
Inka Pilgrimage: Hidden Treasures of Pachamama 

Ch. 5 – Quito and the Pyramids of Cochasqui 

Legend tells that many, many years ago, on a clear night, the inhabitants of the 

town of Cochasquí (“Lake of the Stars”) saw a falling star. They were frightened and 

raced to the palace to tell their King about this happening. The King, who was also a 

priest and a shaman, requested that they calm down and be patient. He was to arrange 

things with the gods. He took a glass of chicha (a beverage made from different maize 

species) in his hands and recited a magic spell. He drank until he fell into a deep sleep. 

When he woke, the King gathered the people from the community to share his 

vision. "The gods are not angry at us," he said, "But they want us to leave this place 

and go to a richer, fertile, more beautiful land. We are to follow the signal of this 

falling star. Wherever it falls, we must found our new city." 

They followed the trace of the star until they reached the foot of the Pichincha 

volcano. That was the place where they founded their new city. They built their huts, 

planted their crops and built temples for the Sun and Moon. That was the beginning of 

what is now the city of Quito. 

 

Quito City Legend 

 

You never know what to expect when you cross the border of another country. A 

journey entails many unexpected happenings and experiences. A pilgrimage pertains 

mainly to the heart and soul’s response to the energies or sacredness of places and 

events that are encountered along the way. Crossing a border is where the journey of 

unexpected happenings and the pilgrimage of the heart and soul get a reality check. 

When you leave one world and enter another world, you have to submit to an entirely 

new set of rules and regulations. An inner anxiety of the heart projects a worrisome 

outcome that something bad might happen, and you might not be allowed to cross over 

to the other side. The positive aspect of the mind fights that inner fear and stays 

confident of a favorable outcome. A sign at the border to Ecuador encouraged a positive 

frame of mind: “Feliz Estadia” (Stay Happy). 

We were bombarded by the money changers at the border. All of a sudden we 

needed to know the difference in the exchange rate between the Colombian pesos and 

the currency of Ecuador. The great surprise for me was that Ecuador had switched to 

the currency of the United States in 2000. In a moment’s heartbeat, I felt as if I was 

thrust back to the 1960’s, and I was holding silver 50-cent coins that I had not seen in 

decades. Then there was the ordeal of getting off the bus and walking through customs 

with our bags and suitcases, filling out papers, paying fees, and a bureaucratic obstacle 

course that needed to be followed in order to gain access to that final stamp of approval 
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on the passport. Then, and only then, were we permitted to board the same bus on the 

Ecuadorian side of the border. As we passed under the huge sign with the yellow (sun), 

blue (sky / ocean), and red (blood of heroes) colors of Ecuador, we read the words 

“Bienvenido” (welcome) with a deep sigh of relief. We had crossed the proverbial river 

Styx and were on our way to the promised land of Ecuador, the land of the Equator. 

Fortunately, this time we had crossed the border without any complications. Next time, 

fate might not be so kind to us. 

  

The sky turned dark as we proceeded on our 130 kilometers (80 miles) journey 

from Ipiales to Quito, the capital of Ecuador. We would be traveling on a night bus 

again in order to save time and money. We would sleep in the bus instead of in a hotel. 

When we arrived at our destination, we would be able to find a hotel, leave our bags, 

and tour the city. 

“I found a decent hotel for us to stay at in Quito,” said Susie when we arrived at 

our destination. “It’s close to the city center. It’s called L’Auberge Inn.” 

Susie knew how to utilize the information in the guide book to find a hotel that 

suited her budget-minded father. I was pleased with her ability – it was a knack that 

came from her experience in traveling and staying at affordable hostels. 

The taxi from the bus station drove us through the second highest capital in the 

world – 2,800 meters (9,200 feet) or almost two miles high. 

“The city of Quito is 40 kilometers long (25 miles) and 5 kilometers (3 miles) 

wide,” informed the taxi driver. He was happy to know that Susie was fluent in Spanish, 

and he had a good conversation with her as we drove through the city that was built on 

a long plateau that was flanked by volcanoes. 

We didn’t waste any time in setting out for the nearest hill near our hotel to get a 

good view of the city that took its name from the Quitus tribe that originally inhabited 
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the long strip of land. The Itchimbia Park, on the eastern side of the historical center, 

overlooked the city in a sweeping panorama from south to north. 

 

To the south (left) was the hill known as El Panecillo (“little loaf of bread” in 

Spanish). Straight ahead to the west was Cruz Loma (“Cross Hill”), which was on the 

east side of Pichincha Volcano. In the foreground, below Cruz Loma, was the Basilica 

del Voto Nacional. 

 
Panoramic 

To the north was a panoramic view that extended past the airport. Northward 

about 25 kilometers (16 miles) was Mitad del Mundo (“Middle of the World”), where 

a monument marked the Earth’s Equator (zero degrees latitude). In the distant northeast 

was the mountainous region where the snow-capped Volcan Cayambe and the Pyramids 

of Cochasqui were located. That was where we were headed tomorrow. 
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Panoramic 

I focused my camera on something I saw on Panecillo Hill. When I zoomed in, I 

could see a winged angelic being on top of a pedestal. 

“Looks like the guardian of the city,” I commented as I directed Susie’s attention 

to the hill and the statue. “Something like the white statue we saw on Guadalupe Hill in 

Bogota.” 

“According to what I remember from the last time I was here, it is the Virgin 

Mary,” remarked Susie. 

Not only was it the Virgin Mary, or the “Virgin of Quito,” as I learned later, but 

she was also the World Mother (Pachamama). According to a bronze nameplate affixed 

to the 41 meters (135 feet) aluminum monument, she was the “Woman of the 

Apocalypse” who was the subject of the 12th chapter in the Book of Revelation: 

“And there appeared a great wonder in heaven; a woman clothed with the sun, and 

the moon under her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve stars.” (12:1) “And to 

the woman were given two wings of a great eagle.” (12:14) 

 

Two images flashed in my mind: the image of the two-winged caduceus with the 

positive (sun) and negative (moon) snakes (currents) encircling a rod (spine), and the 

image of the kundalini with the coiled serpent power (or great red dragon) coiled three 
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and a half times at the base of the spine and rising up the seven centers of the spine to 

the birth of the man-child (higher consciousness) in the mind. The Andean concept of 

the winged condor (the celestial world) and the serpent (terrestrial world) was another 

way of explaining the creative energy force of the universe (Pachamama) as she united 

with the two-winged nervous system in the body (sympathetic and parasympathetic, or 

Ida and Pingala) – the lower world uniting with the higher world. Pachamama (“La 

Virgen Alada de Quito” or Winged Virgin of Quito) was the Queen of Heaven (her 

crown of 12 stars) and Earth (the globe under her feet). The fact that she was also 

standing on the dragon or serpent (serpent power) was a sign that she ruled the creative 

energy of the universe. 

“I sure would love to see that statue up close,” I said after viewing the picture I 

took of the World Mother again in the zoom mode. 

“Dad, you know I don’t want to walk too much,” apologized Susie. “My foot still 

hurts, and the toe is swollen.” 

I understood and sympathized with her predicament. I also knew it was imperative 

for her toe to heal completely so we could walk the Inka Trail together. I would have to 

relinquish my desire to see the Winged Virgin this time around. 

After we descended from Itchimiba Hill, we headed in the direction of the basilica. 

I kept looking at the Winged Virgin whenever the Panecillo Hill came into view. Later 

I found out that there was a temple of the sun on that hill, and a temple of the moon on 

the hill of San Juan near the basilica. That was a typical arrangement for Mesoamerican 

temples, like the ones I had seen at Teotihuacan in Mexico and at Tikal in Guatemala. 

I could imagine the sun god (called Yavirac) in the center of Quito. I could also see that 

temple as the heart of the city – or as it was called in ancient times, “Shungo-Loma” 

(Hill of the Heart). According to one source that I read, the word Quito signified the 

center of the world (“Qui” = center, “to” = of the world). 

