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Abstract 

The rich history and culture of Cuenca, Ecuador is preserved in a disparate network of 36 

museums and cultural spaces throughout the city. Yet, due to a decrease in public funding and 

declining attendance, these sites have struggled to share their stories. Commissioned by La Red 

de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay, our team publicized the profiles of these sites by 

creating a guidebook on Cuenca’s museums and cultural spaces. Through a combination of 

strategic observation and interviews with museum representatives, we identified general 

information and unique stories for ten sites. This guidebook offers a readily available and 

adaptable resource for local museums and cultural spaces to advertise their exhibits and preserve 

the culture of Cuenca. 
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Executive Summary  

The rich history and culture of Cuenca, Ecuador has inspired tourists and locals to refer to 

the city as the “Athens of the Andes” (Ouwerkerk, 2018). Despite the expectations that come 

with this nickname, a significant amount of art, music, and literature belonging to the region 

remain largely unknown to the public. While many of the museums and cultural spaces 

throughout Cuenca provide informative displays, the majority of their unique histories and 

background stories have yet to be properly publicized. The publication of these unique stories 

serves as a means to pass on the culture displayed in each site, boost public awareness, and lead 

to an increase in attendance.  

 For this project, our team partnered with La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del 

Azuay (La Red), a network organization connecting 19 museums and 17 cultural spaces 

throughout the province of Azuay. Currently, this network is disparate, with no centralized 

source of information available on its museums or cultural spaces.  

The purpose of our research was to highlight the cultural preservation efforts of these 

museums and cultural spaces by gathering stories, logistical information, and characteristics that 

were interesting and unique to each site. Our liaison, Sr. Juan Fernando Vanegas Crespo, 

identified 10 sites for us to create descriptive accounts of their unique stories (Appendix A). 

These stories were then compiled into a guidebook to garner public interest and enhance the 

experience of visitors. Each story included a brief summary about the site, as well as its hours, 

entry fees, and other logistical information, while also detailing stories on noteworthy exhibits or 

unique histories. 

 

Methods 

Through observations of our target sites and interviews with site representatives, our team 

obtained the historical, operational, exhibit, admission and contact information. The following 

are the research objectives that guided our data collection:  

1. Experience the museums and cultural spaces of Cuenca from the viewpoint of the visitor. 

2. Unearth information about the history, atmosphere, and community of each site that 

would be unknown through a regular visit 

3. Package our findings to present descriptive information and a narrative of each site. 

Our team toured each museum and cultural space to understand the visitor experience. 

During these visits, we conducted a strategic observation method that focused on four criteria: 

logistical information, friendliness, content, and accessibility. Afterwards, we consulted our 

findings to determine levels of accessibility, family friendliness, need for a guided tour, and 

potential hidden stories that would be of interest to the general public. We also identified the 

strengths and shortcomings of each site and used these to provide individual recommendations. 

We complemented our observations on each site’s historical information by conducting semi-

structured interviews with site representatives. During these interviews, we learned about the 

history of each site, the staff, and unique stories that were not included in normal visits. This 

aided our creation of the stories by enabling us to share unique stories about each site that a 

visitor would not learn from a typical visit.  

The profiles of each site and creation of our guidebook were informed by our observations 

and staff interviews. Information from our observations described levels of accessibility, family 

friendliness, need for a tour guide, and the average duration of a first-time visit. This data was 

included on the first page for each site, and was accompanied by a brief summary of the site and 

logistical information. In the following pages we included unique stories that were crafted using 
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interesting information gathered through interviews and supplemented by observation data when 

possible. When determining what facts to include in these stories, we prioritized information that 

was unknown during our observations and was identified as particularly interesting by the staff 

during interviews. We also included photographs of each site to supplement the stories and give 

the reader a visual depiction of each site.  

 

Results 

Although all of our target museums and cultural spaces offered quality content to their 

visitors, they failed in properly displaying information and advertising their content. Aside from 

Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno, no site offered sufficient information on what was being 

displayed, the history of the site, upcoming events, and educational programs. Of our 10 target 

sites, 7 provided sufficient facts about the exhibitions, 3 offered details about the history, 1 

offered information about upcoming events, and 1 offered information about educational 

programs. Furthermore, the majority of this information was offered in Spanish, making it 

difficult for non-Spanish speakers to comprehend. Since many of these sites rely on their content 

to motivate visitor attendance, motivation is often lost as a result of not properly relaying 

information to patrons. 

 Most of our interviews focused on the history of the site, the owner of the establishment, 

and the artifacts in storage that are not accessible to everyday visitors. Following our analysis of 

the results, we recognized that the content explained by staff varied based on the type of site. 

Private museums and cultural spaces shared personal details about the owners, municipal 

museums offered a history of the site, and national museums gave insight to the amount artifacts 

or objects that they possess.While talking to the director of the Museo de las Culturas 

Aborígenes, a private site, he revealed to us he was previously a professor at the University of 

Cuenca and University of Azuay as well as the author of a number of books regarding the history 

of Ecuador. In contrast, during our interview at the Museo de las Conceptas, a municipal site, we 

learned about the history of the cloistered nuns convent that the museum is housed in. Finally, at 

Museo del Remigio Crespo Toral, a national site, we learned that they house a collection of 

28,000 objects once owned by Sr. Crespo that are rotated through the exhibits every 3 months. 

These interviews with museum representatives were crucial in the creation of our guidebook, as 

we gained invaluable information and stories that were not discovered through observation. 

However, it is worth mentioning that the interviewees may not have shared specific details, as 

they have their own agenda and are motivated to promote their site. Furthermore, the Spanish 

language barrier may have caused some information to be lost in translation. Nonetheless, the 

data that was gathered helped answer many questions our team had and proved paramount in the 

creation of each site’s in-depth profile.  

Prior to the design of our guidebook, we analyzed other guidebooks made by La Red to 

better understand what they were looking for. After this evaluation, we began outlining our 

guidebook. As we designed the book, we decided to separate museums and cultural spaces. We 

used the color red to represent the museums and blue to represent the cultural spaces in their 

respective sections, matching their colors on the map provided to us by La Red that was also 

included in the guidebook. Within each section, there is a definition of museum or cultural space, 

a map of the sites, basic information about each site, and in-depth stories about our target sites. 

We used information provided by our sponsors to define museums and cultural spaces, to create 

our map, and to present basic information about the sites that were outside of the scope of our 

project. Additionally, we synthesized our findings from our observations and interviews to create 
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the content that is included in the detailed stories of our 10 target sites. Our end products 

included a digital and printed guide, available in Spanish and English, that was placed online as 

well as throughout Cuenca as La Red sees fit (Appendix E & Appendix F).  

 

Recommendations 

 The following recommendations are meant to improve our focus sites to make the visitor 

experience more enjoyable and educational. Throughout all of the museums and cultural spaces 

in Cuenca, it is important for these sites to remain consistent with their signage. If multiple 

languages are used on signage in one exhibit, they should be included on all of the signage 

throughout the site. Additionally, more sites should offer exhibit explanations in multiple 

languages, such as English or French, as museum directors explained that these languages are 

easier to understand if one knows a language other than Spanish. Furthermore, many of the sites 

need to offer more information at their front desk when visitors enter. This would provide 

context to the museum and create a more amicable environment. Additionally, these sites should 

work to increase public outreach, using a website or mobile application to provide site 

information and promote their work. Increasing awareness through social media or forming 

partnerships with local artisans and students would help increase museum visitation and presence 

in the public eye.  

 While conducting our research project, our team came up with several questions that 

were out of the scope of our project but may merit future research. This included determining the 

frequency of local resident’s visits to museums or cultural spaces throughout the year, as many 

of these sites seemed lacking in attendance during our time in Cuenca. Furthermore, examining 

whether tourists or locals attend museums or cultural spaces more could be investigated, as this 

is currently unclear. Finally, researching the most effective method to share the information we 

have gathered, whether through mobile application, website, or physical guidebook would prove 

beneficial to La Red. All of these projects would help better our work and aid La Red in 

combating the declining attendance and awareness throughout their museums and cultural 

spaces. 

