Gran Canaria
Off the coast of North Africa, the Spanish island has a rich
Berber heritage

‘How the indigenous populations arrived to the
Canary Islands remains a mystery,’ says Jonathan
Santana Cabrera, an archaeologist and descendent
of the ‘Canarii’ – the original Berber inhabitants
of the islands. ‘But then again, there are many
unknowns still regarding the peopling of America
and Australia in prehistoric times, too.’
Located off the coast of Morocco, the Canary
Islands are a volcanic archipelago consisting of
13 islands and islets. While European explorations
of the islands occurred as early as the 14th century,
ruins of buildings and reports of missions tell of
the presence of an indigenous population who
shared a common ancestry with the Berbers of
North Africa. Known generally as the Guanches
(and on Gran Canaria as the Canarii), their history
is clouded in uncertainty, with very little factual
information known.
‘Some argue that the Canarii travelled to the
islands from the African continent by themselves,
or by soliciting others for help,’ says Cabrera. ‘They
certainly arrived with enough cereals and livestock
to sustain themselves. Others, though, subscribe to
the view that they were deported from the Roman
Empire as punishment.’
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Today, Gran Canaria, along with the rest of the
Canary Islands, is a popular holiday destination,
thanks to its all-year sunshine and a climate that
sits comfortably around 25 degrees Celsius. Its
beaches, tropical atmosphere and attachment
to Spain – Gran Canaria is one of Spain’s most
southerly territories at a distance of 1,400
kilometres from the mainland – has made it
a cheap and cheerful pit stop for package holiday
tourists, who often overlook the cultural charms
of the capital city Las Palmas de Gran Canaria,
heading straight to the island’s southern coastline.
TripAdvisor is filled with positive reviews
(‘a geological phenomenon’), but beyond Gran
Canaria’s white-sand beaches and azure-blue
waterfronts is a history laden with intrigue,
which manifests itself in the Canary’s remaining
cave residences, names of locals (from Aythami
to Chaxiraxi) and island cuisine – often made of
ancient grains.
Caves are Gran Canaria’s vernacular
architecture – dotting the island’s hills and
suburbs, and many modern-day Canarians
continue to reside in caves throughout the island.
Most prominent in the highest village on the island
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The Canarii called Gran Canaria ‘Tamarán’, meaning
‘Land of the Brave’

of Artenara, the caves are often decked out with
wooden flooring and contemporary furniture.
Actor Omar Sharif once bought a holiday home
in the 1970s on neighbouring Lanzarote –
a sprawling white mansion built into the limestone
rock, with terraces overlooking the volcanic
interior of the island.†
A number of cave attractions exist today, from
the volcanic rock of Roque Nublo to Cenobio de
Valerón – a granary home to about 350 caves dating
back to pre-Hispanic times. The grand peaks
of Roque Nublo and Roque Bentayga, reaching
more than 1,800 metres above sea level, were once
regarded as holy spaces among the Canarii where
spiritual rituals were performed. Today, tourists
trek their mountainsides to watch the island
from atop. Clear days are often preferred for the
expansive views of Gran Canaria and Tenerife. The
cave locations are not exclusively used as homes
or trekking sites, though, and many now function
as restaurants, too.‡
Artenara’s Mirador La Cilla, for one, invites
customers to tuck into traditional Canarian food
on a sun-warmed terrace. The staple dish of ‘gofio’
is an exemplar of island cuisine. Harking back to
the days of the Canarii, with its name derived
from the Berber language, gofio is made of roasted
barley and wheat, which is ground in hand mills
fashioned out of porous basalt stones. The flour
produced is used to thicken soups and stews,
as well as milk given to children in the morning
and evening.
Said to be the secret behind Canarians being
Spain’s ‘strongest people,’ gofio can be savoury or
sweet – used as either a sort of porridge or an ice
cream. ‘I remember my breakfast as a kid, which
was a big bowl of milk, gofio and queso tierno
(soft cheese),’ says Nacho Rodriguez, manager of
CoWorking Canarias, an island service connecting
entrepreneurs. ‘At my grandmother’s every
weekend, we’d tuck into pella de gofio. And these
days, I make sure to add gofio to the milk bottle
of our young son.’
Fish is another staple of the Canarian diet, with
dishes like tollos (sautéed school sharks) and viejas
(parrotfish). It’s said that the indigenous Canarii
would avoid entering deep waters by lacing the

194

cities

Gran Canaria, Canary Islands

While the Canarii knew how
to write, they didn’t leave us
any documents telling
their story
يعقوب موراليس ماتيوس

†
Lanzarote’s original
name, Tyterogaka,
is believed to mean
‘one that is all ochre’,
referring to the island’s
predominant colour

‡
The second-highest
peak on Gran Canaria,
after nearby Pico de las
Nieves, Roque Nublo
served as a sacrificial
site for the sun god
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ocean with poisonous plants to sedate the local
marine life, making it easier to catch the next meal.
Gofio and the culture of agriculture among
Canarians is a vital link to discovering more about
the origins of the Canarii. Across Gran Canaria,
there are nearly a dozen or so museums and
institutions that continue to work in preservation
of pre-Hispanic culture and the history of the
islands. From Museo Canario in Las Palmas de
Gran Canaria with its collection of Canarii skulls to
Santa Lucía de Tirajana’s Centro de Interpretacíon
de La Fortaleza, countless historians, scientists and
archaeologists are striving to determine the exact
details of the origin of the Canarii.
‘While the Canarii knew how to write, they
didn’t leave us any documents telling their story,’
says Jacob Morales-Mateos, a fellow archaeologist
of Cabrera at Museo y Parque Arqueológico Cueva
Pintada, a live archaeological site. The museum
offers visitors insight into the early history of the
Canarii. Secured behind glass walls as protection
from carbon dioxide, the discovered and restored

 جزر الكناري،غران كناريا

cave paintings tell stories of the ancient islanders
through script and imagery. ‘The only records that
have been preserved are a few oral testimonies
collected by missionaries. Today, archaeology can
retell that story from a more detached perspective
– by analysing the belongings and remains
of descendants belonging to both sides,’ says
Morales-Mateos.
Between visiting the shores of Puerto de Mogán
and admiring the indigenous plants at Jardín
Canario, Gran Canaria is a stage upon which its
Spanish-Berber history continues to play out.
But the mystery of the past of the Canary Islands
seems to be coming to an end. Morales-Mateos
and Cabrera are currently working to confirm
details regarding the movements of the indigenous
population of the islands, by studying the DNA of
seed barn.
‘We are working on learning how agricultural
biodiversity was managed in the past, and to
decipher the origin of their crops,’ says MoralesMateos, ‘and thus, the very origin of the Canarii.’
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