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 Figure 1. Location of the archaeological sites in Cañar and Sígsig, Ecuador.

ABSTRACT. The towns of Cañar and Sígsig, located in the Ecuadorian Andes, serve as cultural and archaeological
settings where the Kañari and Inka cultures thrived in Ecuador’s prehistoric past. This phenomenon has given rise to
multiple perspectives and representations of the past that inhabitants continue to construct in relation to their history
and identity. These constructions are rooted in the continuous interaction between people and their environment. The
incorporation of the past through spatial representations and uses allows for an understanding of the reinterpretation of
material culture and historical-archaeological discourse. Therefore, this paper aims to identify the representations and
images that emerge in Cañar and Sígsig, both in urban and rural settings, using methodological tools such as social
mapping and direct observation. From this, it becomes evident that the inhabitants shaped their spaces and landscapes
based on a symbiotic relationship between culture and nature.
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RESUMEN. Las localidades de Cañar y Sígsig, en los Andes ecuatorianos, son el escenario cultural y arqueológico
donde se desarrollaron las culturas cañari e inca durante la prehistoria de Ecuador. Este fenómeno ha dado lugar a
múltiples perspectivas y representaciones del pasado que los habitantes siguen construyendo en relación con su historia e
identidad. Tales construcciones tienen su origen en la continua interacción entre las personas y su entorno. La incorpo-
ración del pasado a través de representaciones y usos espaciales permite comprender la reinterpretación de la cultura
material y el discurso histórico-arqueológico. Por ello, esta investigación tuvo como objetivo identificar cuáles eran las
representaciones e imágenes que se manifestaban en Cañar y Sígsig, tanto en su ámbito urbano como rural, mediante
el enfoque metodológico de la cartografía social y la observación directa. Lo anterior evidenció que los pobladores con-
figuraron sus espacios y paisajes basándose en una relación simbiótica entre cultura y naturaleza.

PALABRAS CLAVE. Representaciones arqueológicas, usos del pasado, paisaje, espacio, Cañar, Sígsig, Ecuador.

INTRODUCTION

This manuscript has as its space of analysis the towns
of Cañar and Sígsig, located in the southern Andean
region of Ecuador (Figure 1). The area is characterized
by a diverse geography in terms of their shapes, reliefs,
soils, and consequently, the presence of ecosystems
ranging from 1,500 meters above sea level to 4,500
meters above sea level. In addition to this physical
uniqueness, from a historical perspective, this area has
been home to societies that date back to approximately
12,000 years ago. Thus, settlements have been estab-
lished throughout various historical periods, from the
earliest habitation phases (10,000 BC) to the present
day.

The historical synthesis of Cañar, based on material
evidence found in various areas, indicates the establish-
ment of archaeological sites dated to the Early and Late
Formative periods, with Cerro Narrío standing out be-
tween 2,000 and 400 BC (Ontaneda & Fresco 2010).
This archaeological site serves as the reference point and
foundation of the Kañari culture, who have inhabited
the region for millennia (Collier & Murra 1982), in-
cluding during the Inka expansion (AD 1463–1532)
and the Spanish colonization process.

The town of Sígsig contains several archaeological
sites, with the Chobshi-Shabalula complex standing out
as one of the most notable. This complex includes sites
such as Cueva Negra, Castillo de Duma, and Shabalula.
Historical narratives highlight the importance of this
location, with evidence from Cueva Negra indicating
the presence of Ecuador’s earliest inhabitants, dating
back to 10,000–8,000 BC. In 1972, Lynch and Pollock
recovered animal bone remains, including white-tailed
deer, rabbits, porcupines and spectacled bears, among

others, dating back to 9,000 BC (Saville & Segarra 2000).
Additionally, lithic tools such as scrapers, projectile
points, and knives have been documented at this site,
indicating domestic and hunting activities carried out
by hunter-gatherer bands (Salazar 1984, 2004; Reinoso
1969). Based on this evidence, an occupation is pro-
posed from the Regional Development period (500
BC–AD 500) to the Integration period (AD 500–1500),
supported by the presence of Tacalshapa and Cashaloma
ceramics.

The presented background confirms a continuous
human presence in the region. This factor has led to
constant landscape modifications and, consequently, a
reinterpretation of that ancient past by local inhabit-
ants. These reinterpretations are manifested in various
forms and settings, such as murals, street names, monu-
ments, iconography, signage, and mountains, among
others. Locally, these elements have become identity
markers shaped by the presence and development of
the Kañari and Inka cultures. As a result, the inhabit-
ants recognize and identify these features as integral
parts of their cultural heritage.

