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Archaeologists in the Canary Islands have gathered substantial quantitative data from radiocarbon measure-
ments and aDNA analyses. While undeniably helpful and necessary for apprehending past human activity,
their interpretation, based on theories underpinning models developed for island chains, has lagged, leaving a
gap in our understanding of processes of occupation and social network systems. The decontextualized nature
of the archaeological landscape of the Canaries and a lack of consensus about proper radiocarbon methodologies
are some of the factors contributing to heated scholarly debate. Here, for the Canary Islands, the author
reviews the current literature on aDNA and discusses settlement theories, the chronological evidence used for
occupation models, and how such perspectives align with current thinking on island colonization.
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INTRODUCTION: THE CANARIES AND

ABORIGINAL ORIGINS

Population origins and the development
of insular cultures in the Canary Islands
present archaeology with complex questions.
Various proposals regarding the initial
human occupation of this region suggest a
broad timeframe spanning from c. 1000 BC

to AD 300. Palaeogenetic evidence, discussed
below, hints at the influence of at least two
major migratory events led by North African
populations. Analysis of ancient DNA
(aDNA) from Canary aboriginals reveals a
genetic mosaic with contributions from
North African, sub-Saharan, and southern
European haplogroups. However, despite
archaeological advances, fundamental

questions common to theory of island
archaeologies, such as the ‘who, when, where
from, and why’ (Napolitano et al., 2021: 15)
continue to challenge scholars in the context
of the Canary Islands. Obstacles arise from
the highly disturbed state of the Canarian
aboriginal material record and the subtle
fragmentation in collaborative approaches.
European colonization began in the fif-

teenth century AD, followed by 200 years of
looting motivated by antiquarianism
causing the loss of innumerable artefacts
and mortuary remains (Álvarez Sosa &
Morfini, 2014; Ortiz-García, 2016). Since
the 1950s, overdevelopment to satisfy tourist
demands and the consequent destruction
of archaeological sites (Mazzola de Los
Ríos, 2016) have left many unfillable gaps.
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Furthermore, the politicization of archae-
ology to legitimize nationalist movements,
such as those led by the Francoist regime or
the 1980s Canarian terrorist group known
as the Movement for the Independence
and Autonomy of the Canarian
Archipelago (MPAIAC), have tainted aca-
demic and public discourse (Farrujia de la
Rosa & del Arco-Aguilar, 2004).
Currently, two theoretical perspectives,

labelled here the Mediterraneanist versus
North Africanist stance, dominate discus-
sions on the peopling of the Canary
Islands. Both acknowledge the importance
of the Maghreb region as an ancestral
place of origin for tribes of the Canary
Islands, but the Mediterraneanists differ
from the North Africanists in hypotheses
related to the cultural and chronological
origin of the first settlers (Figure 1).

Mediterraneanists posit that the Canary
archipelago was settled during the Late
Bronze Age to Iron Age transition by
palaeo-Berber populations of Phoenico-
Punic affinity (Atoche-Peña, 2002).
Following a stepping-stone model (del-
Arco-Aguilar, 2021), Phoenician seafarers
are thought to have moved westward from
the easternmost islands, establishing eco-
nomic outposts along the north-western
African coasts for resource exploitation
(Bueno-Ramírez et al., 1995; González
Antón et al., 1998; González Antón &
del Arco Aguilar, 2009). Romanized
North African peoples subsequently main-
tained these commercial outposts
(Mederos Martín & Escribano Cobo,
2002), possibly in contact with earlier
Phoenico-Punic (and/or) palaeo-Berber
islanders. In Lanzarote, Roman material

Figure 1. Location of the Canary Islands and surrounding territories within the temporal context of
c. 270 BC. Major Punic—later Roman—urban centres are marked with their Latin names. Given our
lack of knowledge on the exact routes that ancient settlers used to reach the archipelago, the paths drawn
are not intended to represent literal routes proposed by other authors; instead, they are provided as a
guide to illustrate differences in peopling origins within the Maghreb region.
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culture has been found alongside native
artefacts at El Bebedero, Caldereta de
Tinache, and Buenavista (Atoche-Peña,
2011) (Figure 2). Recent discoveries,
including the Lobos royal red factory (del-
Arco-Aguilar et al., 2016), confirm the
Roman presence in the Canary Islands
(Blázquez, 1977). Pliny the Elder’s
Historia Naturalis additionally describes
the profiteering character of Roman incur-
sions (Santana Santana, 2002).
North Africanists propose that the