Alameda Park was on our way to the basilica. The triangular-shaped park looked 

inviting, a place to relax and rest our feet. The statue at the southern edge of the park 

was an amazing equestrian monument memorializing the memory of Simon Bolivar, 

the “Liberator of America” from the yoke of the Spanish Empire. The majestic 

monument depicted the leader on the horse seemingly leaping out of the top of a rock 

carving that showed a relief of the people of Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Colombia, and 

Venezuela climbing upwards to the same heights of freedom as Simon Bolivar was 

leading them towards (independence). A fountain of water flowed at the base of the 

monument. 



 

The Basilica del Voto Nacional (Basilica of the National Vow) rose towards the 

blue sky right before our eyes as we walked away from the park. Even though we were 

ascending only a small hill, I began to feel the effect of the high altitude of the city 

itself, and my breathing became more labored, my heart beat faster, and a lightheaded 

feeling entered my mind. I felt the need to take slow, deep yoga breaths in order to send 

more oxygenated blood from my heart to my brain. 

The Gothic basilica – sometimes called the Basilica de San Juan – looked like a 

gigantic gray stone monolith carved into a medieval design that incorporated the 

strength of a fortress, the majesty of a castle, the royalty of a palace, and the sacredness 

of a cathedral. We approached the east entrance, the side facing Venezuela Street and 

the Plaza de la Basilica. I had wondered why the official name of the Basilica del Voto 

National (Basilica of the National Vow) had to do with a national vow – and what that 

vow was all about. I found out that it had to do with the consecration of the Republic of 

Ecuador to the Sacred Heart of Jesus during the presidency of the Catholic president, 

Gabriel Garcia Moreno, a contemporary of Abraham Lincoln. Both presidents 

unfortunately met the same fate – at the hands of an assassin. When the idea was 

proposed to build a monument as a perpetual remembrance of that consecration to the 

Sacred Heart, the idea turned into a religious commitment that produced a Roman 

Catholic church of incredible beauty. 

I stopped to look at the bronze doors to the right of the east entrance. The doors 

portrayed a scene where a lame man came to Jesus the Healer for help. Jesus was shown 

reaching out with both of his hands to help the lame man walk again. This was an 

example of the compassionate Sagrado Corazon (Sacred Heart) of Jesus. I was also 

reminded of the saying, “Inasmuch as you have done it unto one of the least of these 

my brethren, you have done it unto me.” Above the door, the top panel of the tympanum 

showed Christ as the Good Shepherd who cares for his sheep. Below the tympanum 

was an advertisement draped above the door: “Peregrinacion a Tierra Santa” 

(Pilgrimage to the Holy Land). Standing in front of the architectural and ecclesiastical 

wonder of the world made me feel like I was indeed on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. 
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The architectural design of the Romanesque-Gothic building – which had a long 

history of development from Roman times through medieval and renaissance times – 

had the classical features of the pointed arch, which was evident in the roof structure, 

and the flying buttresses, which supported the walls of the central nave. The vertical 

design was based on an ecclesiastical principle – to point the churchgoer heavenward. 

The combination of a tower (symbolizing the strength of the Lord) and a spire (directing 

a devotee’s aspiration to heaven) formed the façade and the entrance to the inner 

sanctuary. The church always had to have preeminence over the state by making sure 

the uppermost point of a spire, pinnacle, or cross on a church was higher than any other 

man-made point in the city. 

When we came close to the basilica, we could see what the guide book told us to 

look for – the unique gargoyles (or grotesques) that usually were placed on church 

buildings to scare off evil or harmful spirits, or to place the fear of God into parishioners, 

as I thought. These grotesques did not look like they were used as waterspouts, like the 

gargoyles on medieval churches. These gargoyles were indigenous animals. They 

represented the fauna of Ecuador: animals of the Amazon basin, the Ecuadorian coast, 

and the Galapagos Islands. 

“Look, Susie, we didn’t have to go to the Galapagos Islands to see the giant 

tortoises, turtles, iguanas, and porpoises,” I said as I located the stone images jutting 

out of the sides of the pillars above the stained-glass windows. I realized the trip to see 

Darwin’s famed islands that led to his theory of evolution by natural selection would 

be too expensive for the two of us. 

“Yes, I see them,” said Susie, realizing that her naturalist dreams would have to 

wait for another trip. “I can see monkeys, pumas, and condors over here.” 
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We walked to various sections of the basilica to see if we could identify other 

creatures. We saw a variety of birds, one of which looked like the albatross. There were 

armadillos, anteaters, penguins, and spiny-tailed iguanas. It was a fun game to try to 

identify the indigenous animals of Ecuador. Some of them – to my mind – had 

symbolical significance to Andean cosmology, like the puma and the condor. Also, they 

were all creatures of Pachamama, the earth mother. 

  

Our next step was to go inside the grand basilica, which some say is modeled on 

the world-renowned Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris. There was no way I could compare 

the two since I had not personally seen the cathedral in Paris. So I was content to have 

at least seen, what I considered to be, the most fantastic Gothic cathedral in the world. 

However, what I had seen at the Sanctuary of Las Lajas was also spectacular. 

The southern façade of the basilica faced in the direction of the Virgin of Quito 

on Panecillo Hill. The Sacred Heart of Jesus (at the north end of the old city) and the 

Lady of the Apocalypse (at the south end of the old city) were connected by Garcia 

Moreno Avenue, named after President Gabriel Garcia Moreno, who consecrated 

Ecuador to the Sacred Heart. Ironically, the old name of Panecillo Hill was “Hill of the 

Heart,” and it was a temple of the sun, whereas the basilica on San Juan hill was built 

on or near the temple of the moon. Coincidence or sacred geography? To me, it seemed 

that a sacred site was a sacred site, no matter whether an indigenous temple of the sun 

stood on it or the Virgin of Quito stood on it. 

The first thing I noticed about the façade of the basilica was that it had a blue heart 

shape above the main portal, which was flanked by doors to the left and right sides. 

There was a statue of someone standing on a pillar below the heart. As I came closer to 

find out who the statue was, I was amazed to see that the statue represented the likeness 

of Pope John Paul II in his prime. He had his hands raised upward and outward as if he 

was blessing the people who came to the basilica. To me, seeing Pope John Paul was 

like a darshan (holy sighting), for I had always admired him as a man who spread the 

message of “Good Will to All” around the world. I paid homage to the sacred image as 

I would to the murti (sacred likeness) of a saint. Later I learned that Pope John Paul had 
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blessed the basilica during his visit in 1985. And from my understanding of Catholic 

church canonical law, the Pope (or Holy Father) officially designates a church as a 

basilica, a distinction usually reserved for buildings of special spiritual, historical, and 

architectural significance. 

As I walked through the main portal, I glanced up at the equal-armed (four 

directional) cross above the blue heart, which I noticed was like a mirror that reflected 

the blue sky and a couple of white clouds. There was a portrayal of the baptism of Jesus 

by John the Baptist (San Juan) to the right of the heart. The closed doors (possibly the 

holy doors of a basilica) on the left side of the main portal also had a baptism scene – a 

baby was brought to the church to be baptized into the fold at a baptismal font. The 

open doors I walked past had a scene with a Spanish conquistador, a couple of Catholic 

priests, and two indigenous people. Small designs of the sacred heart were placed on 

top of all the bronze doors. 

  

When I entered the basilica and saw the long nave (main section) and the ribbed 

vault (of the ceiling), I felt as if I had entered a heavenly realm. That, after all, was the 

intention of sacred architecture – to make the pilgrim or participant feel like he was 

returning to his heavenly abode. The interior of the Gothic basilica was like a 

microcosm of the length and breadth and height and depth of the universe – or in this 

case the Sacred Heart or Love of God. That love and compassion stretched in all 

directions, as symbolized by the four-directional cross. It reached to the heights of the 

heavens as one looked up at the vertical pillars that ended in ribbed vaults. Light 

streamed through the stained glass windows, brightening the path of the pilgrim as he 

or she was drawn horizontally towards the altar, where the Sagrado Corazon (Sacred 

Heart) was enshrined. I wanted to walk up to the front to take a closer look at the Sacred 

Heart and the statue of the Virgin Mary in her blue and white garments, but there was 
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a mass (service) in progress. So I looked and beheld the sacred vision from afar, just 

like the fourteen statues of apostles and evangelists that lined the walls above the pews. 