In general terms, the convergence of geographical
and historical aspects underpins the creation of cultural
narratives (representations, meanings, and perceptions).
These narratives reflect the continuous transformation
and shaping of landscapes, along with the strategic use
of certain images as part of an identity-building pro-
cess. The foundation of the research problem is based
on the idea that landscape is a social construct materi-
alized through discourses and representations of space.
So, both the material and immaterial dimensions of
human existence are evident, shaped by perceptions
arising from multiple sensory and emotional interac-
tions with the environment (Smith 2003). Consequently,
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this article aims to identify the forms of representation
and uses of the prehistoric past in the contemporary
landscape, within the urban and rural contexts of the
localities of Cañar and Sígsig.

THE ANDEAN LANDSCAPE IN

CONSTRUCTION: CONCEPTS AND

METHODOLOGY

The concept of landscape is employed as a reference,
having undergone various developments stemming
from fields such as geography, history, anthropology,
and archaeology. Each of these disciplines, from its
epistemic standpoint, proposes a set of relationships
between nature and culture as determinants of space.
Therefore, a complex discursive relationship emerges
in archaeology, considering spatial representations as
part of a historical past that is projected into the present.

The point of discussion revolves around the assump-
tion that archaeology, in a general and traditional sense,
tends to reproduce epistemological notions conceived
as the foundation of modern Western science. These
notions often lack a contemporary discourse that re-
flects upon and critiques the factors of modernity, which
are frequently contradictory to social development and
the landscape. It becomes necessary to have the coex-
istence of diverse voices and the existence of various
points where these voices can be expressed (Curtoni &
Paredes 2014; Raas 2020).

In this way, the landscape perspective is categorized
as a series of compositions formed by humans, not only

geographically and materially but also in terms of im-
materiality (Saldi et al. 2019). This perspective is rein-
forced in the mentalities of the inhabitants, who com-
bine the social practice of landscape with their active
role in its production, reproduction, and social trans-
formation, generating a multiplicity of realities (Álvarez
2012; Cruz 2012; Ortiz 2022). In archaeology, the fo-
cus on materiality and space, as a foundation for inter-
preting social and past events, contributes to the de-
velopment of a Western discourse of knowledge and
an associated project of domination. This occurs due
to the separation established between the object and
the written word, as well as the delineation of what is
considered knowable and unknowable (Haber 2016;
Arano 2017).

In this scenario, cultural representations of the past
(Table 1) are proposed, which are constructed in a col-
laborative or participatory manner, allowing for the
incorporation of local spatial perceptions (Álvarez &
McCall 2019). This aspect, to some extent, gives ar-
chaeology a local meaning, influenced and represented
by the perceptions of individuals and communities. In
this case, it is important to highlight a series of consid-
erations that characterize the Andean landscape as such.
This landscape profoundly diverges and cannot be ana-
lyzed from the perspectives and theories of the West-
ern world, as it requires analysis specific to the society
being studied, outside of Western frameworks (Ortiz
2022).

Building on the conceptual framework, this research
adopts a qualitative methodology with an emphasis on
social cartography (Figure 2), drawing on the work of

 Table 1. In general, representations of the prehistoric past are available in both urban
and rural environments corresponding to the localities of Cañar and Sígsig.
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Álvarez and McCall. These authors present social car-
tography as a methodological tool that facilitates the
recognition and integration of local spatial knowledge
into landscape archaeology studies (2019). This ap-
proach provides archaeology with a localized perspec-
tive, shaped by the perceptions of the people. As a
graphic representation, social cartography captures the
reality of a locality, identifying weaknesses, situations,
and issues through collaborative reflective and analyti-
cal processes (Martin et al. 2019).

In addition to social cartography, it has conducted
direct observation. This allowed for the exploration and
description of contexts, environments, and space—el-
ements of society and culture—aiming to investigate
their meanings and actors. This technique also facili-
tated the understanding of the connections between
people, situations and experiences, along with their re-
spective sociocultural issues (Hernández-Sampieri &
Mendoza 2018; Endere et al. 2021).

ARCHAEOLOGICAL REPRESENTATIONS

IN RURAL SPACES

The starting point is the conception of the Andean
landscape, which is largely linked to rural life and na-
ture. In this scenario, daily activities and festive human
practices blend with the environment in the creation
of ideologies that, over time, shape the variety of land-
scapes (Raas 2020) in a symbiosis, due to new socio-
economic and political activities. Thus, the inhabitants
of this region identify their space through various so-
cial uses such as mobility, agricultural activities, and the

 Figure 2. Social cartography workshop at
the Quilloac Community, Cañar.

provision of natural resources. These elements are
grounded in an ancient legacy, linked to the landscape
and its constitutive components, such as paths, sacred
sites, and archaeological remains (Figure 3).

