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T H E  O  R I G  I N S .

-  In  p reh is ror ic  t imes the  name . .Ta ino ' ,  was  a l readv
, /  De ing .used to  des ignare  a  b ranch o f  rhe  Arawak peop le

i  rMabr  ng  rhe  enr i re  i s land o f  Bor inquen lpuer ro-R icb)
and precominar in -e  in  lhe  popu lar ions  o f  La  espano l i
( ianro  Domjngo-Ha i r i )  and Cuba jn  rhe  era  o f  Lhe D is_
covery. These Taino lndians haci been rire principil
seulers- of Lbe Anril les. although it is rrue. rhar riey sip_
p lan ted  anorher ,  o lder  g roup fo f  abor ig ines  o f  rh l  p r !_
ceramlc  age who r rave l led  a l l  over  thc  Ant i l les  as  h i rn r_
ers and fishers sirce about 2,500 years Uefore rle Ctri;s-
r ian  era) .

"Taino" is a word whici in rhe language of r.\c An_Lil lean aborjgines means ..noble'. 
or .. iepirabte 

mani.
r ne I arnos were a neoiirhic people_belonging, io

glh:r words, ro rhe Lare Srone Agei_u\ar had-ar-rved
ln lJonnqu:n and Sanro Domingo from Venezuela and
uuayana and especially from uhe mourh of r-he Orinoco
.a-.i ve r wh:ie rls Arawak reladves sii. l l  l iveC at Lbe timeof r-he Spanish conouesr.

_ lr is rnpossible ro derermiae whcn exactlv t-he firsrl alnos ca-,ne ro gorinquen; but resea-rch i-o t-bi last fiftvyears has led scieDtists to conclude uhat it was ia thl
fgst ]0! 19ais A.D. Ttre migrarion ,,i*a *:tr, ir", tstano oI .lrrotdad; and it rook r,he Taioos at least 1000years ro hop frora ooe isiand ro uhe ot_Uer ro tinaUvarrrve aL the shores of Cuba at t5e end of r-he A-orilleaichai.o.

-, The Spaniards used rhe Tainos ro com.nutricate witithe Arawaks who lived on the South araericJcoasll
The large Arawak fa:u y upp"r.oriy- t uif 

"a';; 
,f'r,;

-. BoUvian highland; bur irs iirsi 
'"rigirii"i_ 

i"-1"". U.l_
. localeo more lo the soutlt and east, .in parae-uav and

*q:.-::::** 
part of Brazii *he," ihe d;;?;Tii;juloes uved.

This is how an ancienr,legend explains rhe origins ofr-hese Indians: ..Tupi and Guarano were two b;rhc$who came ro l\e Braziijan jungie from a mvsteriouirano across Lhe sea. In rtreir new homeland rhey pirched
*li'-:lTp "na sowed *re ,"i1. ih;ili,;J'#;;:;
ror some trme undi the arguments between 

,their
wives -made ir impossibie for t6e rwo b.;;h;;;;;;;:rinue livirg iu the same pi""". f'1l"-oti"i ;i",# ;;,Tupi,.recrained in tle Mjro urosso area. Guarano mj-grated to rhe sourh where he iouoa"a tli 

-orl" "0.*
pie that .:vas subsequenrly ,pr""o"! i""r*lllyy,Paraslrav-"

.In-rhi! form the Guarano himself explairx his beingrelaled ro.rhe Tupi. poinring ro the uniuestionable airlruty ot the fwo Deooles of tle-vast lungie zonc ofSourh America. BotJ:' l inguistic branclies,- Tupi_b ui_rano and Karaiv6-Guarano characrerize tl.re Arawakptoples which \pere later to sertle in ,n" irf^"j"iS;nnq uen and Santo Dominso.