Standing within the central body of the majestic temple that measured 140 meters 

(460 feet) in length, 35 meters (115 feet) in width, and 30 meters (98 feet) in height 

made me feel small and insignificant – like a small speck in a large universe. And yet, 

by meditating on the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and the Sacred Heart of Mary, I was able 

to tap into the love and compassion that existed within the heart chakra (center) of every 

human being. The heart was the center of our being, the center of our universe, and it 

was constantly beating with the loving energy that proceeded from the heart of Father 

Sky (Jesus or God), the heart of Mother Earth (Virgin Mary or Pachamama), and the 

heart of our Galactic Center. 

Before I walked out of the basilica with a peaceful heart and a heart that had been 

transformed by love, I glanced up at the stained glass windows of scenes from the life 

of Christ. The one that I liked best was the scene of the Last Supper. To me it signified 

that we were all partaking in the mysteries of life (bread of life) as we traveled through 

the twelve signs (12 disciples) of the zodiac. 

  

Afterwards, we descended into the catacombs. We had another choice – to climb 

hundreds of steps to the Bell Tower of the basilica. However, Susie declined because 

of her foot. 

“Dad, we can get a better view of the entire city from Cruz Loma this evening,” 

rationalized Susie. She was already thinking ahead to the schedule she had made in her 

head for what she thought I would love to see. 

http://wigowsky.com/travels/inca/ecu/1f.jpg
http://wigowsky.com/travels/inca/ecu/1g.jpg


So we descended into the catacombs, into the depths of the basilica where a low 

arched passageway led to various sections of a vast underground mausoleum. There 

were small chapels for meditation and contemplation on the mysteries of life and death. 

 

We did not stay long in the catacombs. Life beckoned us to continue on our 

pilgrimage. We walked down the hill, down Garcia Moreno Avenue, to the Plaza 

Grande (or Plaza de la Independencia) in the heart of the old historical center of the 

city. Garcia Moreno Avenue, I was told, was the pre-Columbian road that connected 

the Panecillo and San Juan hills; it was called the “Street of Seven Crosses” by the 

Spanish in recognition of their own religious buildings. My thoughts were still 

reminiscing about the days when the temples of the sun and moon stood gloriously at 

each end of the long avenue. 

We finally arrived at the center. The central square, Plaza Grande or Independence 

Square, was the heart of the old city, where streams of people flowed in and out. This 

was where you could get the pulse of the city and see the faces of a multitude of bygone 

eras and civilizations. At the center of the Big (two acre) Square, which was entirely set 

aside as a pedestrian walking area, was the tall monument dedicated to the patriots who 

began the fight for Ecuador’s independence from Spain in 1809. In the background, 

toward the south, was the white cathedral, and farther to the southwest was the hill 

where the decisive Battle of Pichincha took place in 1822 for independence from the 

Spanish Empire. 
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The Independence Monument was a spectacular neo-classical work with a four-

columned pillar that reached towards the heights of man’s eternal aspiration for freedom 

and liberty. Lady Liberty crowned the majestic column with a laurel wreath of victory 

on her head, a bundle of rods (fasces, emblem of republican dignity) that symbolized 

strength in unity in her left hand, and the torch of freedom and hope for the future raised 

aloft in her right hand. Lady Liberty was standing on a globe, just like the Virgin of 

Quito. At the bottom of the column, a triumphant Andean condor of celestial might held 

the broken chain of enslavement in his mighty claws, symbolizing that the colonial yoke 

of the Spanish Empire had been vanquished. 

Susie and I posed for a picture at the bottom of the four-sided pedestal, where the 

king lion of Spanish dominance was seen limping away from the former glory of its 

colonies in South America. And yet, behind the Independence Monument was a 

monument of Spain’s former glory embodied in its ecclesiastic power that remained on 

the soil of its former colonies – the White Cathedral. 

  

We took a break in the plaza, watching the local people (Quitenos) as they 

leisurely enjoyed strolling through the plaza, people watching, and socializing. Then 

we ventured onward to see more of the old historical city that had been declared a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1978 for being the best preserved historical center in 

Latin America. 

My penchant for church architecture and symbolism caused me to always keep an 

eye out for interesting or unusual features, like bronze doors to church entrances. One 

of those doors was of the two founders of Christianity who were usually joined together 

– Saint Peter and Saint Paul – with the symbolical gold (sun) and silver (moon) keys of 

the kingdom in Peter’s hands and the symbolical sword (of wisdom) and book (of life) 

in Paul’s hands. 
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Susie’s affinity was for the theater, the arts, and the progressive movements of 

indigenous people. When she spotted a view of something that intrigued her, she would 

ask for my camera so she could add her perspective to our trip together. One of those 

pictures was a view of the Bolivar theater that represented the socio-cultural center of 

the city. 

  

Something that both of us shared was the love of Andean music. We stopped to 

listen to a group of street musicians who played the wind instruments that were music 

to my ears. A crowd of people made a semi-circle around the performers, who played, 

sang, danced, and sold CDs of their music. I bought a CD. The group went by the name 

Wayrapac, and they were from the Imbabura province of Ecuador. I loved their colorful 

indigenous costumes. Later, after listening to the CD, I found out that their music was 

almost identical to the music and singing of a popular Andean group called Alborada. I 

concluded that the street musicians (Wayrapac) were good impersonators. 

  

(Wayrapac video) 

La Iglesia de la Compania de Jesus (The Church of the Society of Jesus) was our 

next stop along the way. The first thing I noticed about the façade of the Jesuit (Jesus 
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Society) church was the symmetrical arrangement of three serpentine columns on each 

side of the front entrance. The image of the serpent spiraling around a tree in the biblical 

account of Eve and the Garden of Eden came to mind. That serpentine column – along 

with all the World Tree stories – represented the same divine feminine energy that 

flowed through the spinal column of the human kundalini (serpentine creative force in 

the spine). Three columns to me signified the solar (ida) and lunar (pingala) and central 

(sushumna) that together formed the central nervous system. 

 

The second thing I noticed about the façade was a sacred heart (to the right of the 

entrance) and a statue of the Jesuit patroness, Madonna Della Strada (Our Lady of the 

Way), above the door. There were words inscribed in the gray stone below the statue: 

“Tota pulchra es et macula non est in te” (You are entirely fair, and there is no stain of 

sin in you). On top of the ornate, baroque-style, façade was an inscription within a 

scalloped shell design: “Divo Parenti IGNATIO Sacrum” (Divine Founder Saint 

Ignatius), referring to the founder of the religious order, St. Ignatius of Loyola. 

Inside the church was a large painting of the Last Judgment. The painting by 

Miguel de Santiago, of the 17th century Quito School of Art, encompassed a 

hierarchical vision of Judgment Day. There was Christ at the apex with Mother Mary 

on his right hand interceding for the souls of men. An angel was sounding the trumpet 

at the base of an uplifted Latin cross. Two groups of people were sitting on clouds in 

the heavens, and a third group seemed to be ushered onto an ascending cloud by an 

angel in white. A fourth group of people appeared to be falling into a hellish chasm. 

The last group of people at the bottom of the awe-inspiring, and fear-inspiring, painting 

was a contemporary portrayal of people from all walks of life looking up at the heavenly 

realm and anxiously awaiting their fate. 

We walked away from the painting with a sense of foreboding in our hearts and 

minds. The church always wanted to make people think of their ultimate fate: Where 

will you go when you die? The uncertainty of an afterlife left the unbeliever and 

agnostic in a frame of mind that was more concerned with the here and now. Others, 

who believed in an afterlife, didn’t necessarily subscribe to the Catholic version or 
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perception of the other side. Nevertheless, the painting made the beholder think about 

the concept of a judgment day and an afterlife. 

Past the painting was the golden interior of a heavenly city of gold – literally – 

where everything seemed to be gilded with 23 carat-leaf gold. The altar, with its 

serpentine columns, seemed to gleam with the brilliance of a golden sun. The trinity 

was represented at the upper central panel by a vertical arrangement from top to bottom 

of a dove (Holy Spirit), a bearded Heavenly Father, and a Divine Child flanked by Mary 

and Joseph. Looking at everything inside the scintillating interior made me marvel at 

the seven tons of gold that was used to create the golden impression of a heavenly city. 