peopling of the Canary Islands was led
by autochthonous Amazigh groups, the
ancestors of pastoralist Berbers from
present-day Morocco, Tunisia, and
Algeria (Navarro Mederos, 1997; Tejera
Gaspar et al., 2006; Fregel et al., 2019).
This approach encompasses various peop-
ling models with differing timelines. Some
scholars attribute the relocation of

unskilled seafaring Berber tribes to the
Romans (Tejera Gaspar et al., 2006;
Jiménez González, 2013). Others interpret
rock art and linguistics as evidence of
initial settlement around 500 BC, first by an
‘Archaic Amazigh’ group followed by a
‘Romanized Amazigh’ migration (Farrujia
de la Rosa et al., 2009). Another perspective,
using human skeletal remains from funerary
contexts, suggests a multiple-wave settle-
ment process starting around AD 250, with a
second migration around AD 600 (Alberto-
Barroso et al., 2020, 2021). Currently, no
human remains dating to before c. AD 250
have been found (Figure 2).
Issues regarding radiocarbon dates

ensure that the North Africanists and
Mediterraneanists continue to disagree
(Velasco-Vázquez et al., 2020; Atoche-
Peña & del-Arco-Aguilar, 2023).
Additionally, there has been a tendency to

Figure 2. The Canary Islands with sites mentioned in the text noted.
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underutilize indirect evidence from palaeo-
ecology and palaeostratigraphic studies that
suggest a human presence in the Canaries
during the mid- to late Holocene (Meco
et al., 2018; Ravazzi et al., 2021). A lack of
archaeological findings suggesting inter-
insular communication obscures knowledge
on the ancient seafaring abilities of Canary
tribes. Finally, the casual use of words like
‘exploration’, ‘utilization’, and ‘settlement’ or
‘colonization’ confuses discourses of settle-
ment models in Canarian archaeology.
These issues have fuelled debate whether
substrate populations arrived independently
or were brought in.

ISLAND SETTLEMENT AND

ARCHAEOLOGICAL THEORY

The literature on island archaeology regard-
ing human insular settlement is vast,
drawing on many influences (Sahlins, 1955;
Broodbank, 2000; Erlandson & Fitzpatrick,
2006; Rainbird, 2007; Dawson, 2014).
Biogeography is seen as the foundation for
theory on island archaeology (Evans, 1973)
and it emphasized the ecological constraints
and origins of biological diversity within
insular environments (MacArthur &
Wilson, 1967). Human biogeography put
special attention to size, distribution,
population structure, and interactivity among
island communities (Terrell, 1976). In
Mediterranean landscapes, Cherry (1981)
defied biological determinism by arguing
that human island occupation was a nuanced
sociocultural process. Then, the term
‘islandscapes’ was introduced to underline
the human element in island lifestyles and
landscape awareness (Broodbank, 2000).
The dichotomy between isolation and inter-
action has been largely discussed (Terrell
et al., 2001; Fitzpatrick & Anderson, 2008),
stressing that island communities should be
studied with other geographic systems
(Terrell, 2020; Dawson et al., 2023).

Deciphering the peopling of islands has
relied on multiple settlement models.
Initially, archaeological theories of insular
occupation were grounded in comparative
ethnology, with diffusionism prominent in
the early twentieth century. As the discipline
transitioned towards multidisciplinarity, hol-
istic models began to integrate anthropol-
ogy’s four-field approach, which combines
linguistics, archaeology, physical, and cul-
tural anthropology (Patrick, 2010). Multiple
factors may have influenced human migra-
tion. Environmental approaches, considering
past landscape changes, elucidate how the
Pleistocene sea level drop may have driven
the peopling of Island Southeast Asia for
example (O’Connor & Hiscock, 2018).
Ideological processes may also have
prompted human migration to new regions
(Napolitano et al., 2021). Observed among
Polynesian island tribes, the practice of
primogeniture restricted non-firstborn off-
spring from inheriting local land, thus
potentially facilitating the ancient settlement
of new landscapes (Bellwood, 1996).
Furthermore, the study of seafaring technol-
ogy has been key in understanding settle-
ment narratives.