The various uses attributed to nature give the land-
scape an integral meaning, which transcends the con-
ception of the environment as something static and
merely physical, evolving into a socially dynamic and
historically constructed place over time. Thus, the land-
scape, as a result of the relationship between humans
and their environment, possesses social and collective
memory. In the expressions of those who inhabit and
traverse rural areas, the ontological dimension of these
spaces is manifested: rivers, lakes, hills, and ravines ac-
quire profound emotional connotations with great sym-
bolic significance for their inhabitants, as they form the
foundation of a belief system that contrasts with the
rational-human understanding of the world. In this
way, the Andean landscape emerges as a cultural meta-
phor, where the physical environment serves as a me-
dium to project the subjectivity of its inhabitants.

The vast Andean landscapes of Cañar and Sígsig con-
sist of mountains, lagoons, ravines, and rivers. These
transcend their physical-geographical connotation and
become socially inhabited places where it is possible to
find extensive networks of relationships that the inhab-
itants have created with their environment over time.
This nature-culture duality presents the landscape as a
space that houses knowledge, meanings, materialities,
memory, from both the past and the present.

Therefore, at the summit of the tutelary mountains
of the towns, between pre-Hispanic terraces and local
vegetation, crosses that adorn the landscape become vis-

 Figure 3. Map created by teachers from the Unidad
Educativa Intercultural Bilingüe Quilloac, Cañar.
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ible. The presence of the main symbol of Christianity
at the peaks originates from the celebration known as
“the feast of the crosses,” held during the month of May.
The syncretic celebration, due to the blend of Catho-
lic and pre-Hispanic religious aspects, brings together
a large portion of the population in a procession that
culminates with the placement or covering of the sym-
bol on the mountain. Additionally, it is common to
see these representations as part of the Stations of the
Cross and a process of reusing spaces previously known
as huacas or places of worship (Figure 4).

The influence of the Andean cosmogony and the
certainty of a pre-Hispanic settlement in the area have
established an innate connection between the inhabit-
ants and the geography of the place. The mountains,
holders of resources, also become sacred sites that con-
tain myth-religious narratives of general knowledge.
Madrigal, Escalona and Vivar (2016), in their approach
to sacred landscape, suggest that it refers to a portion
of land transformed by the community over time,
which has maintained a connection with its deities or
supernatural forces. Thus, ascending the mountain in-
volves exercising caution during the journey, as despite
knowing the path and having traversed it multiple
times, the mountains retain the potential to enchant
their visitors.

In Sígsig and Cañar, these dynamics can be observed
both generally and specifically. Easily identifiable cus-
toms are established, as well as those whose knowledge
is known only to a small group of people, who act as
guardians or bearers of wisdom that fades over time
(Figure 5). That said, we can affirm that today, practices
and knowledge of landscape use, inherited generationally,
still persist, referring to practices of continuity and du-

 Figure 4. Crosses and objects placed at archaeological
sites considered sacred, Sígsig.

rability. Meanwhile, modernity has been interrupting
rural reality by incorporating visions and uses of the
landscape aligned with new ways of life and thinking,
which manifest through processes of re-signification
and change.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL REPRESENTATIONS

IN THE CITY

In contrast to rural areas, the cities of Cañar and Sígsig
are made up of a series of images from the prehistoric
past, in various forms. Therefore, infrastructure, admin-
istration, and educational spaces, among others, are the
settings where scenes, symbols, and iconography of re-
gional identity are represented. It should be noted that
archaeology provides discourses, narratives, ways of life,
places, and objects that are located in time and space;
thus constituting one of the contemporary political
devices responsible for organizing and classifying his-
tories, landscapes, people, and their relationships. As
such, it is necessary to frame it within a legal context
that includes the voices and experiences of the socio-
cultural protagonists, who inhabit and live the heritage
in their daily lives (Curtoni & Oliván 2023).

The incorporation of prehistoric elements linked to
Kañari culture into the urban space is a recent devel-
opment. This approach contrasts significantly with the
modernist, hegemonic, and Eurocentric (white or mes-
tizo) urban project that prevailed at the end of the last
century in Ecuador (Kingman 2006). Therefore, some
authors (Vidal & Pol 2005; Lindón 2011) interpret the
use of these new symbolisms as a process of appropria-
tion of public space, as these elements not only create

 Figure 5. Ancestral ceremony held at the
Cojitambo archaeological site, Cañar.
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marks of cultural identity but also consolidate new vi-
sual narratives of the “others.” Furthermore, it is essen-
tial to highlight that these symbolisms function as ve-
hicles for the expression of iconographic discourses with
a political and power-driven charge, aimed at activat-
ing or reanimating collective imaginaries (figures who
were involved in community struggles), especially within
the indigenous population of Cañar.