And it made me wonder if it was the gold that was taken from the Incas when the 

Spanish arrived. 

  

Right around the corner from the Jesuit church was the Plaza de San Francisco, 

which in pre-Columbian times was a marketplace. The Franciscan church and 

monastery stood within the plaza. Behind the church was the hill of El Panecillo, on 

which the Virgin of Quito stood and looked upon the city. We were told that the site of 

Inca Huayna Capac’s palace stood where the church and monastery now stood. I 

wondered if the Spanish took the stones from the palace and built the church and 

monastery out of those stones. We went inside and saw that there was a service going 

on. We stood and listened, and looked at the artwork. 
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The artwork that impressed me most was near the exit. It was a large painting of 

Jesus driving the merchants out of the temple. There seemed to be a hidden message in 

putting such a painting in a church that stood alongside a pre-Columbian marketplace. 

 

There was one last place Susie wanted to show me. It was a small Tianguez 

(“market”) Museum Shop within the walls of the church to the right of the front 

entrance. Susie loved this place because of its ethnic art. I loved the model of what 

looked like a royal princess or queen with a plumed headdress and an embroidered 

apron with indigenous designs. There was an interesting display of painted wooden 

masks from the village of Tigua in the Cotopaxi province. 
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Susie was done with walking for the day. Her foot was starting to bother her, and 

she had a noticeable limp. From now on we would either have to use public 

transportation or a taxi. 

The Museo Nacional del Banco Central del Ecuador (the Central Bank National 

Museum) was in Parque El Arbolito in the new city section of Quito, so we took public 

transportation. The Hall of Archaeology was the most impressive, and I found the 

exhibits about the successive cultures from 12000 BC to 1534 AD very informative and 

educational. These cultures were the roots and origins of the present country. Lucky for 

me, there was an English translation for each exhibit. 

The first exhibit talked about the so-called Formative Period (4000 – 300 BC):  

“The first permanent and organized settlements were established in Ecuadorian 

territory approximately six thousand years ago. The Valdivia culture provides examples 

of villages accommodating large oval-shaped huts arranged around broad open spaces 

or plazas that had a ceremonial or public purpose and were associated with special 

constructions for ritual usage.   

For the first time there appeared a stable and complex type of agriculture that was the 

basis of subsistence for the entire population. Surrounding the village were crops 

cultivated according to slash and burn techniques.  

Pottery-making, both for domestic and ceremonial use, began during this period. This 

craft reached a high artistic and technological level of development during the 

Chorrera culture.   

Demand of exotic products for ceremonial reasons and for personal prestige lead to 

the establishment of trade routes by land and sea.” 

The second exhibit was called the Period of Regional Development, and it lasted 

about a thousand years (from 300 BC to 700 AD):   
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Society began to be considerably hierarchized. The dominant minorities based their 

power on controlling worship and the major ceremonial centers and monopolizing the 

trade of exotic products to great distances.   

Ample assembling points comprising a multitude of “tolas” or earth pyramids were 

constructed on which sumptuous temples were built. Perishable materials, especially 

wood, were used to build them. Nothing remains today except a partial depiction 

provided by some poorly preserved ceramic maquettes. Multitudes attended these 

ceremonial places to worship their gods and bury their dead.   

They constituted great centers for handcrafts and for artistic production of objects of 

adornment for ceremonial and funeral purposes. Many metals such as gold, silver, 

platinum and copper were used and a number of alloys and processes were known.  

In addition to magnificent ceramic vessels for ceremonial or domestic use, a variety of 

artistic representations of people, animals, plants and mythical beings were crafted. 

Some of these representations served as objects of worship but most of them were votive 

offerings to the divinities for certain favors. 

  

The third period was called the Period of Integration (700 – 1460 AD):  

The direction of the society tended to be concentrated in one single individual, the 

“curaca” or great lord. This personage took possession of a great part of the surplus 

generated by the community and held the supreme power. Lords of inferior rank in 

charge of minor groups were often subordinated to a superior lord or “hatun curaca.”  

All the individuals in the group were obliged to contribute their personal efforts to 

cultivate the lord’s fields and to carry out community activities under his direction. In 

turn, the “curaca” returned the favor by organizing public festivities and banquets and 

distributing exotic gifts among them. These items originated from barters in remote 

regions carried out by a specialized caste of traders: the “mindalaes”.   

Substantial demographic growth followed owing to the abundant agricultural 
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production resulting from the construction of irrigation systems based on ditches and 

earthworks and extensive areas of cultivation with “camellones” or artificial troughs. 

  

The fourth period was the Inca period (1460 – 1534), which lasted until the 

Spanish arrived. This was the rule of the Incas and their Sun-god (INTI). 

The solar gold mask was used before the Incas consolidated previous civilizations, 

cultures, and tribes under the banner of the Inka Empire. Chiefs wore the mask to 

display their divine power. The serpentine (solar rays) of the mask were from the Tolita 

culture: “Mascara con rayos de Serpiente, Cultura La Tolita” (350 a.C. – 400 a.C.). 

  

One display was noteworthy for me. It was a display of prints from the manuscript 

and drawings of a native Andean named Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala. I recognized 

his drawings because I had seen his work on the internet: (The Guaman Poma Website). 

I had even bought an abridged version of the book that he wrote in 1615: “The First 
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New Chronicle and Good Government” (selected, translated, and annotated by David 

Frye). Poma was adept at describing and drawing descriptive sketches of the pre-

conquest Andean culture, Inca history, and colonial Spanish rule. I recognized two of 

the drawings – the middle and right drawings – which portrayed the month of February 

(Paucar Yanai), where sacrifices of gold and silver were brought during the wet season, 

and the month of June (Haucai Cusqui), where there was a rest from harvest and the 

festival Inti-Raymi was celebrated in honor of the sun. 

 

“I think we have time for one more museum,” said Susie as we hurried through 

the colonial and contemporary sections of the large National Museum. “I really wanted 

to see the Oswaldo Guayasamin museum last time I was here, but I didn’t. Can we take 

a taxi there?” 

Susie knew it would take a while to get there using the public transport system, 

and we might have to walk part of the way to the museum. So we took a speedy taxi to 

the Capilla del Hombre (Chapel of Man) in the Bellavista (“beautiful view”) 

neighborhood near the Metropolitan Park. 

The pyramid-shaped truncated cone on top of the cube-shaped museum 

overlooked the city from the northeast. There were several stark-colored murals of the 

renowned Ecuadorian artist’s work in the courtyard. A couple of Oswaldo 

Guayasamin’s quotes introduced the viewer to the artist’s philosophy of painting and 

to the subject of those murals in the courtyard:  

(1) “Mi arte es una forma de oracion, al mismo tiempo que de grito . . . y la mas alta 

consecuencia del amor y la soledad. My art is a way of praying, and to scream at the 

same time . . . and the greatest consequence of love and solitude.”  

(2) “Los Pichinchas son puramente expresion de mi estado de animo; asi solen un 

Quito rosado, lleno de luz; a veces un Quito negro, una rojo, o ese Quito desde donde 

se derrama el rojo hasta ebajo." The Pinchincha mountains are a pure expression of 

my mood; in that way they appear in a Quito roseate, filled with light; sometimes Quito 

in black or red or Quito is like this where from the red color regorge until the bottom.” 
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Guayasamin’s expressionistic style showed his birthplace of Quito as he felt it, 

complete with an active Pichincha Volcano that loomed above the city. 

  

Before we entered the museum, I wanted to take a second look at a Maya statue 

that was set up along a walkway near the courtyard. I thought it was the popular Stela 

A of Eighteen Rabbit (13th ruler of Copan) that I had seen at the Great Plaza in Copan, 

and I wanted to take a picture of it for verification. Sure enough, I had written about it 

in my book about the Maya Pilgrimage that I went on to Guatemala and Honduras: 

Stela A, Great Plaza Perhaps the most popular stela in Copan, the elegant carving of 

Stela A is one of the best examples of the beautiful sculptural style for which Copan is 

understandably famous. Dedicated on 9.15.0.3.0 12 Ajaw 13 Mac or AD 731, it portrays 

the 13th ruler, Waxaklajun Ubaah K’awiil carrying a two-headed centipede bar that is 

symbolically giving birth to sun deities. In his headdress is a woven mat design with 

four centipedes in its corners. This design is like the solar disk in which Waxaklajun 

ubaah K’awiil’s is represented in a central position in relation to the sun and the four 

cardinal points. Small figures that crouch at his feet and in his headdress seem to 

represent the sun at different stages of its daily and yearly cycles.(p. 78) 
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The plaque at the bottom of Stela A from Copan explained how the Maya statue 

came to the Chapel of Man:  

Estela de Copan. Testimonio de la cultura Maya, donada por el Gobierno de Honduras 

para “La Capilla del Hombre” creacion del immortal maestro Oswaldo Guayasamin. 