HUMAN SETTLEMENT MODELS FOR THE

CANARY ISLANDS

In using the categories by Guerrero Ayuso
(2001) to discuss the phases of human
settlement in the Canary Islands, I
emphasize the differences between discov-
ery or exploration, utilization, and settle-
ment or colonization. Exploratory
activities encompass purposeful, planned
missions, followed by utilization, defined
as ‘many, tentative, impermanent, short-
distance reciprocal movements’ (Cherry,
1981: 60), preceding stable settlements.
Archaeologists recognize the complexity of
finding material culture and human
remains linked to early exploration
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(Dawson, 2004). In the Canaries, coastal
landscape alterations due to tourism-
related development projects (Mazzola de
Los Ríos, 2016) have hindered the investi-
gation of sites where discovery activities
may have occurred. Mediterraneanists
argue that evidence of ancient exploration
resides in ancient rock art. The petroglyphs
of Barranco de Tinojay, Fuerteventura
(Amezcua, 1995), and in El Cercado, La
Palma (Mederos Martín & Escribano
Cobo, 1997) (Figure 2), suggest depictions
of Phoenician ships (González Antón
et al., 1998). Ancient texts also provide
evidence of pre-Hellenic seafaring expedi-
tions to the Canaries. Accounts such as the
fourth-century BC Periplus of Pseudo-
Scylax (Shipley, 2020), Pharaoh Necho
II’s expedition to Africa around 600 BC,
the voyages of the Greek geographer
Hecataeus of Miletus (c. 550–476 BC), and
the fifth-century BC Carthaginian Hanno
the Navigator together suggest an explora-
tory phase during the Iron Age preceding
settlement in the Canary Islands (Santana
Santana, 2002).
The possibility of exploratory arrivals

evolving into utilization during the Bronze
Age aligns with the long history of Homo
sapiens’ oceanic navigation (Westaway,
2019). Considering the known Phoenician
presence on African Atlantic coasts
(Stieglitz, 1984), a Phoenico-Punic arrival
to the Canaries during the Late Bronze
Age (González Antón & del Arco
Aguilar, 2007) does not oppose additional
small-scale arrivals of north-western
African herders. These groups may have
ventured onto the seas for various reasons,
such as escaping demographic or environ-
mental pressures (Onrubia Pintado, 2001).
During a stage of frequent visitation, the
first settlers would have begun the process
of landscape learning via cultural adapta-
tions (Dawson, 2014) leading towards
establishment of permanent communities
and potential colonization of natural

resources. Insular settlement stages may,
however, not be linear, resulting in mul-
tiple settlement attempts by different
people (Guerrero Ayuso, 2001).
Consequently, abandonment becomes a
factor (Dawson, 2010), introducing com-
plexity into the study of island peopling.
According to Castilian chronicles written
between the fifteenth and seventeen cen-
turies AD, an ancient Canarian provenance
myth attributes their origin to an aban-
donment by seafarers (Jiménez Gómez,
2003). Mediterraneanists hypothesize aban-
donment as part of the fall of the
Carthaginians post Punic Wars, leaving a
reduced population in the islands or com-
plete desertion until the arrival of the
Romans. Upon the fall of the Roman
Empire, another major abandonment may
have occurred (Atoche-Peña, 2013).
Distinguishing between visitation and

colonization is necessary to understanding
the process involved in landscape exploit-
ation. However, the often-limited archaeo-
logical material from these settlement
stages presents a challenge (Broodbank,
1999; Guerrero Ayuso, 2001). In the
Canary Islands, osteological evidence from
exploration and/or utilization periods is
scarce—or non-existent—compared to the
extensive skeletal record found in perman-
ent settlements and/or colonization con-
texts. Site preservation is also a problem
when attempting to identify peopling
stages based on architectural typologies.
Aboriginal architecture in the Canaries is
characterized by freestanding stone walls
and the construction of artificial caves,
while natural cavities were often used for
burials (Rodríguez-Martín & Martín-
Oval, 2009; Alberto-Barroso et al., 2016).
The repurposing of early settlements by
historical inhabitants and local herders
further complicates stratigraphic analyses.
Yet, indirect clues may be found through
palaeoecological studies. For instance, the
presence of Mus musculus domesticus (house
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mouse) has been linked to a Roman pres-
ence in El Bebedero, Lanzarote (Criado &
Atoche, 2003). The single specimen KIA-
36470, calibrated using intcal04.14C and
with 2σ interval, yielded an age of AD

