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PRESEN! STATUS AND FtJTlJRE PROBLEMS 
OF 

. ARCHEOLOGICAL INVESTIGA TIONS IN ECUADOR 

.. BETTY J. MEGGERS AND CL1:FFORD EVANS 

·f!ROM THE Í6th century when rumors reached· the first Europeans in 
the New World of the great civilizations to the south, explorers ha ve 
been attracted to Peru. Its romantic fascination and seemingly inex­
haustible treasures, now sought more fór their scientific value than for 
monetary wealth, exert a strong ·1ure even today. This is evident in the 
fact that t]:iere have been more professional archeologists working in 
Peru in the past · decade than in all the rest of South America put to­
·gether. A great <leal st~ll remains to be learned in Peru, both because 
the aborigirial ·cultures reached a· high peak of development, and be­
cause the excellent prese~ation on the dry coastal deserts makes the 
record remarkably complete. Many more decades of intensive research 
will not fill in all the details of Peruvian prehistory. However, the 
science of archeology does not derive its sole, or perhaps even its 
·major significance from the filling in of local historical details. It aims 
at retracing paths of m.igration and cultural dif.fusion, reconstructing 
'and explaining the origin. and development of culture on a continental 
scale. To accomplish such an end, knowledge of the area separating 
the high cultures of Peru and Bolivia from those of Mexico is critical. 

As the chronological position and cultural context of certain traits 
in the · Mesoamerican and Andean sequen ces beco me better known, the 
question of their origin is ·raised. The dif ference in the relative an­
tiquity of such things as tall tripods and metallurgical techniques sug­
gests a Mesoamerican origin for the f ormer and a South American 
:one· for the latter (Willey, 1955, pp. 44-45 }• Bowever, other traits 
like platform mounds, and pottery features like rocker stamping, neg­
ative or resist-dye painting and mold-made figurines seem to appear 
alrriost simul~aneously in both places. Most archeologists interpret t~is 
as cultural diffusion-.rather than . independent invention, but · support-
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ing evidence from the intervening area is meager. Ecuador, Colombia, 
Panama, Costa Rica, Nicaragua and Honduras were marginal to the 
major centers of ·cultural development in the New World during abori­
ginal times, and have remained marginal to the interests of most ar­
cheologists today. However, without more specific knowledge of what 
happened in this region, many questions about where inventions were 
made and how they were spread will remain unanswered. An exam­
ple of the possibilities that research in sorne of these countries holds for 
archeological interpretation can be furnished by consideration of . the 
present status and potential significance of arcbeological investiga­
tions in Ecuador. 

The study of Ecuadorian archeology started more than 75 years 
ago, when Federico González Suárez began work on the arcbeology 
and bistory of the Cañari Indians. His A tlas Arqueológico Ecuatoria­
no was published in 1892 and bis Prehistot'ia Ecuatoriana in 1904. 
These contain valuabl~ qescriptions of archeological sites and speci­
mens, as well as. ethnobistorical information, and la id the f oundation 
for all later work in tbese 6elds. 

Tbe first Nortb American to conduct investigations in Ecuador, 
~eorge A. Dorsey, visited La Plata Island in 1892 for the Field Muse­
um of Natural History of Chicago. He found predominantly ceremo­
nial remains, indicating that the site had religious significance for 
p~ople wbo apparently lived on tbe mainland. Tbe results of bis study 
were published in 19or under the title, Archaeological Investigations 
on the Island of La Plata, Ecuador. 

In the years from 1901-1906, Paul Rivet made extensive etbno­
logical and arcbeological surveys in many parts of tbe country, the 
results of which were publisbed in collaboration witb Verneau in a 2 

volume work, Ethno graphie Ancienne de l' Bquateur. Tbe first volume, 
comprising the text, appeared in 19r2, and the second, containing the 
majority of the plates, in 1922. Tbis detailed account summarized 
the evidence bear!ng on tbe reconstruction of tbe etbnographic situa­
tion in Ecuador immediately preceeding the Spanish conquest, derived 
f rom bistorical documentation and archeological dat~. In addition to 
discerning a real dif ferences in Ecuadorian aboriginal cultures, the au­
thors concluded that the country as a wbole had received influences 
f rom considerable distan ces. In their words: 

"Nous estimons que les anciens Équatoriens ont subi l'in­
f luence plus ou moins accusée de populations habitant parf ois 

... 
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a des distan ces considérables. Pour nous, il ne f ait pas de do u te 
que nos Indiens ont eu jadis des relations avec des tribus de 
l' Amazone, de l' Amérique centrale et meme de l' Amérique 
du Nord" (Ethnographie Ancienne, vol. l, p. xi). 