Gracias a la Gestion del Dr. jose Ignacio Jijon Freile, Embajador del Ecuador en 

Honduras. 

Stela of Copan. Testimony of the Mayan culture, donated by the Government of 

Honduras for The Chapel of the Man, creation of the masterful immortal Oswaldo 

Guayasamin. Thanks to the Management of the Dr. Jose Ignacio Jijon Freile, 

Ambassador of Ecuador in Honduras. 

When we entered the Capilla del Hombre (Chapel of Man), I saw a spacious hall 

with paintings on the walls. After we paid our entrance fee, we were greeted by a young 

lady who introduced herself as Rosaura. She was going to be our guide. Susie was 

willing to translate what the Spanish-speaking guide said. I knew a lot would be lost in 

translation, but it was better than trying to decipher what the paintings were about all 

on my own. 

“The first wall you see to the left of the entrance is called the Rostros de America 

(Faces of America),” began Rosaura. “Oswaldo Guayasamin lived in a turbulent world 

of war and suffering and oppression. He wanted to build this Chapel of Man so 

humanity would see the suffering and cruelty caused by man. He hoped his paintings 

would help end injustice and brutality. This chapel was finished three years after his 

death in 1999.” 

I looked at the large, profound eyes and vivid facial features that spoke of the 

human condition. The faces seemed to ask for understanding and a compassionate 

response. Fear, anxiety, and despair were the emotions on those faces. The colors in the 

portraits silently spoke to the viewer that the people of Latin America – indigenous, 

mestizo, and Spanish – wanted to be treated as human beings. 

“The opposite wall to the right of the entrance has two murals,” explained 

Rosaura. “The mural on the left shows contorted faces and scary images of suffering; it 

represents the village of Lidice in Czechoslovakia that was destroyed by the Nazis. The 

mural next to it is the Mural de la Miseria (Misery). It shows the Indians, mestizos, and 

black people struggling side by side without being aware of each other’s suffering. 

Oswaldo Guayasamin could identify with their suffering because his father was 

indigenous and his mother was mestiza.” 



  

Rosaura led us up the stairs to the upper level to show us the cupola. From the 

railing we could look down on the lower level and see the Llama Eterna (Eternal Flame) 

that was lit in honor of the Guayasamin’s quest for peace and human rights. There was 

a saying that he loved to repeat: “Mantengan encendida una luz que siempre voy a 

volver” (Keep a light burning for I will always return). The saying was posted separately 

in the museum. It almost sounded like he believed in reincarnation. Either way, his 

memory would definitely live on. 

We could also see a large mural of a condor and a bull from the railing. The condor 

was on top of the bull, and the bull was brought down to his knees. The condor 

represented the victory of the South American people over the oppressors – the Spanish 

bull. 

  

“The cupola or dome painting represents humanity’s search for the light of 

liberty,” said Rosaura as she pointed to the skylight mural. “Guayasamin believed in 

equality and an end to all oppression, and the mural shows oppressed people reaching 

for the sun and for victory. He never was able to finish the mural because he died, so 

his son used the original sketch to complete the mural. We will see the sketch now.” 
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After viewing the sketch, we went to see the six panels of Los Mutilados (the 

Mutilated Ones) that showed dismembered bodies. They represented the horror of all 

wars. The six panels could be moved in four different positions to get different views 

of what the mutilated ones went through. 

“This painting of the woman whose hands seem to be frozen in time, and her eyes 

closed in death, is called El Mestizaje (of mixed heritage),” explained Rosaura. “The 

nightmarish images that Guayasamin painted were to point out the injustice of 

oppression of various ethnic groups.” 

  

Rosaura showed us a painting of Volcano Pichincha and the city of Quito, which 

seemed to be less gruesome than the ones we had seen. And then there was a pleasant 

painting showing the tenderness of La Familia (the Family). A mother was holding her 

child in the center of that painting. 
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Back down at the main level, Rosaura stopped to read a very touching statement 

made by Guayasamin:  

De pueblo en pueblo,de ciudad en ciudad fuimos testigos de la mas inmensa miseria: 

pueblos de barro negro, en tierra negra, con ninos embarrados de lodo negro; hombres 

y mujeres con rostros de piel quemada por el frio, donde las lagrimas estaban 

congeladas por siglos, hasta no saber si eran de sal o eran de piedra, musica de 

zamponas y rondadores que describen la inmensa soledad sin tiempo, sin dioses, sin 

sol, sin maiz, solamente el barro y el viento. Guayasamin 

 

Susie translated it as best as she could:  

In town after town, in city after city we were witnesses of the immense misery: towns 

of black clay, in black land, with muddy black mud; men and women with faces of skin 

burned by the cold, where their cry has been frozen for centuries, they know not if they 

were of salt or they were of stone, music of wind instruments and pipe flutes that 

describe the immense solitude without time, without God, without sun, without maize 

(corn), only the clay (mud) and the wind. 

“This painting is called Madre de la India,” said Rosaura as we came up to another 

nightmarish image. “Guayasamin painted a lot of paintings that expressed the pain and 
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misery that humanity went through. Some people call those paintings the Age of Wrath 

period of his life. Some people see Social Realism in those paintings.” 

When we returned to the altar of the Eternal Flame and the mural of the Condor 

and the Bull, I began to reflect on the century of world wars, and civil wars, and 

countless wars and genocides that had been perpetrated on humanity during 

Guayasamin’s lifetime from 1919 to 1999. No wonder he painted such stark images of 

apocalyptic judgment. His paintings expressed an inner pain and sadness of having lost 

friends in insurrections and political upheavals that swept through the entire world, 

including South America. The sacrifice was unbearable. 

  

We were nearing the end of our tour with Rosaura, and she led us to some of 

Guayasamin’s sculptures. 

“This sculpture made of indigenous material is called Mujer Pajar (Bird 

Woman),” said Rosaura. “It has a three-dimensional look, and it has the earthy harvest 

colors of yellow, green, red, and brown.” 

‘Pachamama’ – was the first thought that came to my mind when I saw the 

artwork. ‘The fertility goddess’ – was the second thought that penetrated my 

consciousness. What a concept – the union of the Andean condor (Father Sky) and the 

Earth Mother – created out of bits and pieces of earthy material. There was even a 

symbolic Tree of Life beside the maternal image, who appeared to be in the process of 

giving birth to a new humanity. I couldn’t help but think that the bird figure on top of 

the mother figure was a figurative representation of Guayasamin, whose name in 

Quechua meant “flight of the white bird.” 
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“This last sculpture is called Silla Mantena (Seat of the Mantena),” said Rosaura 

when we came to the cube-shaped sculpture with a red seat on top where the chief or 

shaman probably sat. “This four-sided creation was based on pre-Columbian 

indigenous civilizations and their belief systems. The Mantena civilization lived along 

the coast in Ecuador, and it is one of the oldest civilizations in Ecuador. You can see 

that they, along with most Andean cultures, believed in the double-headed serpent that 

you see encircling the sculpture from top to bottom. You have the Andean condor and 

the Greek or Egyptian sphinx, which represents the Andean world of the west and the 

world across the Atlantic Ocean. Here you have the Corn Goddess, with a head of corn, 

which represents the food and agriculture of Latin America. And on the other side you 

have the sun-god, and the chakana steps that symbolize the Andean three worlds.” 

  

There was so much more to the complex imagery on the Seat of the Mantena, but 

Rosaura wanted to show us the most important painting in the Chapel of Man – a self-

portrait of the master painter and sculptor, Oswaldo Guayasamin. 