128–313 (1815 ± 25 BP) (Alcover et al.,
2009). Furthermore, at La Monja site in
Fuerteventura (Figure 2), researchers
found an ovicaprid bone and red ochre
within an alluvial deposit intercalated
between two marine beachrocks from two
Holocene highstands. The lower deposit,
dating to about 2830 BC (Meco et al.,
2011), represents the Middle Holocene
period, while the younger deposit, dated at
about AD 490, represents the Late
Holocene period (Meco et al., 2011;
2018). Despite the long chronological gap
between these dated deposits, the strati-
graphic nature has been interpreted as an
indication of anthropogenic landscape
changes causing erosion during a period of
use (Onrubia Pintado et al., 1997).
The transformation of forests into open

landscapes is often linked to land opti-
mization for grazing and agriculture, char-
acteristic of permanent and intensive
anthropogenic activities (Guerrero Ayuso,
2001). Evidence of such modifications in
the Canary Islands has been investigated
via palynological records from sediment
cores in the La Laguna Lake basin,
Tenerife. This evidence suggests a decline
in Quercus (oak) and Carpinus (birch)
pollen taxa between 2735 and 35 BC, coin-
ciding with the emergence of shrubs,
grasses, and the laurel forest (de
Nascimento et al., 2009). Fossil charcoal
remains hint at the occurrence of intense
fires in La Gomera over the last 3600
years, with pollen records documenting a
shift in vegetation from the endemic laurel
forest to a drier woody heath (Nogué
et al., 2013). In Gran Canaria, studies on
fossil charcoal reveal an increase in fire
episodes around 435–335 BC (de
Nascimento et al., 2015; 2020).While

volcanic activity may have played a role in
these deposits, Ravazzi et al. (2021) argue
that the lack of forest recovery and the
abundance of coprophilous fungal spores
in sediment cores suggest anthropogenic
activity as the likely cause.
An additional characteristic of intensive

human settlements is demographic stress
(Guerrero Ayuso, 2001), also described by
ethnohistory in the Canary Islands
(Morales Padrón, 1978). Archaeological
evidence from multiple silos throughout
Gran Canaria (Ascanio-Padrón et al.,
2004; Henríquez-Valido et al., 2019)
confirms the presence of a large native
population dependent on surplus. Wheat,
barley, and legumes were mostly grown on
the larger islands of Gran Canaria and
Tenerife, where intensive sheep/goat
herding was also practised (del-Arco-
Aguilar et al., 1990; Velasco-Vázquez,
1999; Morales Mateos, 2006). Islanders
also hunted and foraged wild resources to
supplement their diet (Arnay-de-la-Rosa
et al., 2010; Reinhard et al., 2021).
Hunter-gatherer economies could have
been more significant on islands where
agriculture did not reach productive levels,
such as in Fuerteventura (González-
Reimers et al., 2001) or La Palma (Pérez
González, 2007). To cope with carrying
capacity, social formations may develop
strategies such as crop diversification,
storage, subsistence heterogeneity, trading,
mobility, and other cultural adaptations
(Guerrero Ayuso, 2001). These activities
were evident throughout the Canaries since
at least c. AD 665 (Morales et al., 2013).