 

Conclusions 

Museums and cultural spaces serve as important community sites to preserve culture and 

educate their audiences of past and present cultures. Although this purpose is carried out in the 

19 museums and 17 cultural spaces in Cuenca, their lack of a centralized source of information 

has limited their presence in the public eye. Paired with cuts from government funding and 

decreased attendance, this lack of public awareness has proven problematic for many of these 

sites. Our team worked to address this need by visiting 7 museums and 3 cultural spaces to 

observe their work and interview staff members. This enabled us to construct unique stories of 

each site and package them into a guidebook that is readily available to the public. The creation 

of a guidebook that encompasses general information and unique stories of the museums and 

cultural spaces in Cuenca offers an outlet for locals and tourists to become more knowledgeable 

and interested in visiting these sites.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 The rich history and culture of Cuenca, Ecuador has inspired tourists and locals alike to 

refer to the city as the “Athens of the Andes” (Ouwerkerk, 2018). Despite the expectations that 

come with this nickname, a significant amount of art, music, and literature belonging to the 

region remains largely unknown to the public. El Museo de Las Conceptas, a museum in Cuenca, 

offers a prime example of this hidden history and culture. To mask the smell of decay that 

escaped through this convent’s former ossuary, the nuns planted an aromatic garden at the 

entrance of the burial site. Today, the garden fills the courtyard with beautiful colors and smells 

as visitors walk through it. Similar to the hidden elements at Museo de Las Conceptas, Museo 

del Sombrero de Paja Toquilla, a cultural space in Cuenca, celebrates the untold history behind 

the creation of Panama Hats. Including exhibits that exemplify the Panama Hat creation process 

and how it has changed over time, as well as areas that illustrate the family’s extensive 62-year 

history in the business. El Museo de Las Conceptas and El Museo del Sombrero de Paja Toquilla 

are just two examples of sites that portray the unknown history within Cuenca’s museums and 

cultural spaces. Similar stories can be found at the remaining 34 sites in the city that would add 

to the visitor experience. 

 Museums and cultural spaces often contain many stories, activities, exhibits and other 

features that go far beyond the work that they showcase. While they are known for their 

educational and historical values, museums and cultural spaces also serve as a place to preserve a 

community’s history and culture. The building and location of a museum or cultural space often 

influences its individual character, adding to the cultural value and identity of a site. These 

identities can then be shared with visitors and enrich them with exposure to new cultures and 

history. Such institutions also encourage community members to socialize with each other and 

forge friendships amongst people with similar interests. This conglomeration of visitors, staff, 

and exhibits defines the personality and atmosphere of the site, impacting all who walk their 

grounds. 

One organization that is working to improve the community impact of museums and 

cultural spaces in the Azuay province is La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay (La 

Red). La Red is a network of 19 museums and 17 cultural spaces that has been working to 

improve publicity among these sites. Despite the rich cultures and interesting histories that are 

boasted by these sites, many of their stories and information have only been passed through word 

of mouth and have yet to be documented in a centralized source of information. Stories such as 

the ones from El Museo de Las Conceptas or El Museo del Sombrero de Paja Toquilla are 

important to keep alive for both the preservation of the museum and the culture of the city. 

 Furthermore, due to the loss of funding and decrease in attendance to sites in the city, 

Cuenca’s rich cultural heritage is at risk of being lost. Currently, any work to improve tourism 

and bring funds to these sites is uncoordinated, and only focuses on individual sites. As a result, 

the museums and cultural spaces in the city that are unable to improve their marketing are at risk 

of closing their doors permanently.  

The purpose of our research was to highlight the cultural preservation efforts of these 

museums and cultural spaces by gathering stories, logistical information, and characteristics that 

were unique and interesting to each site. Through the use of observations and staff interviews at 

the 10 focus sites selected by our liaison, Sr. Juan Fernando Vanegas Crespo1, our team created 

stories to place in a guidebook that would establish the precedent for the remaining 26 sites to be 

 
1
 Juan Fernando Vanegas Crespo serves as an assistant to the director of La Red. 
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completed by our sponsor (Appendix A). We hope that this resource will help garner public 

interest in the museums and bring attention to them by sharing their untold stories. Doing so 

offers the potential for all other museums and cultural spaces in Cuenca to better express 

themselves and increase their public outreach. 
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Chapter 2: An Analysis of the Museum Experience 

 Museums and cultural spaces serve to document and preserve historical artifacts and 

cultural heritage for the benefit of the surrounding community. This preservation, in turn, 

promotes the cultural groups that they represent and serves as a forum of education and 

appreciation to outside audiences. Despite the importance of museums and cultural spaces to the 

preservation and continuation of culture, many have experienced declining attendance as societal 

values have shifted and the leisure entertainment market has become more competitive. In an 

attempt to prevent this decline in attendance, museums and cultural spaces can use their work in 

cultural preservation to create a unique identity that connects them to their audiences and 

differentiates them from competitors. The 19 museums and 17 cultural spaces within Cuenca 

have been plagued with this problem. Although these locations work diligently to preserve 

culture and educate their patrons, they have experienced declining attendance and cuts to 

government funding. To combat both these problems, our team worked alongside La Red to 

create a guidebook that provides general information about each site and in-depth stories about 

10 target sites. With this guidebook, we hope to bring attention to the work done at these 

museums and cultural spaces, increasing the amount of appreciation and support they receive. 

The following sections discuss the role of museums and cultural spaces in cultural preservation, 

the ability of these sites to combat declining attendance with their cultural preservation work, 

and the current state of the sites in Cuenca that are supported by La Red de Museo y Espacios 

Culturales del Azuay. 

 

2.1 Cultural Preservation within Museums and Cultural Spaces 

 Two of the primary purposes of museums and cultural spaces are to preserve and share 

the stories of historical and modern cultures. While museums are more focused on tangible 

preservation and cultural spaces are focused on intangible preservation, both play essential roles 

in the continuation of cultures. Without these sites, many cultures, histories, and identities would 

be lost amid an ever-changing modern society. The following section outlines the importance of 

museums and cultural spaces in the preservation of a community’s culture. 

 The preservation of cultural heritage can be broken down into two main categories: 

tangible and intangible. Tangible aspects of culture include physical objects, such as pots, books, 

or clothing. Intangible aspects are expressed, rather than shown in physical objects, 

encompassing the “practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the 

instruments, objects, artifacts and cultural spaces associated with – that communities, groups 

and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage” (Bala, n.d.). Together 

with physical objects, these intangible aspects are necessary to fully represent the heritage of a 

people, as they protect and demonstrate their histories and ways of life.  

Built on the passion for exploration and curiosity, museums are able to carefully study 

and preserve their artifacts in order to communicate important information to a diverse audience 

(Alexander, Alexander, & Decker, 2017). These studies and preservations often include the 

restoration of paintings, use of airtight containers for sensitive artifacts, and prohibiting flash 

photography to minimize light exposure. Using these methods, museums actively work to 

prevent artifacts from changing from their original state, a prime example of tangible cultural 

preservation. In addition to these practices, museums have utilized oral history programs, camps, 

songs, videos, theatrical performances, and festivals that put the tangible artifacts into context 

with their intangible significance (Tsinopoulou, 2017; Alivizatou, 2011). Using these methods, 
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visitors are not only able to learn about these cultures, but also have the ability to participate in 

their traditions. 

When culture is passed down from each generation, a community is provided with a 

sense of identity. For non-physical objects, intangible preservation involves the documentation 

of stories or demonstrations of daily life that transport audiences through generations with their 

authenticity. Cultural spaces work to document daily life through workshops or interactive 

events that they host to reenact rituals, religion, or the creation of food or crafts that make a 

particular culture unique. These events serve as a form of intangible cultural preservation, 

educating attendees, creating new interest towards the highlighted cultures, and providing insight 

to alternative perspectives on history and lifestyle.  

The documentation of history and unique stories at museums and cultural spaces, as well 

as the patrons who visit the sites, play an important role in the prevention of culture loss. The 

importance of cultural preservation can be divided into four categories: documenting daily life, 

educating outsiders on local culture, displaying alternative perspectives on history, and 

connecting people of different backgrounds (Brown, 2016). Cultural spaces work to document 

daily life through their demonstrations and events that portray unique elements of culture. These 

events serve as a form of intangible cultural preservation, educating attendees and creating new 

interest towards the highlighted cultures. Furthermore, the inclusion of tangible history at 

museums through the display of artifacts or ruins provides an insight into alternative perspectives 

on history and lifestyles. The combination of intangible and tangible cultural displays allows for 

the education of outsiders and brings diverse groups of people together. This education and 

unification is critical in evoking respect for smaller minority cultures from larger dominant 

societies. Once respect and appreciation are formed, funding and continuation of practices 

increase, allowing for easier preservation of unique cultures and prevention of dissolution among 

modernization.  