" _'ll i:..|1 
.i"k peopte.naired Taino were rhrough rheiragrrcutrure rhe .most imponanr ones jn rhe 6reaterAnuues. Accordrng to hjstorians of Antillean culture.Iner aovent ln lhe area was marked by three culturai

?eriods: IGNERIS or Arawax tnolans wno settled inTrinidad -and made painred p",t".t; SUiiTfiilO ;Arawak .Indians, cutlurally'prir.iti,i.-l*^'Jiirr"ti"
. Taino's charact:risrics 

"na 

'l.,is'tunglic.; 
iAtrJd:' co.n:

:i Sloeleo _Ine . most advanced cultulally in the Arawak* world. flourishing wirh rhe appearance of rhe Boca Chica porrery tn santo Domingo and its variaDls iB puerto
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R A C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  C  H A R A C T E R  I S T I C S .

Christopher Colunrbus describes rhe Tainos as "r_hc
most favorably proportioned people I have ever seen".- .  Other  chron ic les  o f  rhe  D iscoverv  Dor r ray  them as  Deo-

'  p le  o f  c inn lmon-o l i ve  co lo r  and 'med ium he iehr .  f l i shv
Jnd u .e l i  p ropor t ioned.  T le i r  noses  were  ihor t  an i
nal. thet nosrri ls wide: end t-hev had slanting eyes and
bad teeth. Their loreheads were narrow and rhet heads
flat because rhe_v pracriced deformarion of rhe skull
by Pressing rhc he:rds of the newborn between lwo
boards, in fronr antl rcar, ried Logerher with cotton
corJs, unril rhe child wrs r-hree years old. The Tainos'
hair was biack and coarse; rhey were wearing ir short
in front and long in the back bur had neirher body hair
nor Dearo.

According to aurhoriries. rhe Taino lndian had his
five bodi)y senses well developed. His eyesight was ex-
cellent; and he had a fine sense of rouch. He had a good
memoryi for he cultivated it for rhe recitarion of his
historical areyios. Goodness predominared; and he was
not much give11 to rancor and vengeance. He was slrong
and maaLv, a good arcber; and ar the rime of rhe colo-
nizalion he was able !o carry loads of ?5 to I00 pounds
!vithout diff iculty. However, rhe depressing influence of
the tiopics on his organism. which did not enjoy the
advantages pcoduced by erhnic mixture. somewhat af-
fected his development by making him more suscaptible
lo f,ny olsef,se.

The Taino woman was handsome and very ferti le.
She couid spin cotton (sorobey) quire weli and riea',e
the i itr le skilts for the married women and breeoh-
clotbs for the chiefs. From cotton they also made ham-
mocks rnd ba;rdases that were used for the arms and^ 
lnkles- The Tairio woman also devoted herself to

!*i:;bultivating the soil, preparing food. fetching water
and participaring in pottery work. Taino womerr were
used to fighting alongside rhe men in the wars against
t-he Carib Indians; and some werc distinguished by be-
ing elected chicfs, Anacaona in Santo Domingo and
Yuisa in Borinquen havrng been the most famous
amons these.

All- the men and the unmarried gills went to:ally
naked but Dainted their bodies with viscous resin and
vividly coloied oiI in elaborate and painstaking designs.
Tattooing was also much p:acticed; and ail rhis orna-
menta t ion  had a  re l ig ious  or  symbol ic  m:an ing .  Red
was the coior of war.

Body painring which r-hey considersd their clothing
a lso  prorec ted  then f rom rhe  insec ts  th rough ) rs  smel l
and f rom excess ive  hear ,  humid i ty  and exposure  to
wrnd.

Ocassionally they wore nose ornaments and earrings
mrde o i  s in rL l  sna i l  she l l s ,  sea  she l l s  o r  co lo red  s tones .
Arms.  fee t  and o ther  par ts  o f  the  body  were  adorned
with cordage bracelets aod coliars from which shells,'f ish 

scales. animal teerh and whatever obiects their
imag ina t ion  susges led  to  them as  be ing  beaur i fu l  were
dangling, among rhem aLways amulets carved with the
f igure  o i  a  cemi  o r  t r rba l  ido l .  Somet imes they  a lso
wnra  hc .  , t i '  l v  co  n-ed  fearhers  on  the i r  heads  and
go ld  d isks  on  lhe i r  cheeks .