Thus, a primary instance where images of the past
are reproduced can be found in monuments, placed in
areas of congregation such as squares, parks, and en-

Figure 6. Monuments representing the heroism
of Cacique Duma (Sígsig) and the origin

myth of the Kañari people (Cañar).

trance points to the towns (Figure 6). The concepts be-
hind the monuments generally represent scenes from
the origin myth of the Kañari culture: the great ser-
pent and the macaws. Then, in Sígsig, there is the rep-
resentation of the Cacique Duma, who is historically
recognized for resisting the Inka expansion in the re-
gion and is thus considered the “first hero of the na-
tion.” Additionally, in areas adjacent to or near public
institutions, images of the sun, the moon, and iconog-
raphy of archaeological objects found in the region,
such as the Patecte plaque or the so-called Chunucari,
are displayed.

Other representations are found in street nomencla-
ture, signage for restaurants, bars, banking institutions,
markets, tourist operators, among others. This unique-
ness becomes effective when thinking about the pro-
motion of identity elements of the inhabitants, as these
are spaces with mass public attendance, providing con-
stant exposure to these images. On the other hand, the
governmental, political, and administrative infrastruc-
ture of these territories uses the same communicative
resource to recreate and capture the historical relation-
ship between the territory and its citizens. This is even
reflected in the public transportation system, where
buses and taxis use names and images related to the sun.

Finally, it is important to mention the educational
spaces, where murals capture an entire informal learn-

Figure 7. Murals with iconography of the Andean peoples at Cañar and Sígsig (Chunucari and Patecte).
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ing process through visualization (Figure 7). These de-
vices are accompanied by a community-oriented, di-
dactic, and educational discourse, embedded in schools
and colleges. Here, the need to identify elements in-
trinsic to ethnicity is emphasized, as well as the con-
nection generated with food, nature, and, above all, the
care of the Earth. The past serves as a model for life,
grounded in awareness of the environment and for fu-
ture generations.

CONCLUSIONS. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

People of Sígsig and Cañar are deeply immersed in their
environment, where the material factor influences their
lives and social activities. In this way, imaginaries, nar-
ratives, practices, and knowledge bring the surround-
ings to life, in which the inhabitants, with their rich
archaeological and cultural heritage, reproduce these
images of the past in their rural or urban environment.
However, social identity related to rurality is fading over
time. This is because historically, in Ecuador, rural life
and its ways of living have been given a secondary role
in the construction of the identity of the towns and,
therefore, in their cultural meanings. Many of these
meanings, indirectly inherited by urban inhabitants, are
rendered invisible and reinterpreted through a vision
adapted to the trends of modernity.

The re-significations that the Andean rural landscape
has undergone in recent years lean toward the utiliza-
tion of past manifestations. This cultural shift, inten-
tionally aimed at reclaiming a subaltern population,
demonstrates the reincorporation of ancient practices
in the territory, with slight modifications adapted to a
modern vision under concepts of ancestrality. As rela-
tively modern practices, there is, among the public, a

demand driven by the need to seek not only a cultural
and ethnic origin but also a way of life. This is rooted
in the continuous and constant interaction that people
have with the space.

Although historically, the relationship with the natu-
ral environment and the way humans converge within
it have been lost in favor of new lifestyles and struc-
tures marked by modernity. It is important to consider
how the geographic environment remains significant
and generates both positive and negative perceptions
regarding human adaptation. Under the characteriza-
tion that the case studies correspond to the towns of
Cañar and Sígsig, spaces with a rich historical and cul-
tural background, where discourses in constant devel-
opment (and circulation) intersect, directly and indi-
rectly influencing the conceptions and perceptions that
people have of the past and the present.

Finally, these elements represented in the landscape
lack an explanatory sense and a sense of appropriation
(temporal-spatial) between the inhabitants and, there-
fore, symbolize a value for the locality, often uncon-
sciously. Based on this, it is proposed that the discourse
and archaeological material acquire multiple meanings
and, consequently, various uses. From this perspective,
in this case study, it is evident that cultural elements
are used for different purposes: tourism, identity, ad-
vertisement for spaces, among others.
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