 

2.2 Using Cultural Preservation to Combat Declining Attendance at Museums and Cultural 

Spaces 

Despite the aforementioned role that museums and cultural spaces play in cultural 

preservation, many have been plagued with a recent loss of interest or support from society. 

These sites continue to lose attendance as competition increases and the appeal to younger 

viewers decreases. To combat this, these sites must continually strategize how to attract new 

visitors, both locals and tourists. Furthermore, these museums and cultural spaces must 

determine how to keep visitors returning and establish an ongoing relationship with them. Within 

this section, it is outlined how museums and cultural spaces can use their work in cultural 

preservation to build a unique identity for themselves, and how this unique identity will help 

them attract patrons.  

While the degree of this loss depends on the type of museum, attendance figures from 

popular museums suggest trouble. In 2009, the Smithsonian Institution reported that 4.4 million 

people visited the National Museum of American History and another 7.4 million people visited 

the National Museum of Natural History (Visitor, n.d.). Nine years later in 2018, the 

Smithsonian Institution reported that 4.1 million people visited the National Museum of 

American History while 4.8 million visitors attended the National Museum of Natural History. 

These numbers indicate a ~7% attendance decline at a museum focused on preserving, 

displaying, and celebrating the history of the United States and a ~35% attendance decline at a 

museum intended to display the progression of the planet, environment, and science. While these 
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statistics were taken from museums in the United States, museums worldwide have also been 

subject to attendance struggles in recent years (Embuscado, 2016; Jones, 2017; Rivas, 2019). 

These hardships arise from increased competition in the entertainment leisure industry and an 

inability of museums to appeal to a new audience filled with more diversity (Burton, Louviere, & 

Young, 2009; Farrell & Medvedeva, 2010). With a reliance on attendance to provide portions of 

funding, many museums have had to reinvent their strategies to increase and maintain attendance 

in order to survive.  

As a result of these attendance problems, it is critical for museums to strategize ways to 

attract new visitors to their site. According to European museum patrons, three of the most 

important reasons for visits include new experiences, relaxation, and entertainment, as education 

has become less important (Richards, 2011, pg. 4). One way museums and cultural spaces can 

appeal to these three aspects is by highlighting the cultures they are working to preserve and 

allowing visitors to try new experiences. This can be executed through demonstrations of 

weaving, dances, theater, poetry, music, and much more. Events such as these play a pivotal role 

in attracting visitors because they offer unique opportunities to them. As visitors partake, they 

also learn more about the cultures. 

  In addition to providing a place for visitors to experience culture, museums and cultural 

spaces must work to become a desired attraction to their audience. Many patrons feel as though 

museums should not feel overbearing, and should have a clear focus, purpose, and identity in 

order to succeed within a community (Kelly, 2006). While many of these sites serve to preserve 

culture and have built their identities around their exhibits, their limited resources have prevented 

them from sharing their identities. As previously mentioned, demonstrations of weaving, dances, 

theater, poetry, music and much more can help bolster interest in museums and cultural spaces. 

These same events can help these sites build their unique identities as they provide the audience 

a better insight into their work. Furthermore, these displays help differentiate one site from 

another, creating a unique identity of each space that will attract new visitors if properly 

displayed and publicized.  

Along with drawing in visitors once, museums and cultural spaces need to build an 

ongoing relationship with them. Research suggests that customers have a higher probability of 

returning if they feel a connection with or are impacted by exhibits they are observing (Brida, 

Disegna, & Scuderi, 2014, pg. 2835). The preservation of cultures exhibited in these sites allow a 

visitor to affix their identity with a culture and feel linked to the site. When visitors feel a 

connection to the exhibits in a museum or cultural space, they will be more likely to return to 

share this link with other people or dive deeper into their own relations. Researchers also learned 

that household size does not predict if visitors will return but does influence the average number 

of visits (Brida, Disegna, & Scuderi, 2014, pg. 2826-2834). Often as family size grows, the 

number of visits by the family increases, allowing all of the family members gain a positive 

experience of said site. Parents with ties to the culture on display at a site are more likely to bring 

their children to these sites to educate them and continue traditions passed down from generation 

to generation. To appeal to this family audience, museums and cultural spaces could offer more 

activities and amenities for children. These amenities may come in the form of children play 

areas, activity books, or hands-on activities. In order to retain their local audience, museums and 

cultural spaces must tailor the experience to the needs and desires of the community, 

highlighting cultures that are important to them and providing an accessible and enjoyable 

environment for people of all ages and abilities.  
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Another area in which museums and cultural spaces can work to boost their attendance is 

tourism. A study on cultural activity habits in Cuenca found that the largest group among tourists 

are those visiting museums and cultural spaces (Prada-Trigo et al., 2016). This study of over 900 

people visiting Cuenca, local to Ecuador and foreign, quantitatively determined the three most 

common motivations for visiting Cuenca were for “cultural, leisurely, or socio-economic” 

reasons. Among these motivators, the most popular common threads were museums and 

visitation (Prado-Trigo et al., 2016). Museums and cultural spaces in Cuenca offer tourists a 

leisurely activity to increase their cultural awareness and understanding of Cuenca. Due to 

insufficient advertising at many of the smaller sites, many of the museums and cultural spaces in 

Cuenca do not gain the attraction that they could, as tourists do not know about the site.  

Amid attendance problems at museums and cultural spaces, these sites must work to 

bring in new visitors and retain old ones. To aid in this attraction of patrons, these sites must 

build an identity for themselves that sets them apart from the rest. In the creation of this identity, 

museums or cultural spaces can supplement their content by hosting cultural events or 

performances that connect them to the public and demonstrate their work towards cultural 

preservation. Once these museums and cultural spaces begin addressing their attendance 

problems, they may also experience indirect benefits on the amount of money that they are 

bringing in or support that they are receiving.  

 

2.3 Museums in Cuenca and La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay 

The museums and cultural spaces represented by La Red all make important contributions 

in the cultural preservation of Cuenca. However, due to their lack of public information, the 

work of these sites often goes unrecognized by the community. While these individual sites have 

taken steps to ensure that their cultural preservation efforts will survive, local organizations such 

as La Red, Fundación Municipal Turismo Para Cuenca - Ecuador (Fundación Municipal), and 

La Dirección Municipal de Cultura, Deportes y Educación (La Dirección) have all worked to 

assist in spreading information about these sites. This section discusses the actions that have 

been taken by these sites and organizations to combat losses of funding and publicity and ensure 

the preservation of Cuenca’s culture. 

Fundación Municipal has played a role in the publicity of Cuenca’s sites. Since 2005, 

their goal has been to “develop and promote Cuenca as a quality tourist product-destination 

nationally and internationally” (Cultura, n.d.). Part of their efforts involve publishing walking 

routes that highlight different aspects of the city. For instance, La Ruta de Artesanías Cuencanas 

focuses on the local craftsmen in the city and La Ruta de Francesa de Cuenca focuses on the 

French influences that are a part of the architecture (Cultura, n.d.). Additionally, a similar tour 

route has been devoted to Cuenca’s museums. In the current edition, 12 museums are briefly 

summarized, including details about their origins and what artifacts they contain (Folleto ruta de 

los museos español, n.d.). This guide grants its reader the opportunity to learn about the museum 

before they arrive and allows them to comprehend the amount of history and culture contained in 

this small city. Thus, these guided tours work toward preserving the culture within these sites by 

spurring public interest through their promotion.  

Another organization that is promoting site attendance is La Dirección. In 2016, they set 

up an inter-museum bus route with the purpose to educate the visitors and inhabitants of Cuenca 

on its culture. Passengers are able to ride and enjoy a guided tour of 7 museums and cultural 

spaces in Cuenca and can hop-off at each site at their leisure. The tour provides introductions of 

the museums between stops and includes interactive activities for riders along the way (Guzmán 
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Segarra, 2016). This enables an educational sight-seeing method to see the city that would not be 

possible from within the walls of a museum. These new ways to educate the public on the 

fascinating history and culture contained in Cuenca increase public interest and support, bringing 

more tourists and locals to these sites. 