They  3 lso  had pa in ted  masks  covered w i rh  go ld ,  l i ke
- lhos :  rhey  gave to  CoLumbus as  a  p resent .  i t  i s  be l ieved
, l : ,a t  rhes :  were  reserved Lo  persons  o f  h igh  rank .

F  Var r ied  women g i rded themse lves  w i th  an  aprbn o f
\h i re  cor ton  fabr ic .  wh ich  rhey  ca l )ed  "nagua" .  some-
t imes nor  la rger  than a  grape lea f ,  somet imes leav jng

Ihem on ly  par : l v  covered-  The women ch ie fs  wore
thek naguas at ankle lengrh but used rhe short one when
they played tle rirual ball games.

Chast i ' v  was  n^r  ae .esq2rv  fo r  sexua l  exDer icnce
was considered imponanr. Incgst was unknown 3rnong
the Tainos. Married men had no intercourse wirh their
wives fdr 15 ro 20 days before collecring gold in rhe
rivers, since they werg afraid that otherwise rheir eye-
s igh t  wou ld-be  impeded and rhey  wou ld  be  unao le  ro
see tbe metal.

The chiefs were allowed to haye several wives. and
one of these used to be the favorite or orincioal wife.
They all I ived together without showing jealousv. served
lhe i r  husband, :ak ing  care  o f  h is  comfor r ,  o f  rhe  ch i l -
dren and of ali domestic labors. When rie chief died.
one or two of his favorite women had to travel with
h im-vo lun tar i l y -  Io  the  o lher  wor ld  to  keep h im
company there. The grave was a very large excavarion
covered with sticks and foliage before being i i l led rvirh
earth; ior lhe eaflh was not permirted to touch rhose
who were burried rhere.
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T H E  T A I N O  C U L T U R E .

The themcs o i  l i f c  and death  dominated  lhe  cus loms
rhe re l ig ion  and thc  u r t  o f  the  Ta inos .  and th is  gave a
cer ra in ;ohes ion  to  the i r  cu l lu re .

Thc i r  iov  o f  l i v ins .  rvh ich  as ton ished lhe  Ssan ia fds .
mrnifesred'irself abo-ve :rl l  in Lheir religious and secuiar
ies l i v i t ies .  Thev  loved mus ic .  sons  ind  drnce.  T le

Tr inos  h :d  v r i ious  mus ica l  ins i ruments  The most
characreristic ones were the flule' Ihe large conch shell '
the ocarina. the drum called "maguev". Ihe maracas,
the reed trumpet and the fife The Taino song was a
monotonous ricitarion with a fevr discordant notes and
:  chor i rs  re f ra in . '

They macie music when thev had a religious. festivity
and in the "arevtos". meeritrgs of manv oe-pre whe'e
rheir traditional sonqs and dances extoiled the viclories
of their war heroes and narrated the outstanding events
of rheir hisrorv and il l  'his manner conveved to Dew
generations the lessons of the past.

Sad or ioyous evens were celebrated with an
''areyto". It- served to explain rhe reasons for a war,

r h c  . n o p r  6 f  2  " . . h i -  r ^  r ^ r r r n  ' \ a
. w 4 r , j J ! 4 J -

deadi of someone important or !o celebrale dle bLrlh
of a son. And for each occasion the Tainos had the
appropriare dances and songs- Dancing also was con-
s io : r :d  a , iay  Io  cure  a  s ick  person;  and i f  rha t  Person
could not dance himself, lh3 "buh[ti" (or bultit i), ie
- - . l i ^ ih '  6 .6  r i rn .F 'J  f ^ r  h im 

.4

The dances were very expressive, above aii the war
dance -which vividiy dePicted the various actions oi a
camDatgn.