Immediately following Rivet' s survey, Marshall H. Saville under­
took extensive fieldwork, particularly in the Provinces of Manabi and 
Esmeraldas under the auspices of the George G. Heye Expeditions of 
New York. The two large volumes on Antiquíties of Manabi, which 
appeared in 19º7 and 1910, are copiously illustrated and form an ex· 
cellent introduction to the archeology of this important part of Ecuador. 

In 1909, a disciple of González Suárez named Jacinto Jijón y Caa­
maño began a series of investigations that continued until his death in 
195º· Jijón y Caamaño's extensive ~xcavations , particularly in the Ptov· 
inces of Imbabura and Chimborazo, were the basis for numerous publi­
~ations on Ecuadorian archeology. To him goes the credit for establish­
ing the first stratigraphic sequence in the countiy, described in the re­
port on" Puruhá ( 1927.). By taking this sequence as a guide, he dis­
tinguished chronological periods in other parts of the country, making 
possible a broad scale reconstruction of Ecuadorian prehistory attempt4 

ed in ~ntropología Prehispánica del Ecuadqr ( 1952). 
In addition to bis own work, Jijón y Caamaño encouraged others 

to come to Ecuador. At his invitation Max Uhle, a famous German 
archeologist who had worked in Peru, carried out investigations f rom 
1920 to 1935 in the highlands and on the north coast. Uhle was fas­
cinated by what he felt were Mayan and Chorotegan influences in Ecua­
dorian ceramics, but developed his theories without supplying adequate 
supporting eviderice witli the result that much of bis work has been 
ignored by more recent scholars. However his site and artifact descrip-
tions are use ful · for comparative purposes. . _ 

Until 1937, little attention was paid to the Santa Elena Península, 
which coristitutes the most westward projection of th~ coast. At this 
tim'e Geoffrey H. S. Bushnell conducted a series of excavatiohs, report­
ed in Archeology of the Santa Bien.a Penjnsula in Southwest Ecuador 
( 1951). Severa! periods were establishecl ·on the basis ~f stylislíc dif­
ferences in the pottéry, \vith detailed aéscríptions of the céramics and 
other artif acts . . This work was followed by stratigraphic excávations 
at La Libertad, ,part of á 5 year program of archeological research in 
Ecuador sponsóred by the School: of American Research in Santa Fe, 

. !'IJ'ew Mexico and the Academia Nacional 'de Historia of Quito, and 
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conducted by Edwin N. Ferdon and John M. Corbett. Unfortunately, 
only brief notices of these results have been published so far. 

In 1941, as part of the large-scale program of anthropological re­
search in Latín America conducted by the Institute of Andean Research, 
Donald Collier and John Murra spent 3 months in survey and excava­
tion in Chimborazo, Cañar, .Azuay and Loja. Their stratigraphic exca­
vations at Cerro Narrio, reported in Survey and Excavations in Southern 
Ecuador ( 1943) , provide a basic sequence for this par_t of the highlands. 
Additional investigations in Azua y Province by W endell C. Bennett in 

. 1944, published in Excavations in the Cuenca Region, Ecuador ( 1946) , 
defined important pottery types and tended to verify the sequence re­

. ported by Collier and Murra. 
For years preceding World W ar II, Carlos Zevallos Menéndez of 

Guayaquil excavated archeological ~aterials from the Province of Gua­
yas and on the Island of Puna, but unfortunately to date his collections 
remain unanalyzed and unpublished .. Since World War II there has 
been little syst~matic research . undertaken in Ecuador, in contrast to 
Peru, which has seen a number of archeological expeditions of con­
siderable scope. In 1952, Emilio · Estrada of Guayaquil }?egan to con­
duct extensive survey and excavations in the coastal provinces of Gua­
yas and Los Ríos, both almost completely unknown. One publication, 

. Ensayo Preliminar sobre Arqueo/o gía de M ilagro (-1954), has ·already 
resulted f rom this work, and the continuing researches will eliminate 
this large gap in our knowledge of. Ecuadorian archeolo,gy. On Estra­
da' s invitation, we spent severa! weeks conducting stratigraphic excava-

. tions in the Guayas Basin in 1954· This work h~s established the exis­
tence of Formative Period remains heretofore not reported in coastal 
Ecuador. These materials show early and ra:ther specific relationships 
to the Formative Period cultures of both Peru and Mesoamerica. · 

- ·· -

This, briefly, is the present status.o.f an;:h:eological i.nvestigations in 
Ecuador. Few unpublished materials have been ~entioned because what 
is unpublished is for all pra~ical purposes ~nk_nown. The· listing of 
reports is far f rom a complete bibliograppyi l;>ut it indicates the type of 