Museums and cultural spaces have also begun to use social media to increase their 

publicity, in hopes that this will boost their attendance. This is evident with sites such as El 

Museo de Municipal de Arte Moderno which has utilized social media and gathered a healthy 

following of 5,000 on Facebook and 827 on Instagram (San Martín García et al., 2018). This 

outreach to a broader audience, allows these sites to educate more people of their work with 

cultural preservation, lead to an increase of artwork in Cuenca, and potentially increase tourism 

in the area.  

However, not all museums in the area have an effective digital or physical presence. 

Salón del Pueblo Efraín Jara Idrovo, a gallery in Cuenca, only has a Facebook page with a 

meager 1 “like” and 24 “visits” (Salón del pueblo efraín jara idrovo., n.d.). Due to their limited 

publicity, these smaller sites are struggling to capture an audience amongst the many other 

museums and cultural centers in Cuenca. Most of the cultural spaces that are a part of La Red are 

small exhibition centers run by volunteers where local artisans exhibit their crafts to other 

passionate individuals (Plegable red de museos y espacios culturales del azuay, n.d.). Because of 

this lack of exposure, local artists are not getting the attention and appreciation they deserve for 

contributing to the rich cultural identity of Cuenca. While the worst of this lack of publicity is 

plaguing the smaller sites, all of Cuenca’s sites are affected. For instance, the tour bus routes 

connect only 7 of the 36 sites the city offers, and in the Fundación Municipal guide only 12 are 

sites accounted. An analysis of the museums contained in both the bus route and the guide 

reveals that some of them are present in both, others are unique to each, but most are still left 

unmentioned on either (Folleto ruta de los museos español, n.d. ; Guzmán Segarra, M. A., 2016 ; 

Plegable red de museos y espacios culturales del azuay, n.d.). There is a large disconnect 

between the available coverage that an individual museum receives, even though the means of 

receiving that coverage is present and attainable. 

In addition to limited publicity, many museums and cultural spaces are suffering from a 

lack of funding from donors or the Cuencan government. The effects of this can be seen at the 

Manuel Agustín Landívar Site Museum, which was forced to close its doors permanently 

(Cuenca, 2019). Currently, museums such as Museo Pumapungo do not have sufficient financial 

resources and are understaffed. With several projects endlessly waiting for funding and artifacts 

already beginning to deteriorate, Pumapungo is desperately looking for other funding avenues 

(Cuenca, 2019). Other site directors including Martha Iniguez, from Prohibido Centro Cultural, 

are raising awareness and funds for these cultural spaces. This past May, she and other museum 

directors within Cuenca took part in a protest against the government to push for increased funds 

(BLL., 2019). While these demonstrations have opened discussions within the local government, 

little immediate assistance is available. This funding gap is being temporarily filled by 

organizations like the U.S Embassy. They have opened a program that assists museums that meet 

their standards and qualify for up to $200,000 of financial aid. However, while this is one avenue 

that museums can pursue, scholarships like this one come with many caveats and make it 

difficult for museums to qualify (U.S. Mission Ecuador, 2018). As this temporary fix is selective 

in nature, the more compelling method to receive greater funding is larger public announcements 

of the sites’ endeavors. By increasing public displays of cultural importance, information within 
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these museums will become more sought after by individuals. Thus, museums may demonstrate 

their importance to society, and result in larger public funding.  

La Red is trying to bridge these gaps in site funding and attendance by assisting sites with 

increased public attention. This past August, museums and cultural spaces in the city were able 

to share their crafts through the city’s Día de la Cultura fair. This fair enabled smaller museums 

such as El Museo de los Metales and La Casa Museo María Astudillo to promote their exhibition 

spaces to the general public (BSG., 2019a). In order for these museums to remain an 

instrumental component to the city’s identity, their institutions must be openly valued to increase 

the number of people interested in their work. Information about the exhibits and unique 

histories of each site must be shared so that these sites can be more appropriately valued. To 

increase the exposure of this information, a centralized source of information that unifies these 

sites and allows locals and tourists to learn about them prior to visiting is crucial.  

La Red has been active in its pursuit to build a more inclusive and involved museum 

community. As recent as January 2019, they have plans to “launch the guide of the Network of 

Museums and Cultural Spaces of the province which includes the Museum Network of the 

Municipal GAD of Cuenca and the Ministry of Culture and Heritage” (BSG., 2019b). Guides 

such as these allow visitors to analyze what every museum has to offer its audience and whether 

that content sparks the visitors interest. Despite the abundance of culture in Cuenca and the 

ability of museums and cultural spaces to preserve culture and benefit their audience, many of 

the museums remain undiscovered. Due to inadequate resources that prevent small sites from 

sharing their unique histories with everyone else, their exposure is frequently limited, leading to 

problems with funding and attendance.  

Through our six-week research period, our team observed the practices of 7 local 

museums and 3 cultural spaces, and interviewed staff members in order to gain insight on each 

site. Using this information, we created individual site narratives to attract publicity and support 

cultural preservation. This collection comes in the form of a guidebook from which visitors are 

able to learn about each site before they arrive, elevating their experience and interest. As 

museum public outreach increases, support towards each site and funding increases, allowing 

cultural preservation to prevail. 
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Chapter 3: Constructing Stories on Cuenca's Museums 

The aim of our project was to construct a guidebook about what museums and cultural 

spaces in Cuenca offer their visitors as well as to highlight unique stories to motivate visitors to 

venture to these sites. Our product contains exhibit explanations, unique stories of each site, 

hours of operation, admission prices, and contact information. As directed by our sponsor, we 

focused on 7 museums and 3 cultural spaces to maximize the quality of the stories collected, and 

to highlight the diversity of culture contained in the city (Appendix A). In this section we discuss 

how our team obtained this information through a combination of observations while visiting the 

sites in Cuenca, conducting interviews with staff at each site, and the creation of our guidebook 

(Appendix D). The following are the research goals that guided our data collection:  

1. Experience the museums and cultural spaces of Cuenca from the viewpoint of the visitor. 

2. Unearth information about the history, atmosphere, and community of each site that 

would be unknown through a regular visit. 

3. Package our findings to present descriptive information and a narrative of each site. 

 

3.1 Visitor Perspective at Museums and Cultural Spaces in Cuenca 

To better understand the visitor experience at museums and cultural spaces in Cuenca, 

our team toured each site. During our visits to the 10 target sites, our group engaged in 

observations, examining the content each site provided (Appendix A). We wandered each site to 

gather simple information about what visitors would encounter. After analyzing other guides 

created by La Red and brainstorming what information is important to first time visitors, we 

decided to include the following information in our guidebook: logistical details, family 

friendliness, need for a guide, accessibility, and unique content (Appendix E). Based on the 

information we wanted to include in our guidebook, we separated our observation targets into 

four categories: logistical information about each site, friendliness, content, and accessibility 

(Appendix B).  

Before conducting our observations, we created a list of questions to guide our analysis 

of each site. These questions were divided into the four categories described above (Appendix 

B). Logistical information focused on general knowledge that is useful to know prior to visiting a 

site, such as the cost of entrance, hours, and primary language used. Friendliness included details 

about how welcoming the site was to visitors, in terms of greetings upon entrance or areas for 

children. Content was centered around what information or artifacts were displayed, as well as 

what types of technology or displays were used to showcase them. Accessibility mainly focused 

on mobility for physically impaired persons, but also addressed comprehensibility for minority 

audiences who may not speak the same language or have the same background knowledge as 

locals. Collected information included details regarding entrance fee prices, hours, greetings 

upon entrance, interesting exhibits, use of technology, history, areas for children, 

accommodations for physically or mentally handicapped people, and comprehensibility for 

foreigners.  

 Additionally, we took pictures of each site to reference during our analysis and to include 

in our guidebook. These photographs were taken to visually represent the content and unique 

stories of these sites that are featured in our guidebook. Afterwards, we consulted our findings to 

determine what compelling exhibits or unique stories should be included in our guidebook to 

spark the interest of visitors. Furthermore, we identified the strong points and shortcomings of 

each site. This allowed us to highlight the strengths in our guidebook and provide 

recommendations on areas to improve for each site. 
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3.2 Staff Interviews to Uncover Stories 

To gain a deeper insight into the aspects of each target museum and cultural space that 

are not readily offered to the general public, we conducted semi-structured interviews with a 

staff member from each site (Appendix C). The use of semi-structured interviews created the 

opportunity for our team to gain access to information we could not have obtained solely through 

observation. This created more of an open dialogue between our team and the interviewee and 

granted a more concrete understanding of how to properly compose stories on each site.  

