel mundial
el legado cultural de estas invalorables evidencias
arqueológicas. Al hacerlo, la Fundación Wiese espera además
promover las visitas al Complejo Arqueológico El Brujo y
contribuir así al desarrollo y bienestar de las comunidades
que habitan en su zona de influencia.

Gracias a los medios
digitales de National
Geographic, a partir
de hoy la Fundación
Wiese difundirá al
mundo el rostro de la
Señora
de
Cao,
resultado del trabajo
de
investigación
realizado en conjunto
con
sus
aliados
estratégicos: FARO Technologies, 3D Systems, Grupo Abstract y
ARQ 3D.
Importante
Además de la morfología del rostro de la Señora de Cao
realizada en función a la proyección de su cráneo, en su
caracterización final también se utilizó como referencia un
banco fotográfico de mujeres que habitan hoy en Magdalena de
Cao, zona de influencia de El Brujo, complementado con
documentos de investigación etnográfica, entre ellos los
realizados por Enrique Brüning y Rafael Larco Hoyle.
Exhibición
La exposición del rostro y la réplica de la momia de la dama
de Cao estará disponible hasta el 16 de julio de manera
gratuita en el hall del Ministerio de Cultura
El dato
La Señora de Cao perteneció a la cultura Moche, fue
descubierta en el año 2005. Actualmente, se exhibe en el Museo
Cao del Complejo Arqueológico El Brujo, ubicado en el distrito
de Magdalena de Cao en la región de La Libertad.
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