. information available and menti9r:is s()me 9f_ the major sci.entific corit~i­

. butions. Most of the work was· do~.~ b~for~ ·the · ne"?t~r tech1;1iques. of 
archeological excavation aqd ~era.mi e clas~if ication were deve.loped, _and 
consequently it is inadequate by .moc!.~rn ~-t~ndards w~tho~t· a scien.ti­
fically derived framework into -which · it can be fitted. The· establish­
ment of such a chronologica~ skeleton is a ta·sk that urgently needs at­
t~ntion. B~cause . of.. jt~: _ gé:qg~~ppi~a~:- _p9~itJo.n Qn ~he . rq~iJ~str~am~ 9f 
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cultural movements, from the . first peopling of the continent up until 
Spanish times, what the record shows in Ecuador is of great importance 
for the interpretation of the prehistory ·of many other parts of the New 
World. Without specific knowledge of Ecuadorian archeology, we are 
left with tantalizing clues to elaborate into guesses about what might 

. -have happened. Five of the problems that seem to focus on Ecuador 
· for their solution can be cited for illustration. 

Formative Period Development . 

In analyzing the local sequences of cultural development, repre­
sented at various sites principally in Mexico and Peru but also in scat­
tered spots in the intervening region, archeologists have· noticed that 
there carne a time when th~ simple life of the people was transformed. 
Pottery became more elaborate and distinctive, villages became larger, 
temples and earth mounds indicated more formalized religio~s ~ctivity, 
and sorne of the population became divorced from the daily routine 
iqt~. specialized governmental or priestly functions. The time when this 
development took place .is termed the Formative Period .in New World 
an¡heological sequences becaus~ it appears to be the critical period of 
dif ferentiation and consolidation of cultural features that reach greater 
elaboration in later times. It might be compared with the stage in the 
biological matur,ation of an individual when the simple cell multiplica­
tion · changes to cell dif f erentiation and the basic stru_ctures of the body 
a.re f<;>rmed. The fascinating thing about the Formative horizon in New 
World archeology is that it shqws st~iking identities of detail in si tes as 
widely separated as Tlatilco in the Valley of Mexico and Ancon in Peru . 
. What mad~ cultures originally so different suddenly become so much 
alike ?. Or di.d it happen suddenly? How were the new ideas transmit­
ted? Where did they come fr<?m and which way did they travel? W e 

. would like to know the answers to these que.stions and man y more. W e 
should find sorne of them in Ecuador. 

Ecuador is between Middle America and Peru, the two extremes 
where the most work has been done in the identification and analysis 
of Formative Period remains. There are .many similarities but certain 
dif ferences between the cultures of these two areas, and these ha ve 
made it anyone' s guess a;s to where individual Formative Period traits 

· appeared first. Without accurate determination of calendrical dates, 
which even Carbon 14 analysis cannot supply as yet, other evidence 
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.must be used,. Our own inv~stigations on the coast of Ecuador in 1954 
illustrate the kind of information that can help solve this problem. A 
Formative Period site on th<:> Rio Babahoyo produced a complex of ear­
ly traits, sorne of which ha·1e been found in Peru and others of which 
have not previously been reported .from South America. All, however, 
are known f rom the Formative Period in Mesoamerica. This situation 
s·_iggests that there was a diffusion of the complex southward, with the 
filtering out of sorne traits along the way. More work is needed in 
the intervening area before this conclusion can be stated as fact, but the 
evidence derived from these limited excavations suggests that the whole 
a:·ea would repay more intense investigation . 

. ~n !ean-Amazonian Relationships 

Ecuador is located not only on the mainstream of cultural flow 
between Middle and South America, but also on the intersection be­
tween the highlands and the J.owlands. A glance at a map of South 
America is sufficient to show a multitude of rivers, great and small, 
that feed the Amazon f rom the eastern slopes of the mountains. As the 
archeology of the vast lowland forests becomes better known, we find 
that throughout most of the area the cultures remained on a simple 
level comparable to that of the Andean and Middle American pre-For­
mative. However, there are scattered remains of inore highly developed 
cultures, with artificial mounds, elaborate and skillfully made pottery 
and other advanced features. Certain details of these cultures dupli­
cate those on the cultural mainstream along western South America, 
and to all appearances must have come from that part of the continent. 
This is a guess, however, and awaits the test of proof. Geographically 
and culturally Ecuador seems in a favorable position to have funnelled 
these cultures from the highlands to the lowlands and down the Ama­
zon. A concentration of many of the signficant cultural traits líes 
within its borders, making it seem logical that this area was the source 
of the lowland spread. Furthermore, the geographical situation, with 
several rivers leading eastward into the Amazon, suggests ready routes 
of tran-m:ttal. The archeologv of this part of Ecuador is almost com­
nletely unknown at the time of this writing, but an expedition is being 
planned to conduct survey and excavatio.os along the Napo and sorne of 
the other rivers in 1956-7. The results should show whether the hypo­
thesis that Ecuador is the .immediate source of the lowland intrusions 
is correct or not. 
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Mexican-Andean Connections 