Prior to each interview, our team determined if there were any specific questions we 

wished to ask the interviewee. Many of our specific questions pertained to the knowledge gaps 

we attained after our observations. These knowledge gaps often included clarification questions 

about specific exhibits, the history of the location, or the multifunctionality of the space. In our 

interviews, we spoke with directors of 9 of the 10 focus sites2. We asked each staff member a set 

of questions, first about their position to establish credibility, and then about the site they work 

for (Appendix B). This aided our comprehension of what each employee valued from their place 

of work. Additionally, it helped our team gain a stronger understanding of how each site 

functioned and what unique information or stories were contained. Of our interviews, 9 of the 10 

were conducted entirely in Spanish and typically lasted between 30 minutes to an hour within 

each representative’s office3. However, after some of the interviews, such as at Museo de las 

Conceptas, Museo Religioso, and Museo Pumapungo, the director gave us a personal tour of the 

museum to give us more in-detail stories we may have missed in our observation. 

 These interviews were recorded and later analyzed to ensure the recovery of any 

information we may have missed. We also requested the contact information of each director, to 

speak with them in regards to future questions and to send our finished story of their affiliated 

museum for their review to ensure accuracy.  

 

3.3 Creating the Guidebook 

In order to aggregate our data into a guidebook, our team wrote stories about the unique 

backgrounds of each site. Using gathered information and photographs taken at each site, we 

created a guidebook highlighting the history, contents, atmosphere, and unique features of each 

museum and cultural space. Inside the cover is a listing of the 36 sites in Cuenca along with a 

map of where the sites are located in Cuenca. Each site has a page covering basic information, 

including a summary of the site as well as its address, hours, entrance fee, contact information, 

the name of the director, languages used, and a picture. This first page is followed by pages that 

highlight specific exhibits or stories of interest from each site, supplemented with corresponding 

images.  

To effectively analyze our data to format it for the guidebook, we went through our notes 

and organized them based on patterns we found. Data from our observations mainly informed the 

basic summary about each site. This included a basic overview of the site and logistical 

information, such as hours, entry fee, and accessibility. Data gathered during our interviews lent 

itself more towards the unique stories about each site, as well as providing more specific details 

to be included in the summary. This data included details about the history of the site and stories 

about the exhibits. We determined what stories were the most unique and the best at highlighting 

 
2
 Director of Museo de las Artes Populares de América (CIDAP) was unavailable. We interviewed the Director of 

Museology, which is a branch of CIDAP 
3
 Interview at Museo del Sombrero de Paja Toquilla was conducted in English 
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the individual sites. These stories included information about the building itself, unique exhibits 

or pieces, the history of the establishment, facts about the staff, or other details that bring life to 

these sites. 

In order to determine what would be considered an item of interest for a story, we built a 

set of criteria that explicitly defined what a visitor would find interesting. The simplest criterion 

was that the information must be something intriguing, and prompt questions from the visitor 

due its foreign nature or uniqueness. A prime example of an interesting, unique element was the 

exhibit of “Tsantsas”, or shrunken heads, at Museo Pumapungo. We also decided that any 

information relevant to the site’s displays, but otherwise unknown without talking to a staff 

member, would likely be considered interesting. Hidden elements such as the timeline of 

extensive building history of Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno are relevant to the site and 

provide an interesting background to the current site. Using these criteria, we narrowed down the 

data we collected from our observations and interviews to write interesting stories for the 

guidebook. 

The final step in our guidebook creation was to send the staff we interviewed a copy of 

our finished story about their respective site. This was done to confirm the correctness of each 

story, and allowed them to inform us of any inconsistencies, mistakes, or desired additions. 

These revisions were made by our team, reviewed by a representative of La Red, and published 

in our final product. 

Both the Spanish and English versions of the guidebook will exist in two forms, a digital 

version and a print version. The digital version was published online by La Red for easy access. 

The print version will be placed at sites and tourist centers throughout Cuenca, targeting visitors 

who may be interested in other sites in the city. This guide serves as a distinct package of 

information on some of the museums and cultural spaces in Cuenca, highlighting unseen details 

and bringing attention to lesser known sites. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

Chapter 4: Results 

This section presents information that was collected and analyzed after conducting our 

observations and interviews. From our observations, we gathered logistical data, photographs of 

each site, and descriptive data on the content of the sites to develop basic summaries. 

Information from our interviews involved more unique, detailed stories that gave insight to the 

history and functionality of each site. With this data, we created a guidebook that describes 

general information and interesting stories from 10 of the 36 sites encompassed by La Red. Data 

from our observations was used to detail basic information about each site, while material from 

our interviews were used to craft specific stories. These stories serve to bridge the gap in 

knowledge between what a typical visitor would observe and the more in-depth histories behind 

each site. This guidebook is meant to bring awareness to the museums and cultural spaces, and in 

turn aid in the cultural preservation of Cuenca.  

 

4.1 Observations 

Our observations focused on identifying the content, friendliness, accessibility, and 

logistical information of each site (see Table 1). This information was then synthesized into our 

guidebook. The table below outlines our description of each site based on our observations alone, 

complete with follow-up questions for our interviews: 

 

Site Entry 

Fee 

Signage Environme

nt / Visitor 

Motivation 

Accessibility 

(Language) 

Accessibility 

(Physically) 

Need for 

a Tour 

Guide 

Length 

of Visit 

Missing content after 

observations 

Museo 

Pumapungo 

Free Poor Minimal 

welcome 

towards 

guest. 

 

 

Primarily 

Spanish, some 

English 

Fully 

accessible 

inside, 

inaccessible 

outside  

High 2 hours 

inside 

 

1 hour 

outside 

What was the purpose of artifacts 

missing signage?  

 

Where are these artifacts from 

and how old are they? 

Museo 

Remigio 

Crespo 

Toral 

Free OK Minimal 

welcome 

towards 

guest. 

 

Spanish Fully 

accessible 

Medium 1 hour Why 5 rotating exhibits? 

 

Who was Mr. Crespo? 

Museo 

Municipal 

de Arte 

Moderno 

Free OK Greeted at 

the 

entrance. 

 

 Significant 

information 

about 

events 

provided in 

pamphlet 

and poster. 

Mostly Spanish, 

some English 

and Portuguese  

Mostly 

accessible 

except for 1 

room and 

some garden 

areas 

Low 1 hour What do the different blue and 

yellow sections mean? 

 

How often do temporary exhibits 

rotate? 
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Museum Entry 

Fee 

Signage Visitor 

Motivation 

/ 

Environme

nt 

Accessibility 

(Language) 

Accessibility 

(Physically) 

Need for 

a Guide 

Duratio

n of 

Visit 

Missing content after 

observations 

CIDAP Free Poor Minimal 

welcome 

towards 

guest. 

 

 

Spanish Fully 

accessible 

Low 30 min How often do exhibits rotate? 

 

What kinds of objects are shown 

generally? 

Museo de 

Las 

Conceptas 

Paid OK Greeted at 

the 

entrance. 

 

Spanish Not accessible Medium 1.5 

hours 

Interview was concurrent with 

observations 

Museo de 

Arte 

Religioso / 

Catedral 

Vieja 

Paid OK Minimal 

welcome 

towards 

guest. 

 

 

Spanish  Mostly 

accessible, 

some areas 

only by stairs 

Medium 1.5 

hours 

Is there a secret tunnel beneath 

the cathedral? 

 

Who is the artist who painted the 

church? 

Museo de 

las Culturas 

Aborígenes 

Paid Good Greeted at 

the 

entrance. 

 

 

Spanish, French, 

and English 

Museum not 

accessible, 

but gift shop 

and cafeteria 

are 

Low 45 min Why are display cases not around 

all pieces? 

 

Why only guides upstairs in 

English? 

Museo del 

Sombrero de 

Paja 

Toquilla 

Free Good Minimal 

welcome 

towards 

guest. 

 

 

Spanish and 

English 

Mostly 

accessible, 

some areas 

only by stairs 

Low 45 min What is the history of the 

business? 

 

Why are there some hats being 

made right there in the shop? 

Prohibido 

Centro 

Cultural 

Paid N/A* Greeted at 

the 

entrance. 

 

 

Mostly Spanish, 

Some English 

Mostly 

accessible, 

some areas 

only by stairs 

Low 45 min How/why did the site come to be? 