Tie 
-men 

couid dance alone, or the women alohe;
and rhey also danced together, hoiding each other by
L\e hand and forming two lines- A leader intoned l}le
song and was beating. rime, and all .the. others repeated
in unrson the story whlch he was slngng.

Tire dancers got dlin-ks unti l rhey fell down drunk:
and oriers tlren joined dle dance and took their place.
The areyto used to end in general drunkenness. They
were drinking "uiku" and "xixa", alcoholic beverages
which the women prepared with corn maslicated by

]'ounq Indien giris. the saliva causing fermentation.' 
Ou'lside rhe-vil)ages the Tainos h1d places ior Lhe

''barey' ' or ballgrme. The bali was made o[ f i ixrs ex-
tracred from certain roots and mixed with resin. They
boiled the mixture; and with the paste thus obtained
lhey folmed balls so haid thar rhey could not throw
rhem back with thei! hands but used the shoulder, the
head or the thigh. There were games of women alone,
men alone, meo agalnst women, and also with mixed
leams.

Basically the Taino religion was a nalure cuit or
roremism. They adored plants, animals and birds,
athough they recognized a superior deiry called "Yu-
cahri" (or Yocahu) who iived on the summits of Lu-
qu i l lo  and was the  good god.  Another  de i ty  was an  ev i . l
so i r i t  ca l led  ' 'HuracAn" .  The f i rs t  one d id  no t  need
r ie  p rayers  o r  supp l ica t ions  wh ich  were  be ing  addressed
lo rhe evil one in order to calm his ire.

They  e lso  adored rhe  ' ' cemis"  o r  ido ls  represent ing
orher, minor deities. These were sculptured or pain'ed
wirh diverse figures They worshippcd them in their

houses, adorned lhemselves wjth iheir f igures: rnd oul-
side the vil lage they had a large house of \rorshiP
where rhe cacique (chief) and the priests spoke to lhe
people drroug:h irs cemi's mouth. The DeoPle b:oughl
ihe cemi food which served to feed the prjesls.

They also believed in rhe resuffecdon of the deceased
to  another  marve lous  wor ld  where  an  e te rna l  spr ing
reigned and all the good things of l i [e were avai]:bie
in 

-abundanc:: 
but their spirits would relurn Io Earth

per iod ica l l y ,  and in  the i r  imag ina t ion  th is  was the  cause
for all sorts of apparit jons and ghosts-

Each act of daiiy i iving had a reiigious imPlication.
In the sacred ceremonies reserved to lhe nobles and the
pr ies ts  they  he ld  smok ing  sess ions  whrch  in lox ica led
ihem; for ihey inhaled tl iough rhe nose a mix ure of

tobacco wirh iarcotic herbs. ihe priests then consulted
rhe  cemi  \yh ich  dec lded on  war  o r  Peace or  o ther  lm-
por tan t  ques t ions .  Th is  ceremrny  was ca l led  tne

"coh ob  a" .
Death cohabited amicably with i ife The pfaclice ot

eu thanas ia  was commoni  and when the  s ick  we fc  dyrng

rhev  were  be ins  drowned.  A f te rwards  lhe  bodv  w3s

cut'oDen and d-ried by means of a fiJo bafore rl was

bur ied .- - ihev  
be l ieued tha t  the  sP i r i t s  ( "hup ia" )  o f  the  dead

went  ou t  a t  n iSht  to  ea t  w i ld  f ru i ts  and to  communrca le
*irtr itr. t iuin"g. For thc dav ihey relurneLi to lheir

wor1d,  a  p lace  ca l led  "coa ibay" .
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The acr:viries rhat might come under rhe headine ofcrtj[s were ponery, the cawing and polishing or sione
rno.qood.  the ,  weav ing  o f  cor ron  or  . . soro-bey , , .  