CANARIAN HUMAN PALAEOGENOMICS

AND SETTLEMENT MODELS

Recent investigations by Serrano and col-
leagues (2023) have offered novel wide-
genome data and radiocarbon dates
showing the potential contributions of
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three main population sources to basal
Canary islanders: ancient Maghrebi, early
Neolithic European, and Eurasian Steppe
groups. This study reaffirms the high hap-
lotypic diversity among first settlers, indi-
cating genetic variation resulting from at
least two major waves of settlement
(Rodríguez-Varela et al., 2017; Fregel
et al., 2019; Serrano et al., 2023). Ancient
mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) analyses
support the idea that matrilineal kinship
systems were in place, at least within the
population of Punta Azul, in El Hierro
Island (Ordóñez et al., 2021). Also,
palaeogenetics provides valuable insights
into inter- and intra-insular migration
trends. For example, it reveals the presence
of the mtDNA haplogroup H in Tenerife
(47.2 per cent) and La Palma (56.7 per
cent) suggesting reciprocal contact
between the western Canary Islands
(Fregel et al., 2009), but not with the
eastern islands (Serrano et al., 2023).
Hence, it has been proposed that there
was some inter-island connectivity during
the second to ninth centuries AD, followed
by a period of isolation from the ninth to
the fourteenth century. Yet, the eastern-
most region faces a challenge, as the
primary palaeogenetic dataset comes from
Gran Canaria and Tenerife, with
Lanzarote and Fuerteventura represented
by only four individuals dated between the
seventh and ninth centuries AD. The
absence of human remains for the eastern
islands is problematic, considering the
stepping-stone model assumes this region
would have been occupied first (Atoche-
Peña & del-Arco-Aguilar, 2023), and
should therefore provide the oldest human
genotypes. Interestingly, genomic data
from extant barley seeds indicates that an
older grain strain was grown in Lanzarote
and exchanged between eastern and
western islands (Hagenblad & Morales,
2020), thus supporting the stepping-stone
model.

The diversity detected in aDNA find-
ings has already been observed in the arch-
aeological and ethnohistoric record. This
is evident in the presence of different
ceramic types, votive iconography, burial
practices, political systems, and language
(Onrubia Pintado, 1992; Navarro Mederos,
1997; Alberto-Barroso & Velasco-Vázquez,
2010; del Pino Curbelo et al., 2016).
Attributing the origins of the initial settlers
to North African descent is merely stating
a geographical reality. The novelty lies
in recognizing the ethnic and cultural
diversity that existed among the ancient
Canary aboriginals, evident in both their
paternal and maternal ancestral lines
(Supplementary Materials: Tables S1 and
S2). The presence of Y-chromosome single
nucleotide polymorphisms such as T-M184
or E-M33 have acknowledged the mem-
bership of first islanders to broader ances-
tral groups like T or E haplogroups from
different geographic origins (Table S2).
The human settlement of the Canary archi-
pelago was a complex process, marked by
intricate migratory movements akin to
those involved in the peopling of the vast
region of North Africa over millennia
(Simões et al., 2023).
Overreliance on a single method to

determine the initial human settlement of
the Canaries and neglecting island settle-
ment theory and traditional archaeological
methods may yield oversimplified popula-
tion stories. As mentioned earlier, distinct
stages of insular colonization leave behind
specific archaeological evidence. The
majority of radiocarbon dates associated to
palaeogenetic findings belong to AD fifth
century and beyond. Hence, I suggest that
skeletal material used in aDNA investiga-
tions may belong to adapted populations,
indicating a stage of permanent settlement
rather than an initial colonization or
exploration period in the Canary Islands.
Another issue concerns the lack of
emphasis on radiocarbon methodology.
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The most influential and recent publica-
tions in Canarian palaeogenetics (Fregel
et al., 2019; Serrano et al., 2023) do not
provide details on the laboratory methods
used to obtain chronological data from
human bone, and they often lack proper
calibration of dates. This oversight is par-
ticularly concerning for islander popula-
tions with direct access to marine
resources that would possibly increase the
reservoir effect from enriched marine
carbon consumed via food. Thus, if
archaeologists are to solely rely on the
accuracy and precision of the radiocarbon
dating method to support specific popula-
tion histories, we should then consider the
intricacies behind the methods and the
interpretation of quantitative results.

RADIOCARBON DATING AND CANARIAN

ARCHAEOLOGY

Chronologies, both radiocarbon and dated
aDNA data, are contested in Canarian
archaeology (for a comprehensive list of
radiocarbon measurements published in
the Canaries, see the bibliography cited in
this section and sources therein). Some
researchers dispute the validity of key
dates obtained from long-lived materials
such as wood or charcoal (Pardo-Gordó
et al., 2022). Insufficient stratigraphic
context or doubtful laboratory practices
contribute to the scepticism (Velasco-
Vázquez et al., 2020) surrounding the util-
ization of chronologies proposing a Late
Bronze and Early Iron Age human settle-
ment (Atoche-Peña & del-Arco-Aguilar,
2023). Also, radiocarbon chronologies
indicating that the colonization of Gran
Canaria took place in c. AD 300 (Alberto-
Barroso et al., 2019) cast doubts on the
basis of collagen processing methods used
to prepare bone samples (Pardo-Gordó
et al., 2022). Other issues affecting human
collagen radiocarbon dating include a lack