 

 Who runs the tattoo parlor 

upstairs? 

Galería de 

Arte Miguel 

Illescas 

Free Good Greeted at 

the 

entrance. 

 

 

Mostly Spanish, 

some English  

Mostly 

accessible, 

some areas 

only by stairs 

Low 30 min What is the background and 

history of Miguel Illescas 

himself? 

 

How are guest artists chosen and 

how often do they rotate through? 

Table 1: Descriptions of Museums and Cultural Spaces 

*Artwork at Prohibido is subject to individual interpretation 
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All of the sites had interesting exhibits and artifacts to showcase. However, our team left 

each site with more questions than when we walked in. Several museums, such as Museo 

Pumapungo and Museo Remigio Crespo Toral, did not give enough background information on 

content within their sites. Without proper explanations, visitors lose a substantial amount from 

their experience as they do not completely understand what they see. For instance, the second 

floor of Museo Pumapungo contains an exhibit showcasing the 14 pueblos (villages) throughout 

Ecuador. While there are hundreds of pieces of jewelry, apparel, and tools, there are no signs 

describing their utility or what time period these exhibits portray. It was not until an interview 

and tour given by a staff member that we discovered that all 14 pueblos are still present, active 

communities, and all the objects on display are still used today (See figure 1). While natives of 

Ecuador may have known this information prior to viewing this exhibit, foreigners without 

extensive Ecuadorian knowledge would find it difficult to understand the displays. 

 

  
 Figure 1: Pumapungo Ethnographic display with no description 

 

In Museo Remigio Crespo Toral, there was no explanation of why Crespo is worthy of 

his own museum nor why the site housed a majority of temporary exhibits. There were 

explanations on his accomplishments, such as being a published author and respected politician, 

but for outsiders there was no understanding of his importance to the city. Our interview 

informed us of his vast wealth and collection of artifacts, numbering close to 28,000. This allows 

the curators to cycle through his stockpile every 3 months, creating a brand-new visitor 

experience. Visitors without prior knowledge or a guide would be uninformed of Crespo’s 

accomplishments and view this museum as a strict showcase of period furniture and apparel (See 

figure 2). 
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Figure 2:Some of Remigio Crespo’s many furnishings 

  

This lack of provided information was consistent among all of our target sites. Of our 10 

target sites, 7 provided sufficient facts about the exhibitions, 3 offered details about the history, 1 

offered information about upcoming events, and 1 offered information about educational 

programs4. To evaluate sufficiency of information, our team determined if a visitor could 

completely comprehend what the exhibits purpose and history are from the information given. 

With the general public unable to schedule meetings with the directors of each site, a guidebook 

is essential to completely inform visitors of the extensive information and community events 

offered at each museum and cultural space.  

Regarding the friendliness at each site, we found there were improvements to be made to 

increase the welcoming nature of each site. At the 10 sites, there were receptionists who either 

greeted incoming visitors with information about the site, or who strictly requested personal 

identification. The inconsistency of the amount of assistance provided by each receptionist left us 

wary as to how to conduct our tours. Furthermore, the sites that did not extend visitor 

information left us unsure of where to begin our tour. Museo Pumapongo was housed on 

multiple floors, and without clear direction from the receptionist, we were unsure where to start 

to get the most out of our visit. Through our guidebook’s brief summary and interesting stories, 

visitors are educated on what they are touring, and have immediate exhibits to seek out when 

they arrive. 

In terms of accessibility, much is left to be desired. Within the 10 sites, there were many 

inconsistencies in the languages used. All of the sites in Cuenca offered signage in Spanish, 

which limited the comprehension of tourists and outsiders visiting who are not fluent in the 

language. Individual sites, such as Museo de las Culturas Aborígenes and Museo del Sombrero 

de Paja Toquilla, also offered signage in English, Spanish, and French. The director of Museo de 

 
4
 Museo Remigio Crespo Toral, Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno, Museo de las Conceptas, Museo de Arte 

Religioso/Catedral Vieja, Museo de las Culturas Aborígenes, Museo del Sombrero de Paja Toquilla, and Galería de 

Arte Miguel Illescas provided sufficient facts about the exhibitions; Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno, Museo de 

las Conceptas, and Museo de Arte Religioso/Catedral Vieja offered details about the history; Museo Municipal de 

Arte Moderno offered information about upcoming events; and Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno offered 

information about educational programs. 
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las Culturas Aborígenes explained that these three languages were used because they are the 

easiest to interpret using the knowledge of another language, especially a European one. Other 

sites offered some signage in English, but were inconsistent throughout their entire site. Sites 

such as Museo Pumapungo, Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno, and Museo de Catedral Vieja, 

were difficult to fully comprehend, as the language of object descriptions varied from piece to 

piece. Through our guidebook, this language barrier is diminished as it is available in both 

Spanish and English.  

 In addition to the inconvenience created by language barriers at most sites, our team 

determined that there is virtually no handicap accessibility at any of our 10 target sites. Only 

Museo Remigio Crespo Toral and Museo Pumapungo had elevators, and Museo Pumapungo still 

had no handicap accessibility outside to its lower ruins, garden, or bird sanctuary. At Museo de 

las Culturas Aborígenes, the entire museum was up a flight of stairs, making the museum 

inaccessible for the physically handicapped. There were also no accommodations for those with 

visual or hearing impairments at any of our target sites. More importantly, there was no 

indication within the sites of their level of handicap accessibility, so disabled visitors would be 

unaware of the lack of accessibility at a site until they travel there. This low level of accessibility 

may contribute to the lack of attendance at many of these sites, as some people are physically 

unable to visit a majority of them. The inclusion of handicap accessibility within our guidebook 

helps to inform disabled visitors and allow them to plan their visits according to the accessibility 

of each museum or cultural space.  

Finally, prior to visiting each site, we had already received basic logistical information 

from La Red. During our observations, we confirmed whether or not these details about hours, 

prices, locations, and more were still valid.  

 

4.2 Interviews 

In our interviews, we found patterns that connect the museums and cultural spaces, 

primarily regarding the history of a building, facts about owners or family history, and the 

unique stories behind exhibits (see Table 2). Throughout our interviews, we asked the site 

representatives what they believed are the most interesting aspects of their establishment. The 

table below contains new knowledge gathered through interviews: 

 

Site Ownership Most Interesting Subjects Learned from 

Interview/Tour* 

Museo Pumapungo National 1. Tsantas 

2. Garden 

3. Ethnography 

4. Library and audiovisual 

collection 

Museo Remigio Crespo Toral National 1. Piano 
2. Archives 
3. Secret room 
4. The block 

Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno Municipal 1. History of the building 
2. Set up of site (blue vs. yellow) 

halls 
3. Education 
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CIDAP National 1. 34 countries represented 

Museo de Las Conceptas Private & Municipal 1. Active convent 
2. Ossuary/herb garden 

Museo de Arte Religioso / Catedral 

Vieja 

National 1. History of building/architecture 
2. Organ 

Museo de las Culturas Aborigenes Private 1. Personal collection of owner 
2. Owner 

Museo del Sombrero de Paja 

Toquilla 

Private 1. Owners house, 9 stories, 91 

rooms 
2. 4 generation family run 

Prohibido Centro Cultural Private 1. All art by one artist 
2. Concerts and events hosted 

Galería de Arte Miguel Illescas Private 1. Biography 
2. Guest artists 

Table 2: Interesting Museum Stories from Interviews 

 *Interesting stories listed are in our guidebook and can be found in Appendix E 

 

 Our team found several differences in the information shared by private, municipal, and 

national museums and cultural spaces. Representatives from private sites shared the most 

personal stories, offering a significant amount of interesting information. The differing staff 

responses from the various museum categories indicate what they value about their site, what 

information they believe the public should know, and what details they are willing to share. The 

building housing Museo del Sombrero de Paja Toquilla, a private cultural space, has been in the 

family for 120 years, containing 91 rooms and 9 stories up the hill that the building sits on. 

Additionally, the family has been in the Panama Hat business for 4 generations, exporting over 3 

million hats to Europe and receiving an award from Princess Anne for their work. At the 

municipal sites, the stories told were mainly about the history of the buildings they are housed in. 

For instance, Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno served many different community roles from 

1876 until it opened as a museum in 1981 following renovations. At the national museums, the 

discussion was centered around the content that the site holds. At Museo Pumapungo, a national 

museum, their library houses roughly 80,000 documents including books, maps, and old 

newspapers. There is also an additional audiovisual collection with about 5,000 pieces including 

film reels, VHS and Betamax tapes, cassette tapes, CDs, and DVDs. 