rhe
mf,krng ol.cords from mayagua or m.aguey foi ham_
mocKs or _trshrng nets and aiso the transforma:ion of
stsat.or cf,buva fibres ro be used for curting and much
soughr after for the en-qraving of rocks and Fard w;ods:
.1 re  Ia tnos  3 lso  made bows and ar rows.  axes  and c lubs
in accordance wiih certdin rules. The ;;;;;;;;"t
parricioared in rhis work.
, While Taino arr eschewed fie monumenial. it showed
r.1 stone. wood and ceramics a surety and elegance set-
rine it apart in rhe history of an-

Taino civii izarion was'marked by the use of oolished
sione. thou_sh rhe Tainos also conserved somd of the
more primirive utensils of chipped stone. Made of
srone were rheir axes. knives and small f i f lrres of idols
called "cemis". They aiso worked rhe 

-*ood, 
some-

times carving primitive sculptures, and made vessels
o I  baked c lay .  wh ich ,  toge ihe i  w i rh  sea she l ]s .  cons t i ,uF
ed rheir household gooCs. The vessels were s:yled wirh
an accomplished expressionism that mieht be iomoared
to that of rhe most advanced cooti;ental cerimics.
ftr_g T3iiqs' bone cawings are equal)ed only by thosi
o l ' !he  hsk tmos-

,  The s rone c r rv in95 l16wn as  th ree_oo inred  s ,ones ., , - , rne  so- .ca l ted  cemis .  and the  s lone co l la rs  have beer- - * lhe  ma,or  u : r reso lved n l ,s te r ieS . . ^^ . , - . . - - l  i -  . - . , . I . . r - ^/ 'he  Ta inos
The rh ree-Do in ted  s tone or  cemi  was an  impor ran t

eod o f  'he  A.awak. r r ibes  o f  pucr ro  R ico  and Sanro
L,omlnso ln  lne  I  a ino  era .  T le  sVmbol ism o f  these



The socio-polirical organization oi the Taino Inciians
resembled a orimirive communism insofrr as their eco-
nomic  sys t :m s rs  b i tsed  upon co l lec t i ve  p roper ty .  The
lend beloneed to all. Howcver. rhe State was headed by
a hered i ta rv  nob i l i r v  i cd  by  a  p r inc ipa l  cac ique who
l i red  surounded b i  sub je  s .  The ioca i  ch iL fs  rec-
^ - - i ? r . l  i ' i .  L ^ , r  ' ^  ^ L - . ,  r . i .  ^ . ; a - .d u r " v ( ' L J ,  r " u , , c u  ' v  u v ! J

The local chicfs' rule wrs brsed on a vil lage rnd
generally extended through the entire vailey- [t also
cou ld  ex lend ro  an  enr i re  i s land.  The cac iques  ' ru ied

the i r  peop le  l i ke  good [a rhers  gu id ing  the i r  ch i ld ren ' ' .
in Taino socier! a hierarchy-of poljt icai power rhus

exisLed but couid nor really be cailed feudalism. The
vil la-ee chief simply represented t-he principal cacique
as the locai authority.

I n  n r i n e i - 1 "  r h a  ^ l d ' . r  c ^ n  ^ €  .  . . - i n t ' -  < , - - - - { c ' ll L l l - i l l l l l P l g l J U ' J w l o v q g r Y 9 9

h is  fa ther  uDon lhe  l ruer 's  Dass inq .  no  mat te r  who h is
motier was. if rhe caciquj left io sons, he was suc-
ceeded by the son of his l isrer-not his brother's-be-
cause Paternity was less cenain in the scheme of con-
sanguiniry |han motherhood. Exceptionaily. Ihe cacique
cou ld  ce leqare  h is  3urhor i ry  ro  a  s is le r i  bu t  rhe  s te tus
of rvcmen in matlers of succession is not well knou'0.

The sociai divisions of the Tainos were simple.
.First came the caciques who used a c:own of green -

i::nes and a large gold disk cailed ''guanin" on thel!
*':nest as symbols of authority. They were followed by
the nitainos, The caciques were recruited from this
group; aRd they acred as depury chiefs. The next cate-
gory consisred of rhe priests or "behiques" who were
both oracles and medicine men. The working ciass
people were called naborias. They ti l led the soil and
did various jobs or became soldiers under the command
of rhe nitainos.