One of the most striking and best known archeological areas of 
Ecuador is t,hat of Esmeraldas and Manabi on the north coast. The 
beautifully made and highly artistic pottery figures from. sites in this 
region have long been admired. Being unlike anything else in Ecuador, 
they have also evoked a certain mystery. In searching for their origin, 
it has been found that they are strinkingly like certain styles of pottery 
art in southern Mexico. Immediately the question of relationship is 
raised. Since the style is more widespread in Mexico, presumably that 
is the place of origiQ. If so, dpes the Ecuadorian appearance represent 
a colony or an exodus that cuts ali ties with the homeland? If contact 
was maíntained, we would have to inject into our interpretation of the 
development of Mexican and Andean cultures the f act of an organized 
path for the exchange of ideas, at least in post-Fonnative times and 
abandon our present concept · of relatively independent development. 
In any case, when did this contact occur? How often might it have been 
repeated elsewhere? Detailed work is needed in Esmeraldas and Mana­
bi before these important questions can be ansv.1ered. 

Origin of Negaúve Painting 

A problem of a dif ferent sort is the origin and dif fusion of a tech­
nique of pottery decoration that has been called resist-dye or negative 
painting. By this process the elements of a design are draw after fir­
ing with a temporary material, probably a fine thin solution of clay. 
Then the vessel is dipped in a paint and held overa flame, causing the 
material with which the design was drawn to peel off and the paint to 
blacken. The result is a "negative", in which the backgr9und is paint­
ed but the design elements are not. Negative painted pottery is wide­
spread in the Americas and makes its first appearance in the latter part 
of the Formative Period. Since it is a relatively complex technique, it is 
presumed to have a single origin. The question is, where? A number 
of sources have been suggested, but the evidence for priority i~ not 
convincing. Negative painted vessels are very common in Ecuador, and 
for this reason, as well as the relatively central loéation, an Ecuadorian 
origin has been suggested. This conclusion had no more standing than 
others until recently, because no one had shown that negative painting 
was any earlier here than elsewhere. However, our work on the coast 
has· shown that negative painting is early in Ecuador and ~as in addi-
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tion brought to light a possible ancestor. The problem is now being in­
vestigated by ceramic technologists. It may turn out to be a false lead, 
but more research should produce the correct answer. In any event, 
knowledge of the history of this trait in Ecuador will put the problem 
of the origin of negative painting in a little better perspective. 

Culture and Environment 

There is one more problem worth mentioning here, in which a 
better knowledge of Ecuadorian archeology could lead to conclusions 
of general importance. It has often been pointed out that there is little 
similarity bet"reen the archeological sequences in Ecuador and those in 
Peru. The empires that rose and fell a little to the south seem not to 
have left an appreciable mark on Ecuadorian soil. Even the Inca domi­
nation is attested by only a few stone buildings and ceramics, mostly in 
the highlands. What kept Ecuador f rom being drawn in to what has 
been called "the P·eruvian co-tradition ?" In the Formative, the two 
areas appear to have been essentially the same culturally; after that 
they went separate ways. A study of Ecuador prehistoric development 
and of the differences in the environments of Ecuador and Peru should 
supply sorne of the answers. If environment is the underlying expla­
nation, this conclusion will be of considerable importance not only in 
American archeology but in the general theory of cultural develop­
ment. 

Other problems that impinge upon Ecuadorian archeology might 
be mentioned, but these are sufficient to demonstrate the importance of 
more extensive and intensive fieldwork in this relatively unknown 
region. Not only Ecuador, but Colombia and the countries of Central 
America are fertile ground for the archeologist' s spade, and all these 
places need careful investigation. The justification f or putting prin:ary 
emphasis on Ecuador líes in the multiple problems of immediate can­
cero in the reconstruction of South American cultural · development and 
diffusion, whose solution seems to depend 'on knowledge of Ecuador­
ian archeology. It is appropriate to point out that many of the points 
made here were made years ago by Rivet, who noticed both the favor­
able geographical and topographical situation, and the cultural re­
semblances between Ecuadorian prehistoric remains and those óf Cen­
tral America and the Amazonian lowlands. Little heed has been paid 
to this analysis and Ecuadorian arch'eology is still poorly known almost 
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50 years after the publication of Rivet's Ethnographie Ancienne. How­
ever, the more that we learn, the more we must acknowledge the pro­
bability that however Ecuador may rank among the American repub­
lics in other respects, her significance in the future of American ar­
cheology is unsurpassed. 
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