 Although there were differences found between the museums and cultural spaces, there is 

an unfortunate similarity at each site: a lack of financial support. Every representative stated their 

awareness for the shortcomings of their museum or cultural space, and pointed to their loss of 

funding and revenue as a cause of many of these problems. For example, the organ at Museo de 

Artes Religiosa stopped functioning back during the 1950’s, yet still sits dormant in the upper 

balcony of the cathedral. The director informed us that while they want to repair it, they do not 

have the money to do so. Instead, the organ was gutted, leaving only the keyboard and pipes 

remaining to preserve the visual appeal (see figure 3). These museums and cultural spaces all 

lack the finances to improve their facilities and advertise their exhibits properly, but to increase 

their revenue, there is a need for increased advertising. Increased advertisement would lead to 
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greater visitation and aid sites in their lack of revenue through potential donations, gift shop 

purchases, and even reallocation of public funds as an outcome of increased attention and 

appreciation. Our guidebook is a potential solution, as it is free to access online and shares the 

personal stories of these sites. This free advertising will help new visitors discover the sites and 

allow former visitors to return with new knowledge.  

 
Figure 3: Catedral Vieja’s Organ 

 

     In addition to this hidden information, many of the sites had pamphlets, magazines or 

booklets about their museum, yet did not make them publicly available. Our team has inferred 

that this lack of availability is a result of their minimal funding as well as a need for more 

supplies. During our interview with the director of Museo de las Culturas Aborígenes, we were 

given a booklet containing pictures and descriptions of all of the pieces in the museum. Yet, this 

booklet is not available for visitors when they enter, as the director had to retrieve a copy for us 

from a back room in the museum. Similarly, CIDAP had a periodical magazine about their 

current exhibits that they gave our team, yet there were no advertisements for it. This booklet 

explained the history of the pieces currently on display and how the museum acquired them, 

information not displayed inside the museum. Many of these sites in Cuenca contain more 

information than are featured in their exhibits, yet fail to properly advertise this additional 

information. The creation of our guidebook is meant to bridge this gap, and provide the public 

with this information they may not otherwise have learned.  

 

4.3 Guidebook    

In order to bridge the knowledge gap between what information we found during our 

observations and interviews, we created a guidebook highlighting the discrepancies. Using data 

collected from our observations, we included logistical information such as hours, contact 

information, accessibility, and average visit duration on each site’s first guidebook page. 

Following this, we included narratives of the descriptive stories we learned from our interviews 

on the next pages to give readers an expanded insight into each site. All of this information was 

supplemented by photographs of each site that we captured during our visits. Figure 4 is an 

example page from our guidebook, which can be seen in full in Appendix E. 
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Figure 4: Sample Guidebook Entry 

 

 Through our data analysis, we have determined patterns that connect each museum and 

cultural space, as well as highlighted what makes each site unique. Using our observations, we 

determined basic information about each site that left us with further questions. We took these 

questions and used them to supplement our interviews asking about the history and other 

interesting details for each site. With this insight, we were able to surface information otherwise 

unknown to the public and close the gap between what can be seen at each site and what stories 

there are behind each one with our guidebook. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions & Recommendations 
The 36 museums and cultural spaces in Cuenca that are a part of  La Red do not have a 

centralized source of information, limiting the accessibility of knowledge to the public about 

these sites, which is detrimental to their legacy. Without the proper exposure, museums and 

cultural spaces will no longer be able to preserve the history and culture that they showcase as 

attendance and funding continue to decline. The purpose of our research was to highlight the 

cultural preservation efforts of these museums and cultural spaces by gathering stories, logistical 

information, and characteristics that were unique and interesting to each site. In order to 

accomplish this, our team created stories of each site and packaged them into a guidebook. 

Through the use of observation and interviews with staff, we assembled the necessary data to 

create these comprehensive stories. 

 During the analysis of our observations of the museums and cultural spaces, our team 

came to several conclusions about what each site was physically like: what they contained in 

regard to exhibits, amenities, accessibility, and languages used. All sites contained interesting 

content that kept us intrigued throughout each visit, but we left asking many questions about the 

history, the staff, and the multi-functionality of the site. We also determined that most sites have 

signage solely in Spanish, with some exceptions, as well as a Spanish-speaking staff that may 

hinder foreign visitors from receiving the full experience of each site.  

 The questions that followed our observations fed into our interviews with staff at the 

designated museums and cultural spaces. The knowledge we gained during this process was far 

beyond what we expected and filled many of the gaps in information we accumulated during our 

observations. The in-depth history of each site was revealed to us, including details on the 

different uses for the building, reasoning behind the creation of the museum or cultural space, 

and information that only management would know, such as the size of collections they have or 

how often rotating exhibits change. 

 With these results, we determined patterns that connect each museum and cultural space, 

and highlighted what makes each site unique. Through our observations we collected basic 

information about each site, and used this to give a summary and outline logistical details of each 

site in our guidebook. Using the information from our interviews to fill the gaps we had at the 

end of our observations, we built unique profiles for each site. This data enabled us to surface 

information otherwise unknown to the public, and bridge the gap between what can be seen at 

each site and what stories there are behind each one. Using these stories along with photographs 

taken at each site, we compiled a guidebook in order to bring to light many of the unknown 

details behind each target museum and cultural space. 

 

5.1 Recommendations 

 After collecting and analyzing data from the 7 target museums and 3 cultural spaces, our 

team has some suggestions to help improve these sites. While many of these sites seem to be 

functioning acceptably, our team sees minor improvements that they could use to help improve 

visitation and retention rates. These improvements include the following: 

 

1. We advise sites to remain consistent with the languages used on exhibit explanations. If 

multiple languages are being offered in the descriptions of one exhibit, they should be 

included in the descriptions of all exhibits. 
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2. Our team recommends that museum representatives be more amicable towards guests, 

adopting actions such as offering a pleasant goodbye to visitors while exiting. This will 

help make patrons feel more welcome in the establishment and encourage return visits. 

3. We encourage La Red members to reach out to local artisans or universities to form a 

partnership for exhibits or work. Museo Municpal de Arte Moderno has done this with 

the University of Cuenca, displaying work from their architecture and photography 

students in several areas around the museum.  

4. We recommend that museums and cultural spaces increase their digital and social media 

outreach to improve attendance from younger or foreign visitors. 

 

 Furthermore, because the guidebook we created only includes 10 of the 36 sites La Red 

currently represents, there is more work that can be done to improve it. This includes asking 

questions regarding attendance at museums and cultural spaces, if locals or tourists make up the 

majority of the attendees, and determining the frequency of visits from local residents to these 

sites. Additionally, further research to understand the tourist demographics in Cuenca, and the 

city’s level of reliance on the impact of tourism, would be beneficial for La Red and Cuenca. 

Furthermore, research to determine the most effective way to share information about the 

museums and cultural spaces would be worthwhile, whether this be a website, mobile app, or 

paper guidebook. 

 

5.2 Limitations 

There were several limitations during our process, mainly in regards to language and 

information given in interviews. The English-Spanish language barrier caused difficulty for our 

team during our observations and interviews. During our observations, most exhibit descriptions 

were written in Spanish, leaving room for incomplete comprehension of the exhibits we visited. 

To combat this problem, every member of our team was present during our observations, 

allowing everyone to read the descriptions and understand the signage to the best of their ability. 

Additionally, when our team conducted interviews, 9 of the 10 interviews were conducted in 

Spanish5, creating a language barrier that may have compromised our understanding of the 

conversations. In an attempt to minimize this problem, all team members attended each interview 

and took notes. Additionally, interview audio was recorded to allow for future review if our team 

decided there were portions of the interview that were misunderstood or missed entirely.  

During the interviews, another limitation we faced was that some directors were hesitant 

to provide in-depth information, as some of the representatives offered us pamphlets or books to 

read instead of answering all of our questions6. While the literature often proved helpful, there 

was a missed opportunity to understand the director’s knowledge of the museum or cultural 

space, as the literature may cover different topics or stories than the director would have. We 

recognize that this limited conversation may have restricted the amount of knowledge gained. 