of consideration for the calibration of
chronometric measurements such as the
marine carbon reservoir effect (MCRE)
and the establishment of a local regional
(ΔR) offset (Pardo-Gordó et al., 2022).
Furthermore, the methodological challenges
to define and discuss all components of
Bayesian modelling in constructing 14C
sequences are a pervasive issue in archaeology
(Bayliss, 2015), and so in the Canaries.
In the Canaries, the current body of

radiocarbon-dated skeletons is marked by
a conspicuous absence of information
regarding laboratory pretreatment proto-
cols. This omission hampers our ability to
assess the reliability of results. Notably,
even in the most comprehensive aDNA
dataset published to date, there remains a
gap in the discussion of the methodology
employed to obtain 14C dates from human
skeletons, particularly those involving non-
collagen data (Serrano et al., 2023). In the
field of Canarian archaeology, discrepan-
cies remain on the appropriateness of the
sample materials despite established global
agreements (Waters et al., 2020) and the
absence of detailed sample cleaning proto-
cols to isolate collagen (Devièse et al.,
2018). Furthermore, caution is warranted
when interpreting dates derived from sedi-
ments, ash, and those generated at the
Gakushuin laboratory (Blakeslee, 1994;
Waters et al., 2020).
Of considerable concern for the chrono-

metric hygiene of published datasets from
ancient Canarian human bone, the
MCRE is not considered here when
applying calibration curves to radiocarbon
dates (Pardo-Gordó et al., 2022). The lag
in carbon cycling between the atmosphere
and the surface ocean, compounded by
exchanges between surface and deeper
ocean radiocarbon levels, further compli-
cates the mixing process. Indeed, regions
characterized by notable ocean upwelling
events, as observed in coastal southern
Iberia (Monge Soares, 1993), exhibit
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variations in radiocarbon concentrations
due to seawater mixing and upwelling
phenomena that ought to be considered
(Bronk Ramsey, 2008). The Canary archi-
pelago is possibly affected by different
upwelling events, such as the north-west
Africa coastal upwelling system (Soares &
Dias, 2007). In a study by Matos Martins
and colleagues (2012), using archaeological
marine shells, burnt wood, and/or bones
from Fuerteventura and Tenerife,
researchers calculated differential offsets in
Tenerife showing lower ΔR values
(weighted mean 0 ± 35 14C yr) compared
to Fuerteventura (+185 ± 30 14C yr). A
high ΔR has been correlated with strong
upwelling versus the low or negative ΔR
that represents less seawater rising (Matos
Martins et al., 2012). Although context
uncertainty exists in some of the samples
utilized by Matos Martins and colleagues
(2012), their work establishes a precedent
for a careful consideration of oceanic phe-
nomena, particularly the MCRE impact-
ing 14C measurements in ancient human
bone of the Canary Islands.

DISCUSSION

Unravelling the Canarian aboriginal past is
complex. Homogenizing terms such as
‘North African’, ‘Berber’, or ‘Amazigh’
simplify the story and do not account for
the geographical vastness of the Maghreb,
nor the inherent cultural and linguistic
diversity that existed for millennia in
North Africa and the Mediterranean.
Furthermore, without providing some sort
of settlement model that reconciles the
nuances involving the usage of termin-
ology in island colonization literature, the
proposal of North African herders as sole
settlers of the archipelago seems incom-
plete. We might ask, for example, why
established mountainous communities
would embark on a risky seafaring voyage,

taking with them their entire cultural and
economic package. Non-endemic Canary
items such as fig trees are an example of
the careful planning behind the successful
peopling of the region. Hence, the
complex stories of exploration and settle-
ment may be seen as diverse, accommo-
dating various scenarios. This includes the
possibility of both skilled Bronze Age
navigators and herding populations of
north-west Africa playing roles in the
region’s history throughout the mid- to
late Holocene period.
Archaeological, ethnohistoric, and lin-

