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APPENDIX C

Formative Period Chronology for Eastern Ecuador

ARTHUR ROSTOKER
PH. D. PROGRAM IN ANTHROPOLOGY

CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

GRADUATE CENTER

Largely on the basis of assertions by Padre Pedro Porras (1975, 1980, 1987,
1989), with qualified support from Donald Lathrap (see Marcos 1998: 312),
unquestionable evidence of Formative period human settlement in at least some
parts of the Ecuadorian Oriente has long been assumed. As Stephen Athens
(1990) amply demonstrated in reviewing all published dates for the Fase Pastaza
(Porras 1975), the stratigraphic integrity of the deposits and cultural associa-
tions of those carbon samples determined to be of Formative age from the
Huasaga site are far less than certain. A proposed, lengthy, four-period chrono-
logical sequence remains unsupported by concrete evidence.

The so-called Pre-Upano phase, as described from seriation and analysis of
material excavated at Huapula is also unclear. Specification of this putative
early chronological period ultimately rests on two isolated radiocarbon dates
for samples drawn from inadequately and inconsistently specified cultural con-
texts (see Athens 1990: 111–112). For the Fase Los Tayos (Porras 1980: 119–
121), direct radiocarbon determinations on shell supposedly accord with
thermoluminescence dates from pot sherds. These dates were used to suggest
an occupation around 1500 B.C., consonant with apparent stylistic similarities
of the recovered pottery to Machalilla wares (see Marcos 1998: 312–313).

The efficacy of more recent Formative dates for the Upano Tradition, on
the basis of radiocarbon determinations for samples also submitted for opera-
tions at or around Huapula (Porras 1987: 296–297, 299; see Table C1), is diffi-
cult to evaluate. In short, the respective laboratory numbers, reported ages, and/
or proveniences given in several sources are incomplete or inconsistent (Salazar
1998: 215–216, 228, 230; cf. Porras 1987: 296–297 with 299 and with Porras
1989: table 1; Marcos and Obelic 1998: 359; or Ziólkowski et al. n.d.: 156–157).
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Temporal placement of other ceramic complexes from eastern Ecuador that
Porras (1980) reported as having Formative components, including Chiguaza
(1980: 123–127) and Cotundo (1980: 129–133), is founded largely on stylistic
and other nonobjective criteria.

An oft-cited radiocarbon age determination of 2750 ± 440 BP from a site
in the middle Upano valley that Michael Harner denominated as Ipíamais (1972:
13) is probably not meaningful. This assay had an extraordinarily large standard
deviation. The sample itself may have been confused with another taken from
the nearby Yaunchu site, which was under laboratory analysis at the same time
(Rostoker 1996: 22). [An additional radiocarbon sample Harner collected from
Yaunchu was clearly associated with Upano pottery (i.e., Red Banded Incised
ware). Upon subsequent assay, it yielded a date well within the Regional De-
velopment period (Rostoker 1996: 22).]

Even a cursory review of the limited, scattered radiocarbon evidence of the
Oriente available through 1990 reveals an obvious pattern. Despite recovery of
carbon of probable Formative age at several places identified as prehistoric sites
on other grounds—mainly the presence of fragmented ancient pottery—solid
evidence of Formative human settlement in the Oriente is still elusive or equivo-
cal at best. Archaeological investigation has expanded in the Oriente over the
past decade.  Most of the work has been reconnaissance, survey, or mitigation in
the “petroleum zone,” the provinces of Napo, Pastaza, Sucumbios, and now,
Orellana.

Farther south, in Morona Santiago, a more recent inquiry has been carried
out at Huapula (Rostain 1999; Salazar 1998), better known as the Sangay Com-
plex (Porras 1987, 1989). That study gave rise to a smaller project at Yaunchu,
one of the sites in the middle Upano valley first recognized by Harner (1972:
13) in 1957.

If the end of the Formative was 2300 BP, roughly 200 to 500 B.C., 3 of the
17 published radiocarbon dates from the Sangay–Upano project (Rostain 1999:
89) can be construed as probable indicators of Formative period human activ-
ity at Huapula. As calibrated at the two-sigma range, one of the dated samples
might easily stem from the subsequent Regional Development period instead
(see Table C1).

The ranges of other two-sigma calibrated dates determined for samples from
the same site straddle the chronological boundary between the Formative and
Regional Development periods (see Rostain 1999: 89). Given that five samples
were from somewhere near the bottom—or at least within the basal strata—of
artificial mounds, it can provisionally be expected that platform construction at
Huapula might have begun at around that same time (Salazar 1998: 230).
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Stratigraphic excavation both on- and off-mound at Yaunchu produced only
one sample determined by radiocarbon assay to be of probable Formative age.
Drawn from a nonmound context, the pertinent charcoal was well-associated
with Upano Tradition pottery in situ. Unfortunately, this resultant early chro-
nological age range could not be replicated by testing other samples from the
same unit drawn at approximately the same level within a single discrete cul-
tural layer. Two such samples were both dated to well within the Regional
Development period.

A few other carbon samples from the Oriente, firmly associated with pre-
historic cultural material and apparently of Formative age, have been reported
to the Instituto Nacional de Patrimonio Cultural del Ecuador by investigators
working in the “petroleum zone,” including Florencio Delgado (n.d.), José
Echeverria (n.d.), and Amelia Sanchez Mosquera (n.d.). Their results need to
be further substantiated with confirming objective age determinations on samples
having specifiable cultural associations. If that can be accomplished, these findings
will constitute the best evidence of Formative period human settlement in
eastern Ecuador.

Preceramic and aceramic settlements, as well as later pottery-using societies,
likely were already established at some places in the Oriente well before 500
B.C. Nevertheless, proof of their existence is almost completely lacking. Mate-
rial traces of these earlier groups seem to have been thoroughly obscured by a
veritable explosion of human settlement that apparently took place beginning
in the first few hundred years of the Regional Development period, especially
along the base of the eastern escarpment of the Andes.

It is these later societies that evidence the pattern known throughout the
western hemisphere as technologically Formative: more-or-less permanent nucle-
ated settlements; widespread production and use of ceramic containers and other
objects of fired clay; and significant reliance on food production, with a con-
comitant de-emphasis on gathering or hunting and other forms of wild food
exploitation. The Ecuadorian Oriente is rich with evidence of the probable
autochthonous development of complex society within tropically forested and
other lowland settings. On the basis of the radiocarbon evidence now available,
most—if not necessarily all—of these human groups appear to have been late-
comers in relation to the Formative period societies of the coast and sierra, with
which they have been so often and so enthusiastically compared.
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