Finally, our team recognizes the possibility that those we interviewed may have forgotten, 

neglected to, or chose not to share specific information about their site. While interviewing 

representatives, it was important to remember that they have a bias towards the site in which they 

work and that part of their job includes marketing the site, therefore only acknowledging its 

strengths.  

 
5
 Interview at Museo del Sombrero de Paja Toquilla was conducted in English 

6
 We were given books or pamphlets during our interviews at Museo de las Culturas Aborígenes and CIDAP 
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5.3 Future Projects 

The research we conducted revealed much of the hidden information behind the museums 

and cultural spaces in Cuenca that a typical visitor would not discover. This has the potential to 

increase visitation to these sites when the guidebook we created with that information is released 

next year for the 200 year anniversary of Cuenca’s independence. This project can be expanded 

with further research into the other locations La Red represents, bringing attention to a larger 

number of places and informing more people on the rich history and culture of this area. As 

many of these sites are constantly changing, this guidebook will exist as a living document, 

likely changing from year to year, requiring additional studies even on locations we have already 

visited. We are hopeful that this project will result in an increase in tourism to more of these 

unique museums and cultural spaces, and improve the city of Cuenca, as well as the region of 

Azuay. 
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Appendix A: Target Museums and Cultural Spaces 
Museums Represented by La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay: 

1. Museo de las Artes Populares de América (CIDAP)* 

2. Museo de Arte Religioso Catedral Vieja* 

3. Casa Museo Remigio Crespo Toral*  

4. Casa Museo Maria Astudillo Montesinos 

5. Museo de las Culturas Aborígenes* 

6. Museo de las Conceptas* 

7. Complejo Patrimonial Todosantos 

8. Economuseo Municipal Casa del Sombrero 

9. Museo de Esqueletogia “Gabriel Moscoso E” 

10. Museo de la Identidad Cañari 

11. Museo La Magia del Sombrero de Homero Ortega 

12. Museo Municipal de Arte Moderno* 

13. Museo de los Metales 

14. Museo Numismático Cuenca del Banco Central del Ecuador 

15. Museo y Parque Arqueológico Pumapungo*  

16. Museo de Sitio Manuel Agustin Landivar 

17. Salón del Pueblo Efraín Jara Idrovo -CCE Azuay  

18. Museo Universitario (Universidad de Cuenca) 

19. Museo de la Defensa “Casa de los Tratados” (Giron) 

 

Cultural Spaces Represented by La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay: 

1. Ahucuna Galeria Taller 

2. Alianza Francesa 

3. Cu Gallery  

4. Casa de la Cultura Núcleo del Azuay  

5. Fishbon del Sur 

6. Galeria Taller Artes Machado 

7. Galeria Ariel Dawl 

8. Miguel Illescas Galeria de Arte* 

9. Musa Takina Galeria 

10. MAC Marin Arte Contemporaneo  

11. Prohibido Centro Cultural* 

12. Sono Centro Cultural 

13. Salida de Emergencia (Terminal creativa) 

14. Saladentro, espacio cultural multifuncional  

15. Turismo y Cultura - Arquidiócesis de Cuenca 

16. Galeria Taller Jorge Espana 

17. Museo del Sombrero Paja Toquilla* 

 

*Denotes a focus museum or cultural space determined by our sponsor, Sr. Juan Fernando 

Venegas Crespo 
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Appendix B: Observation Outline 
Preamble: Hello, we are a university research group from Worcester Polytechnic Institute in 

Massachusetts, U.S.A. who is working with La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales. We wish 

to walk through and collect data from your museum through observation. If there are any pieces 

that you wish us to omit, not take pictures of, or video tape, please let us know. Furthermore, we 

are hoping to meet with directors or staff from museums around Cuenca. If you or any of your 

coworkers would be interested in participating, we would love to set up a meeting. 

 

I. Logistical Information  

1. Is attendance free or is there an entrance fee? 

2. What are the site hours? 

3. Who is the director of the site? 

4. What contact information is available to the public? 

5. What is the duration of a normal visit? 

6. Where is the site located? 

II. Friendliness  

1. Are we welcomed upon entering each site? 

a) If yes, who are we welcomed by? 

2. Is there information available about the exhibits or upcoming events? 

3. Is there a map displaying the layout of the site? 

4. Is the overall atmosphere inviting to visitors? (lighting, smell, temperature, 

attitude of staff)  

5. What is the museum atmosphere like? What architectural characteristics 

does the building possess?  

6. Does a first time visitor feel he or she gained something (relaxation, 

enjoyment, education) from coming to the museum? 

III. Content 

1. What type of exhibits are on display? 

2. Is there adequate information provided with each exhibit? 

3. Is the signage with the displays comprehensible enough that a first time 

visitor can understand the exhibits shown? 

4. What types of technology are being used at the museum? 

5. Are there any forms of narration (booklets, tours, PDA, digital screens, 

etc.) available to visitors?  

6. Are the rooms of the museum organized by a theme or focus category? 

7. Did the museum visit flow naturally or did it seem too unorganized or too 

overwhelming? 

8. What exhibits are the most interesting for a first time visitor? 

9. Are the exhibits permanent or temporary? 

IV. Accessibility  

1. Is there signage or information about the museum posted outside of the 

site? 

2. Are the exhibits labeled? If they are labelled, what information do they 

contain? Are the labels easy to read and comprehend?  

3. What languages are used on labels and signs? 
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4. Is the museum accessible to people who are handicapped (physically or 

mentally)? 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions  
Preamble: We are a group of students from Worcester Polytechnic Institute in Massachusetts, 

U.S.A. and we are working with La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay to collect 

information regarding the history and culture of individual museums. Currently, we are 

conducting interviews of museum staff to better understand their involvement in the museum and 

any unique stories they may possess.  

Your participation in this survey is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time.  

Please remember that your answers will remain anonymous. With your permission, we would 

like to use your name and title in our project report or publication. We would also like to record 

this interview using a mobile phone to allow for further evaluation following its conclusion. La 

Red will use this information to better the visitor experience. 

If interested, a copy of our results can be provided through an internet link at the conclusion of 

the study. Your participation is greatly appreciated. Do you agree to allow us to use your name in 

our work and record this interview? 

 

List of questions to ask museum employees: 

Personal Questions to start a conversation and ensure credibility: 

1. What is your everyday role for the museum? 

2. How long have you been working for the museum? 

3. Are you a volunteer or paid employee?  

4. Are most of the museum employees volunteers or hires? 

5. Before you worked here, did you visit the exhibits?  

a. If yes, do you notice a significant difference between being a visitor and being an 

employee viewing exhibits in the museum? 

6. What has your experience working at the museum been like? 

7. Since you began working here, what is something interesting that you learned about the 

museum? 

a. What is your favorite exhibit/art piece/artifact? 

8. Have you heard of La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay 

a. What are your thoughts? 

 

Questions about each individual museum or cultural space: 

1. As a museum employee, what do you believe the goal of the museum is? 

2. What do you believe this museum offers to its visitors? 

3. Does the museum work with La Red de Museos y Espacios Culturales del Azuay? If so, 

in what way? 

4. What history do you know about the museum?  

a. When and how was the museum established? 

b. Are there any interesting stories you know about the museum? 

c. How has the museum changed overtime? 

5. How long does it take a first time visitor to browse the entire museum? 

6. Are there any problems that you see in the museum? 

a. If yes, what changes would you would like to see at the museum?  
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Appendix D: Timeline 

 

Activity Name Activity Goal Allotted Time 

Participant 

Observation/ 

Observation at 

Museums 

Gather more information 

about Museums, introduce 

ourselves to Museum staff 

and get contact information 

5 days to gather data 

5 days to analyze data 

(may occur simultaneously with 

Interviews) 

Interviews with 

Museum 

Staff/Curators 

Gather qualitative 

information about the 

museum's history and 

content, develop a story 

around each museum 

5 days to gather data  

5 days to analyze data 

(may occur simultaneously with 

Observations and Produce Descriptive 

Stories about Each Museum) 

Produce Descriptive 

Stories about Each 

Museum  

Create stories in English and 

Spanish for each museum 

that La Red can use to attract 

an audience 

20-30 days  

(may occur simultaneously with 

Interviews with Museum 

Staff/Curators) 

Combine Information 

to present to La Red 

de Museos y Espacios 

Culturales (La Red) 

Create a medium to show our 

information and stories to La 

Red 

5-10 Days 
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Appendix E: English Guidebook 
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Appendix F: Spanish Guidebook 
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