“He did this self-portrait by standing in front of a mirror,” said Rosaura as she 

concluded the tour with us. 

Susie thanked Rosaura for her excellent tour, and then she asked several questions. 

One of the questions elicited a response that surprised both of us. 
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“Is the museum taken care of by the family of Oswaldo Guayasamin?” asked 

Susie. 

“Yes, we are all members of the Guayasamin family,” responded Rosaura frankly. 

“I am the grand-daughter, and this is my grand-father.” She proudly pointed to the self-

portrait of her grand-father. 

“Really?” I said in amazement. “Wow! This is such a privilege to have been given 

a tour by the great painter’s grand-daughter. May I take a picture of you and my 

daughter Susie beside the picture of your grand-father?” 

“Certainly,” replied Rosaura in her sweet voice. 

  

Rosaura told us that there was a short video about the Guayasamin Foundation, if 

we wanted to watch it. We went to the place she directed us to go and watched the 

Spanish-narrated video that emphasized Guayasamin’s vision of a future where new 

social, religious, and political forms would be born from the combined vision of the 

ancestors. The voice of Guayasamin in the video called for a humanity of peace: “Es 

tiempo y edad para el cueno de integrar una humanidad de paz.” The other quote that 

highlighted his long career was: “Mi aspiracion con mis cuadros es decir, algun dia heya 

paz” (My aspiration with my paintings is to say, to have peace in the world).  

Guayasamin Video    

 https://youtu.be/jtIGeBltCaE 

I walked out of the Chapel of Man museum with an elated feeling of being in the 

presence of a great man whose vision of peace and unity for his people and for all of 

Latin America was worthy of a memorial. His message seemed to echo the message of 

another messenger who brought a similar message to the people of his age and time: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jtIGeBltCaE
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“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news 

to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovering of sight 

to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed.” 

Susie wanted to see the house where the indigenous painter lived. The house 

overlooked the city of Quito, and the Chapel of Man. The house had a contemporary 

look with Spanish arches. Two classical cars were parked in the arched driveways. 

  

I was beginning to feel that Susie considered this visit to Oswaldo Guayasamin’s 

Chapel of Man like a sacred event, something that I felt when I entered a temple, shrine, 

or cathedral. We probably both felt a bit of the sacredness of the place when we stood 

at the Tree of Life (El Arbol de la Vida), where the ashes of Guayasamin were placed 

in a clay pot under a pine tree:   

El Arbol de la Vida. Pidio que sus cenizas, en una vasija de barro, las depositen bajo 

este pino. Esta voluntad se cumplio el 10 de Marzo de 1999. Desde aqui miraba La 

Capilla del Nombre y el Pichincha de su Quito que tantas veces pinto. The Tree of Life. 

Request that the ashes be deposited in a clay pot and placed under this pine. This was 

done March 10, 1999. From here he saw the Chapel of Man and the Pichincha Volcano 

with Quito that he painted so many times. 

The eight-pointed star, which contained the inscription about the tree of life, was 

something that intrigued me for a while. It was when I slanted my head a little to the 

right that I was able to see its real significance as a symbol of the Andean world – and 

the life of man under the sun. Four of the lines made the cross of space (north, south, 

east, and west), and the other four lines made the cross of time (two solstices and two 

equinoxes). 
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The sun was beginning to set when we reached the top of Quito’s teleferiQo (aerial 

tramway) on Cruz Loma (Cross Hill). We could see the sun crowning the west side of 

the Pichincha volcano as we started up the trail to the view point of the city. We were 

at an altitude of 4,100 meters (13,500 feet), and it was starting to get really cold. In fact, 

it was so cold for Susie that I had to lend her my light Tyvek jacket. The view of the 

city, like Susie had promised, was much better than anything we saw from the lower 

hills down in the valley. This was like seeing the city through the eyes of an eagle or a 

condor. 

  

In the distance, towards the northeast and the equator, we could see the beautiful 

Cayambe volcano. We went to the warmer environment of the restaurant and enjoyed 

a warm cup of tea and a snack. I studied a chart of the Cordillera de los Andes (Andes 

Range): Nevado (snow-covered) Cayambe, Nevado Antisana (southeast of Quito), and 

Volcan Cotopaxi (south of Quito). 
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We watched as the sky got darker and the lights of the city turned on. We could 

see from one end of the city to the other – the entire length of about 47 kilometers (29 

miles). The city began to look like a river of golden light flowing down a valley between 

two ranges from north to south. That river of golden light was an image that I often 

visualized flowing through my spine. I went to sleep that night visualizing the beauty 

of both the outer river of golden light (of the city) and the inner river of golden light (in 

the body). 

 

The next day, Susie arranged for a driver to take us to the pyramids of Cochasqui. 

The driver for hire picked us up at our hotel before noon. An hour later we were 

traveling northeast on the Pan American Highway towards Guayllabamba, then north 

past the invisible equatorial line. A small sign for the Pyramids of Cochasqui directed 

the driver to turn left onto a narrow road paved with cobblestones. I was glad we had 

hired a driver for the day to take us on the 70 kilometers (43 miles) scenic ride. 

I don’t know exactly when we crossed the imaginary line of the equator. It could 

have been on that part of the road – after we turned left at Guayllabamba – where the 

driver stopped to show us a fantastic view of the Volcano Cotopaxi, which stood 

majestically with its snow-capped peak at the south end of Quito. Or it could have been 

when I asked the driver to stop so I could take a panoramic picture of the inter-Andean 

valley as we started to climb towards the eastern range of the Andes. By the time we 
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were on the cobblestone road and almost at the pyramids of Cochasqui, I was informed 

by the driver that we were already north of the great circle of the equator. 

 

panoramic 

panoramic 

When we arrived at Piramides de Cochasqui Patrimonica Nacional (national 

heritage), the large sign at the entrance told me the exact latitude of the site: 0 degrees 

3’ (minutes) 33” (seconds) north of the equator. The sign also informed me that the 

archaeological site was on 83.9 hectares (207 acres), and it was located at an altitude of 

3,100 meters (10,170 feet). 

Another sign informed me that there was a hiking trail north from the Cochasqui 

pyramids to scenic Mojanda Lake, which was near Mount Fuya Fuya. The map showed 
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that the pyramids were actually built on the lower slopes of the inactive Fuya Fuya 

volcano. 

  

A guide named Virgilio greeted us after we paid the entrance fee. The first thing 

I thought of when I realized his name was a Spanish form of Virgil was: it is the name 

of the guide Dante had on his allegorical journey through the underworld. I was 

wondering what this journey through a pre-Columbian and pre-Inca world would be 

like. 

Virgilio guided us to a model of the site that was declared an archaeological park 

in 1988. 

“The model shows that there are fifteen pyramids of Cochasqui,” began Virgilio 

in Spanish. Susie tried to quickly translate as much as she could while Virgilio hurried 

on with the next piece of information. “And there are about twenty burial mounds 

scattered around the site.” 

 

Virgilio said that there was a better model of the pyramids further up the hill, so 

he didn’t bother to spend much time at the first model. So he led us right out to the 

actual site where the earth and the green grass had covered the pyramids, making it look 

like Mother Nature was hiding the secrets and treasures of the past. 
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Virgilio stopped near a truncated pyramid with a long ramp. A century plant 

(agave Americana) and several agave plants grew alongside the base of the pyramid. 

The “once in a century” (or once in a lifetime) stalk and bloom of the century plant rose 

about thirty feet above the ground. 

 

“The Cara people built these pyramids sometime between 850 CE and 1550 CE 

(common era),” stated Virgilio in his professorial voice, as if he was giving a lecture. 

He was the expert of this little world in the eastern range of the Andes, and he was 

setting the stage for the drama that unfolded here. “The Caranqui civilization grew to 

its height when it became the ceremonial and ritual center for the entire Caranqui region, 

which extends to Quito." 

Virgilio paused and pointed in the direction of the mountains to the south and 

north, and to the valley below. Susie and the driver’s daughter, who was a college 

student training to be a guide, listened attentively. 

