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The Canelos Quichua People 
The city of Puyo lies in Ecuador, east of the Andes, in the heart of the rainforest. This area is the traditional 
home of the Canelos Quichua (pronounced keéchua) people. Though the industrializing and modernizing 
world has inevitably influenced their way of life, they have managed to retain much of their ancient 
traditions, culture, and beliefs.  
 
Canelos Quichua people are indigenous to Ecuador, and speak Quichua, the language of the Imperial Inca. 
Their language is one of many dialects of the Quechua language. Today there are around 12 million people 
from Colombia to Argentina who speak some form of the Quechua language because, as the Incas invaded 
new land, they spread their language to their conquered  subjects.[1] Around 10,000 Canelos Quichua 
people live in Ecuador today, many of whom are multi-lingual. These people often speak Spanish, Quichua, 
and one to several of the different dialects of the surronding indigenous languages.[2] 
 
Tradition of Ceramics 
Though Canelos Quichua women have preserved their ancient tradition of ceramic-making, the Quichua 
language does not have a word meaning “art” or “artist.” Rather, they refer to these women with words like 
“knowledgeable creator.” This is partly because a woman’s skill in pottery is a way of displaying her 
knowledge of the folklore and belief system of her people.[3]  
 
It is in preparation for festivals and celebrations that women create their most decorative, creative, and 
“knowledgeable” ceramic pieces. As a festival approaches, a woman “draws on her deep cultural heritage, 
her ecological knowledge, and her personal observations to recreate ancient images for this present 
event.”[6] She creates special multi-colored effigy jars and bowls from which people can drink aswa and 
villinu. Aswa is the major staple of the Canelos Quichua diet, and is made from the manioc plant. Villinu is 
an alcoholic drink made especially for festivals, prepared from manioc root and a special native species of 
fungus. Women make these serving pottery figurines to “represent ancient mythical and spiritual beings 
that remind everyone of their shared ancestral roots.”[7] These can take the form of wildlife or personified 
spirits. For example, in ancient times monkeys held their own festivals in the tree tops where they drank 
from natural cups like nuts and pods. With this in mind, some women make serving vessels in the form of 
nuts and pods, “thereby integrating mythical nature with contemporary depictions of foreign intrusion.”[8] 
Women sometimes incorporate even more blatant images of the changing world around them by crafting 
drinking vessels in forms like a petroleum engineer riding in his motor boat.[9] 
 
Important Mythology 
The festival is a time when all the spirits and souls, or supai, in the complicated Canelos Quichua folklore 
pantheon are thought to exist in the present. Spirits may appear as animals, humans, or demons. Amasanga 
is the spirit shaman of the rain forest and all other spirits and beings are a part of him. He mainly oversees 
human interaction with the forest, especially hunting.  Dressed in iridescent robes of blue-black, Amasanga 
carries a blowgun and quiver, sits on a tortoise as his shamanistic “seat of power,” and is accompanied by a 
loyal bushdog as he walks along the tree limbs.[12] When he takes the shape of an animal, he becomes the 
black jaguar. Nunghui is Amasanga’s wife, the spirit of the soil and pottery, and takes the form of a 
harmless brown snake.[13] 
 
Hurihuri supai is another important spirit – the spirit of the machin runa, or foreign ‘monkey people.’ The 
Canelos Quichua people believe that all monkeys have human souls, and that foreigners have poorly 
developed souls that always seek to dominate, similar to the souls of monkeys.[14] Hurihuri is a dangerous 
and domineering brown, furry spirit.[15] It has two faces that are both male and female. With its front face 
it eats monkeys, just as humans do, and with its back face it eats people, so hunters must watch out for 
it.[16] 
 
One of the most important folktales of the Canelos Quichua culture is that of the beautiful red and black 
women. At the beginning of time, the foreign monkey person tricked these two women and ensnared them 



in spiny bamboo in the forest. The women cried for help, and several different birds of the forest tried to 
free them, but none succeeded. Finally the toucan succeeded in releasing the women, and in thanks, they 
blew on him and gave him his colored feathers. Then they blew on the foreign monkey person and turned 
him into the monkey of today. They turned themselves into the two trees that produce the red and black 
dies that the Canelos Quichua people use in their decoration. By freeing the two women, the toucan 
allowed them to create beauty in culture and nature.[17] 
 
Shamanism 
The Canelos Quichua also have a long tradition of male shamanism. During typical rituals, the shaman will 
share a special hallucinogenic drink brewed from a plant called “soul vine” with the participants and 
witnesses of the ritual (all men except for a couple serving women who are usually relatives of the 
shaman). As the drug starts to take effect, the men continue to chat as if nothing were different, and 
eventually the shaman will turn his attention to his patient or his task at hand.[18] The drink serves to 
clarify the shaman’s vision and to allow him to visit supai on their seats of power and to receive supai on 
his. Canelos Quichua shamans sit on a stool carved to look like a water turtle, representing the seat of 
power of Sungui, the first shaman and the spirit master of the water domain.[19] 
 
Shamans come in various specialties and power levels, but one power all shamen have is to regurgitate 
their putan supai, small helpful bee spirits that everyone has in his or her stomach. These putan supai bring 
dreams and link their owner with Amasanga and Nunghui. Shaman have a large number of putan supai in 
their stomachs that they have accumulated over the years. To become a shaman then, a man must buy some 
putan supai from an existing shaman, accumulate a few in his stomach, and eventually they will become 
more accustomed to his soul. When that happens, he can begin training with the shaman. Eventually he 
must fast and follow a strict diet of plantains for weeks or months, at the end of which he goes into a deep 
sleep. While he sleeps, his putan supai come out of his stomach matured into a shaman’s magical darts. 
When he wakes, he must pass the test of resisting the strong urge to blow these darts at people he envies. If 
he successfully resists the urge, he swallows them again, and becomes a healing shaman.[20] 
 
New Ethnic Art 
As the Canelos Quichua people have come into growing contact with the outside world, they have 
developed a newer art form that helps them maintain financial independence. Men have always used wood 
to make practical tools and household items, but now they are making “tourist art” in the form of brightly 
painted carvings of rainforest birds and animals.[21] 
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