guistic data have already pointed to a
multiplicity of groups responsible in the
peopling of the archipelago.
Palaeogenomics has confirmed that such
diversity is the result of founding effects,
genetic drift, bottleneck phenomena, and
waves of population replacement
(Rodríguez-Varela et al., 2017; Serrano
et al., 2023). In the Punta Azul site, a
bottleneck effect was a likely precursor of
the total fixation of H1cf mtDNA haplo-
type among its population (Ordóñez et al.,
2017). This marker suggests specific
kinship practices supported by matrilineal
ties to a common female ancestor that
carried H1cf (Ordóñez et al., 2021).
These findings are an example of how
archaeometry can be used to answer
anthropological questions and enable us to
deepen insights into the cultural develop-
ment of prehistoric Canarian societies. By
integrating different sources of knowledge,
we may be able to better understand quan-
titative results. For example, what does the
difference in genetic packages between the
eastern and western Canary Islands say
about migratory trends and social com-
plexity in the region? Folklore from ethno-
historic sources, such as the legend of
Tauco and Guajara or the incursions by
Gran Canaria aboriginals into the eastern-
most islands (Mederos Martín &
Escribano Cobo, 2005), depicts an

Cuello Del Pozo – The Peopling of the Canary Islands 9

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2024.4 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2024.4


antagonistic relationship between some of
these insular groups. These stories illus-
trate interaction rather than isolation, and
perhaps these relationships did not always
result in genetic mixing.
Integrating complex methods from the

natural sciences with the social sciences
can give rise to epistemological challenges,
and these issues have led to recent discus-
sions on proper methodological practices
(Cook et al., 2015; Roberts et al., 2018).
Archaeology is a difficult science that has
changed through a series of paradigm
shifts, the most recent of which is the
‘Third Science Revolution’ that prioritizes
Big Data (Kristiansen, 2014). However, in
a recent presentation, Girotto and Price
(2023) argue that archaeological data is
‘messy’ instead of ‘big’ and that, despite
machine learning and quantitative determin-
ism, we still do not understand the semantic
patterns of the past. Unsurprisingly, the
more quantitative results are obtained, the
greater the realization of human complexity.
Rightly so, ‘amassing larger datasets does
not remove the explanatory nature of the
creation of these datasets’ (Chilton, 2014:
38). Some authors even question the inter-
disciplinary character of quantitative archae-
ology (Ribeiro, 2021). The Third Science
Revolution may not be as interdisciplinary as
marketed, since it professes a single way of
acquiring information and/or conducting
research via the materialist approach
(Ribeiro, 2022). The knowledge gathered
from combining art or philosophy and
archaeology is generally not regarded as
interdisciplinary. Additional critiques suggest
that interdisciplinarity might be making
archaeology less collaborative as divisions
ensue diversity of interpretations with ‘differ-
ent cliques insulating themselves in their
own ivory towers’ (Ribeiro, 2022: 96).
These divisions between archaeology

and interdisciplinary methodologies have
surfaced in the press (Callaway, 2018;
Galán, 2018), with archaeologists arguing

that sociocultural complexity cannot be
explained via haplotypes or radiocarbon
dates alone. Palaeogenomic and absolute
dating provide valuable information. Yet,
they may not fully account for the explana-
tory power of the theoretical models of
traditional archaeology, such as the socio-
political, economic, and/or environmental
processes that can help us understand the
prehistoric peopling of islands.
Archaeologists face challenges in effect-

ively communicating study results, espe-
cially as aDNA findings make
international headlines. For instance,
attributing North African ancestry to
ancient Canary aboriginals is vague, as the
term ‘North African’ covers the region
from Western Sahara, including the
Canary Islands, to Egypt. This simplistic
terminology, though media-friendly (Efe,
2023), lacks nuance in understanding
North Africa’s population history. For
example, haplotypes observed in ancient
aboriginal Canarians are also found in
Bronze Age Mediterranean groups (Tables
S1 and S2). Admixture modelling indi-
cates that the Steppe pedigree in the archi-
pelago may have originated from
populations with ancestry linked to
Phoenico-Punics from Ibiza and Sardinia,
as well as Romans from England (Serrano
et al., 2023). The presence of sub-Saharan
haplotypes raises questions about whether
they result from independent migrations
from West African coasts. Onrubia
Pintado (2001) proposed a similar hypoth-
esis with migrations through the Tarfaya
basin around the first millennium BC.
Finally, models of insular settlement put
forth by archaeometry tend to downplay
the seafaring element perhaps potentially
shaped by assumptions on the techno-
logical proficiency of certain groups.
Neglecting the role of seafaring in the
success of early settlers may contribute to
greater informational gaps behind these
complex processes.
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CONCLUSIONS