“In fact, it expanded into a Caranqui-Cayambe confederacy,” said Virgilio, 

looking in the direction of Mount Cayambe. “Cochasqui became like a university or 

school for astronomers when the pyramids were erected. It was named Cochasqui 

because it means cochas (water or lake) and qui (middle). This was En la Mitad del 

Mundo (the middle of the world) because from this strategic location our ancestors 

looked at the great lake of the blue sky and had a very wide view along the equinox 

line. The wisdom of the ancestors recognized the sun god as he moved across the sky, 

and they measured those movements by the cross of the solstices and equinoxes. And 

they used the sun and the moon and the stars to help them know when it was time to 

plant and to harvest, when it was the wet season and the dry season, when it was best 

for the festivals, and everything else they needed in life. In other words, they lived in 

harmony with Mother Earth (Pachamama) and Father Sky (Pachacamac).” 

Virgilio paused to let the dramatic effect of his words sink in, and to let Susie 

translate the gist of his words to me. I was enthralled with the concept of the oceanic 

celestial sky (or lake), which we simply referred to as outer space, brought down to 
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earth at Cochasqui in the form of an astronomical center of observation. It was a real – 

and at the same time an allegorical – quest to know and understand man’s relationship 

to the universe in which he lived. 

“You see the design on my cap?” asked Virgilio after Susie finished translating. 

He took off his cap and pointed to a design of a truncated pyramid with a ramp. “This 

is an artistic representation of what the pyramid and ramp look like. You can see the 

blocks of stone used to create the levels of the stepped pyramid, and you can see the 

chunks of rocks used to build the ramp.” 

 

“Where did they get the blocks of stone from?” I asked. 

“They would get them from the volcanic area around Mount Fuya Fuya,” 

answered Virgilio. “They would carve the volcanic substance called congahua (mixed 

rock and soil) into blocks and bring them down the trail that you saw on the map at the 

entrance.” 

It sounded like the Cara people used volcanic tuff or material from ash deposits 

and pyroclastic flows that mixed with soil matter and hardened into useable building 

material. I looked at the long ramp that led to the elevated earthen platform, or truncated 

pyramid, and imagined the amount of time and manual labor that was required in the 

construction of the ceremonial center and astronomical observatory. 
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“There are nine of these flat-topped pyramids with ramps,” continued Virgilio. 

“Our ancient astronomers used them to align with the rising of the sun on the solstice 

of June, which in your northern hemisphere you call the summer solstice. The ancient 

astronomers did a triangulation from Mount Catequilla – to our right or southwest from 

here – to find the true equator there. Pambamarca – to our left or northeast from here – 

is an archaeological site that coincides with the rising of the sun on the solstice in 

December.” 

We surveyed the landscape and marveled at the triangulation of the three sites that 

Virgilio pointed out to us. We were standing on one of those points. 

 

Virgilio led us up the ravine on a marked trail to pyramid 9. We began to see a lot 

of llamas roaming around on the slopes of the site. There was plenty of green grass for 

the herbivorous animals to munch on. I wondered if the llamas were the souls of the 

ancestors wandering around their familiar habitat. 

 

“The llamas are part of a reproduction project,” explained Virgilio as we tried to 

get closer to the South American camelid. “They are a big part of Andean life. This 

place is now considered a llama reproduction reserve for scientists to study the breeding 

habits of the useful animal.” 

Virgilio led us further up the path where we had a better view of pyramid 9. The 

pyramid had a protective covering on an excavated part of its southern slope. 
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“You can see from here that there’s a big cut or gash in the middle of the pyramid,” 

said Virgilio. “This is the result of treasure hunters trying to find treasure inside the 

pyramid. This was before the archaeological site was protected by the government. The 

treasure hunters diverted a stream that cut through the center of the largest pyramid 

here. They didn’t find what they were looking for. As a result, we have the big cut, and 

a view of the stone structure of the pyramid.” 

 

We finally arrived at the model that Virgilio told us about at the beginning of the 

tour. It displayed an excellent reconstruction of the site as it looked like without the 

green earth covering it. 

“Now you can clearly see the pyramids that have ramps and the pyramids that 

don’t have ramps,” pointed Virgilio with the pointing stick that he carried. “And there 

are nine numbered burial mounds and several unnumbered ones. Since the pyramids 

have not been given names, they are simply numbered. This is because the 

archaeologists, scientists, and anthropologists who researched this site have not come 

to a conclusive agreement as to the function of each and every pyramid. If you take a 

close look at the direction in which the pyramids with the ramps are oriented, you can 

see that they all are oriented towards the southwest – towards the center at the true 

equator – Mt. Catequilla, near San Antonio de Pichincha. So the famous Mitad del 

Mundo (middle of the world) monument they put near San Antonio de Pichincha is 

actually about 305 meters (1000 feet) south of the true equator established by our 

ancestors.” 
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(YouTube video)      

https://youtu.be/HbYjbvYjg5k 

That was quite a revelation. I wondered if the tourists to that Mitad del Mundo 

monument were aware of the true equator (at Mount Catequilla) that the ancient 

astronomers had discovered without the use of the mechanical GPS technology. 

Virgilio gave us a moment to appreciate the beauty and peacefulness of the 

location that his ancestors called home. 

“You have come to a place of peace and happiness,” said Virgilio, setting the 

mood for our contemplation. “Here you can feel the positive energy that our ancestors 

felt when they first came here.” 

I looked over at another truncated pyramid and saw the majestic Andes towering 

like giant spirit guardians in the distance. A herd of llamas found the flat top of the 

pyramid a good pastoral place to congregate. It was almost as if they were saying, this 

is our home. I found the llamas to be very curious, and very friendly. They did not spit 

at me, like they do to ward off unwanted advances. In fact, I got one of the brown llamas 

to pose for me. 

  

Susie was also fond of the llamas. She posed with them at a scenic area in front 

of pyramid 13, the one that had been excavated on top to reveal the astronomical 

platforms. We were heading in that direction, and we could see that almost the entire 

pyramid was protected with corrugated coverings. 
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When we arrived at pyramid 13, Virgilio showed us the cangahua stones, the 

building blocks of the pyramid. We could see the original construction using the 

uniformly-shaped earthen blocks. It looked like they must have used thousands of 

blocks for each pyramid. 

 

“And now you will see the main attraction of Cochasqui,” stated Virgilio as he 

led us to the top of pyramid 13 to see the two astronomical platforms. 

“The top of this pyramid, as you can see, has been excavated completely,” said 

Virgilio as we stood behind a barrier and looked from one end of the pyramid to the 

other. I felt as if I was standing on top of a granite mountain top, except that this flat-

top stone structure was man-made and consisted of two levels. A strong wooden 

structure with protective corrugated covering extended above both platforms. 

“There are two platforms here, the smaller one on the right and the slightly larger 

one on the left,” pointed Virgilio to each platform. “Both platforms have two straight 

canals dug out of the rock material. Our ancestors, the ancient astronomers, used the 

canals as calendars. They placed cones in small holes inside the canals to see how the 

sun would cast its shadow from one side of the pin to the other. Archaeologists found 

several cones still in their holes, so we know that the cones and a central post in a large 

hole were used to watch the movement of the sun and to make measurements of the 

solstices and equinoxes. A second purpose for the canals was to fill them with water in 

order to watch and measure the reflections of the stars, and the moon, at night.” 
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Amazing, I thought to myself, the entire platform area on top of the pyramid was 

a gigantic sundial, probably about 25 feet in diameter. I visualized the sun casting its 

shadow and moving through a shadow pattern along the sides of the post during the 

solstices; then I visualized a straight shadow coming towards the post and moving away 

from the post during the equinoxes. It was easier to visualize the shadow movements 

by using the large post rather than the smaller cones. 

Virgilio led us to the second circular platform on the left side of the pyramid top. 

The canals seemed longer than the ones on the first platform. 

“The German archaeologist working here made some interesting discoveries,” 

said Virgilio as we marveled at the engineering of his ancestors. “Udo Oberem 

excavated the top here in 1964, and he hypothesized that this was a ceremonial center 

to celebrate the solstices and equinoxes. So nowadays we say that the shamans and 

leaders performed ceremonies here after the astronomers established with their 

observations the exact times for planting and harvesting. If you look at the orientation 

of the canals, they are aligned with the mountain of Cotopaxi towards the south and 

with Pichincha towards the southwest. Those are two peaks you can see clearly from 

here. So the ancestors could make measurements using those two reference points.” 