Crafty archaeology involves both talent
and innovation in the process of using
method, theory, and philosophy to unravel
the past (Shanks & McGuire, 1996). In
the Canarian context, this means quantita-
tive data must be interpreted in light
of ethnohistoric records along with arch-
aeological and anthropological theory.
Regarding the Canary Islands, the lack of
material evidence dating to the periods of
exploration and the utilization of insular
resources have proved major obstacles into
developing a comprehensive understanding
of peopling processes. Additional hurdles
include the problem of semantics and
overspecialization. In island colonization
literature, words such as ‘exploration’,
‘utilization’, and ‘settlement’ or ‘coloniza-
tion’ must be defined. Unique environ-
mental and cultural contexts shape each
definition. Also, the scientific hyper-spe-
cialization behind the Third Science
Revolution could be contributing to infor-
mational gaps between subdisciplines.
Here, I have highlighted the lack of
an integrated discussion of peopling
hypotheses in Canarian archaeology,
where the topic is polarized around two
main perspectives: North Africanists and
Mediterraneanists. As I have discussed
here, integrating scientific data, archaeo-
logical findings, biogeographic details, and
ethnohistoric information provides a less
dualistic perspective, capturing the intri-
cate cultural and genetic diversity among
ancient aboriginal Canary groups.
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Qui, pourquoi, quand et d’où? Le peuplement des Canaries et les enjeux de
l’archéométrie

Les archéologues des îles Canaries ont amassé une quantité considérable de dates radiocarbone et de
donnés paléogénétiques. Leur analyse, quoiqu’indéniablement utile et nécessaire à notre compréhension
d’activités anciennes, n’est cependant pas accompagnée de modèles d’interprétation plus poussés basés sur
de théories élaborées pour les archipels. Cette situation crée une lacune dans notre conception des réseaux
sociaux et du peuplement anciens des Canaries. Le caractère décontextualisé des paysages archéologiques
des Canaries et le manque de consensus sur l’usage correct des méthodes de datation radiocarbone figurent
parmi les facteurs menant à de vifs débats entre spécialistes. Pour les îles Canaries, l’auteur de cet article
passe en revue la documentation actuelle sur l’ADN ancien, examine les théories concernant son peuple-
ment et les données chronologiques utilisées dans l’élaboration de modèles d’occupation et considère si ces
perspectives s’harmonisent avec les idées courantes concernant la colonisation des îles. Translation by
Madeleine Hummler

Mots-clés: îles Canaries, archéologie des îles, théorie, paléogénétique, datation radiocarbone, peu-
plement humain
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Wer, warum, wann und woher? Die Ansiedlung der Kanarischen Inseln und die
Herausforderungen der Archäometrie

Die Archäologen der Kanarischen Inseln haben eine Menge von Radiokarbon-Datierungen und
paläogenetischen Daten zusammengesammelt. Obwohl die Analysen dieser Angaben zweifellos für unser
Verständnis von menschlicher Tätigkeit in der Vergangenheit sinnvoll und nötig sind, gehen diese
Untersuchungen nicht mit einer eingehenden Deutung, welche auf sich auf Theorien der Entwicklung
von Inselketten stützt, einher. Dadurch entsteht eine Lücke in unserer Auffassung der Besiedlung und
gesellschaftlichen Netzwerken der Kanarischen Inseln. Der zusammenhanglose Charakter der kanar-
ischen archäologischen Landschaft und mangelnde Einigkeit über die korrekte Anwendung von
Radiokarbon-Datierungsmethoden tragen zu regen Diskussionen zwischen Wissenschaftler bei. Für die
Kanarischen Inseln bewertet die Verfasserin die aktuellen Veröffentlichungen über altDNA, betrachtet
Ansiedlungstheorien sowie die chronologischen Begründungen von verschiedenen Besiedlungsmodellen
und erwägt, inwiefern diese Perspektiven den gegenwärtigen Denkweisen über die Kolonisation von
Inseln entsprechen. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Stichworte: Kanarische Inseln, Inselarchäologie, Theorie, Paläogenetik, Radiokarbon-Datierung,
Besiedlung
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