  

I was beginning to think that I would need to take college courses in geography, 

astronomy, and mathematics to comprehend the mechanics and physics of what I was 
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hearing and seeing. One thing for certain dawned in my mind, and that was the 

awareness that the Andean mindscape was oriented toward natural phenomena like the 

sun, the moon, and the stars in a ritualized and ceremonial way and viewed those major 

celestial bodies as dramatic characters in a theater whose landscape of mountains, 

plains, and waters interacted with the inhabitants of the earth. The heavens and the 

people of the earth participated in a sacred dance of the seasons at the sacred topography 

of Cochasqui. It was once again the union of Mother Earth (Pachamama and all that 

lived within her sphere of influence) and Father Sky (Pachacamac and all the inhabitants 

of space). 

Virgilio took us to a higher vantage point so we could see the whole pyramid 13 

and its protective covering, and also the mountains that framed the world within which 

the Cara people lived at Cochasqui. Another viewpoint higher up gave us an even more 

expansive view of the pyramid area of Cochasqui and its environment. 

  

“Every Ecuadorian is a descendent of an indigenous past,” said Virgilio as we 

stood at the heights and looked at the vast panorama. “Our ancestors are the pre-

Columbian and pre-Inca occupants of this site. And we honor our ancestors when we 

remember and talk of their achievements in building a great civilization here.” 

After reflecting on the ancestors – as if they were still alive in a parallel world 

with ours – we descended on a trail to a swinging bridge with a thatched roof covering. 

We would need to cross a ravine on the simple suspension bridge made of round logs 

tied together, but I felt like we were going to cross to “the other side,” allegorically 

speaking of course. I felt in a sense that Virgilio had been our Chacaruna (bridge 

person), who helps visitors cross from one state of consciousness to another. When I 

crossed the swaying bridge after Susie, I felt that I had crossed a bridge to the land of 

Virgilio’s ancestors and their living traditions. 
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After we made it across to the other side, all of a sudden a new (or old) world 

opened up before us. We were walking on the ancient trade route that was built by the 

Incas. The notion of reconstructed walls did not enter our minds. Our guide to this 

reproduction of an ancient world materialized alongside Susie, waving with her for me 

to follow them into the magical kingdom of Caranqui. 

 

The magical kingdom of the Cara people opened up to a botanical garden 

specializing in Andean plants with medicinal purposes. A choza – native rough-

thatched wood and straw hut – stood in the center of this Edenic garden. A tree of life 

grew within the center of the circular structure, and it branched out through a hole in 

the top of the roof. 
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The garden had the plants that provided the essential nutrients for the natives. 

Potatoes, corn, beans, and quinoa grew side by side. A chulco plant, whose clover leaves 

and yellow flowers were used in a medicinal drink to cure fever and scurvy, grew in 

abundance in the rich soil. 

 

I visualized myself as a gardener in this verdant garden of rare indigenous plants. 

I saw myself planting and caring for the great variety of medicinal plants. I also saw 

myself harvesting the vegetables and culinary herbs for the native dishes. I visualized 

this in harmony with the astronomical times for planting and harvesting, according to 

the solar calendar. 

I noticed a sign with a name that was totally unfamiliar to me – Guanto. The plant 

was also called borrachero (or datura sanguine), and its flower, fruit, leaves, and twigs 

were used for various purposes, one of which was as a ritualistic hallucinogen, which 

allowed the shaman to communicate with the ancestors. I felt that I didn’t need guanto 

to communicate with the ancestors. I had Virgilio, the guide who brought the ancestors 

to life. 
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Virgilio opened the door to the ancient thatched roof hut (choza) and led us into a 

dark room. It took several minutes for us to adapt to the darkness. We heard tiny 

squeaking sounds, and an unusual odor filled our nostrils. Slivers of light came through 

the twigs of the door, and a small beam of light from the hole in the roof dispersed some 

of the darkness, enabling us to see small creatures scurrying around our feet. 

  

“Those are guinea pigs!” exclaimed Susie with a laugh of joy. That was her 

favorite pet when she was a girl. “Look at the tiny ones over there.”   

(video, guinea pigs) 

https://youtu.be/_EvSam1wcPc  

We watched the guinea pigs move around and eat the green leaves that were left 

for them. 

“Sometimes they do the circle dance around the center pole here,” said Virgilio, 

informing us of a guinea pig ritual that he had observed. The center pole was the tree 

that was planted in the center of the hut and grew up through the hole in the roof. It 

sounded like even the guinea pigs loved to do the maypole dance as a show of reverence 

for the sacred tree of life. 

Susie was just about to walk out of the hut when Virgilio stopped her. 
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“First you must bow in reverence to the spirit of the hut and to the life that is in 

it,” said Virgilio, showing the proper way of bowing from the waist with hands together 

in front of the stomach. “You are showing appreciation to the ancestors for the visit 

here.” 

As we started to leave the garden area, I asked Virgilio about a special medicinal 

plant. 

“Do you have a plant here to clear the nasal passages?” I asked. Susie knew I was 

thinking of her nose sensitivity and sneezing problem. Susie explained why I was 

asking, and within minutes Virgil came back with a bunch of special leaves for her. 

“This will clear your nasal passages,” said Virgilio, giving her a bouquet of 

medicinal leaves that he had picked. “You must heat the leaves up and put them over 

the nose for the entire night.” 

 

Now Susie was able to perform a scientific experiment for the next several nights 

by making a warm poultice with the leaves wrapped in a cloth and breathing in the 

healing essence (or aroma) of the leaves. It reminded me of a treatment that I had used 

with eucalyptus leaves. 

I later found out that the leaves Virgilio gave Susie were identified by several 

university botany specialists as Oreopanax andreanus, Araliaceae (family), known in 

the vernacular as "Pumamaki" (Puma's paw). 

We were almost at the end of the ancient road, and Virgilio stopped to explain the 

monument or shrine of the equal-armed cross that was erected on top of a three-stepped 

stone pedestal at the crossroad. 

“This is the cross of the four directions,” began Virgilio in a tone that verged on 

the sacred. “In the Andean world, we use this cross to explain the solstices and the 

equinoxes that determine our agricultural year, our planting and harvesting. Cochasqui 

was called “Place of the Crosses” by our ancestors because of the pyramids and 
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astronomical platforms that followed the passage of the sun through the heavens. 

According to the Shamans, the sun is the true giver of life, for it brings us heat and light 

for growing plants and for nourishing our bodies.” 

This was the end of our tour of the pyramids, and we marked the eventful tour 

with a picture taken together in front of the cross, which now had a greater meaning for 

me. 

  

Virgilio dropped us off at the archaeological museum, which exhibited artifacts 

that were recovered from the excavations done by Dr. Udo Oberem in 1964. Virgilio 

told us we would find the ethnographic museum more interesting. He left us, and we 

went to visit the self-explanatory exhibits on our own. 

 

The ethnographic museum was inside a native choza (hut). It had the central pole 

(or trunk) of the living tree that extended upwards through the hole in the roof. It was 

almost identical to the chozas that some indigenous people still lived in. There were 

tools to look at, charts and drawings to read about, musical instruments, dioramas, and 

a model of a village. This was the life of the Cara people in the place known as 

Cochasqui, “the middle of the lake” (or the center of the world in the ocean of the sky). 
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And for us, it was the place where for a moment in time a guide named Virgilio 

led us on a journey through the epic world of his ancestors – a world of wisdom, beauty, 

and peace. 
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Postscript: The driver’s daughter gave me a document called the Legend of 

Cochasqui. According to the legend, there was a love affair between the Inca ruler 

Huayna Capac and Queen Quilago, the Queen of Cochasqui. The queen and her 

matriarchal society fought off the invading Incas for a long time. In the end, the warrior 

queen was defeated. Nevertheless, the legend that the queen and the Inca ruler were the 

founding couple of an ancestral Ecuadorian heritage continues to this day. 
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Pyramids of Cochasqui 

 
Central Bank National Museum, Quito ("Inti-Raymi") 
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