Compulsorv raxation did not exist in Taino soci-
ery: bui. rhey were obliged .-ro partjcipate in com-
muna l  labors  lo  ensure  rhe  v i l ldges  subs is tence.  The
distribution of goods was carried out in a communi-
la r ian  manner :  and rhe  idea o f  p r iva te  p roper ty  se : IEs
to  have been r :s t r i c ted  to  cer ta in  possess ions  and r i tua l
c ir ci es.

The cac ique judeed c r imes and imposed the  dear -b
penalty in cases of rheft or adultery. A thief was ex-

^  ^ ' -ke  was in t roduced in to! ! q ( v e  v t  r r  p d r : i ' r  ' r r r r r ,  / 1  J ' 4

his anus unrii ir ended in his head.
Accord ing  ro  rhe  chron ic le rs  o I  the  Span ish  conquest

and lhe numerous words that have survived. rhe lan-
gurge o f  the  Tr inos  was a  sonorous  and complex  id iom,
go ing  fa r  beyond the  s imp le  iux tapos i t ion  o f  sy l lab les
tn  comple ie ly  p : im i t i ve  Ianguages.  in  the  sn t i re  a rch i -
pe laqo a  eene-a l  Ta ino  lansuase was in  ex ls tence:  bu t
o\Ying to the isolation of the islands and to neologisms,
dialects were iormed. Today onlv remnants of the
genera l  languape remain .  Manv Ta ino  w^ 'd"  ha"e

!,een conserved in rhe names of rivels, 619gn'ains,
$uits. places. harbors, capes, birds, f ishes, musical in-
-J ruments  and househo ld  u rens i l s ,

When Chr is ropher  Co lumbus ar r i ved  in  Bor inqu in ,
Lwo important caciquedoms marked r-he poli l ical, social
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and retigious division of the Taino lndians. wrore hjs
son Diego de Col6n. These were the caciquedom of
Guayn i r  (Cuayrn i l la )  under  u re  p r inc ipa l  cac ique
Aguebana and the caciquedom of Oroa, ruied by
tr UaIlOneX.

Later research has revealed d:at at the rime of rhe
Discovery l8 caciques governed in Plerro Rico ns
principal and local chiefs; Aguebana, cacique de Gurr.
oia; Guarionex. cacique of Otoco; Aymamon, cacique
of .A.imaco; Urayo6n, cacique of Yaqueca; \ labodama-
ca. cacique of Guajatacat Abacoa, cacique of Arecibo:'
Araband. cacique of Toa; Cuacabo, cacique of Sibuco;
Mab6, cacique of Guaynabo; Mahagua. cacique of Ba-
yamon; Yuisa. female cacica of Aymainio: Canobanl.
cacique of Cainab6ni Caguax. cacique of Turabo: Cur-
raca. cacique of Guayaney; Guamani, cacique of Cua-
yama: Orocobix. cacique oi Hatibonicol Humacao. ca-
cique of Macao; Yuquibo. cacique of Daguao.

When Aguebana.  the  supreme cac ique o f  Bor inqudn,
died. the caciquedom of Guaynia was inherired bv h:s
sister's son Aguebana Ii who led rhe Taino ieb;l l ion
of l5l I aad was therefore calied Guaybana th. Brave.
He died fighting for his people's l iberiy: from rhen on
the Tainos were to gradually die out.

They disappeared. destroyed largely bv smallpox.
lung edema and odrer diseases which they caueht from
Whires who carried rhe germs that had been unkno*n
there and were doubiy leral in that virgin land.

The Tainos also committed collecrive suicides br'
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means of the poisonous manioca iuice in order to
escape the serfdom imposed upon them bv the SDan-
iards who changed their tradirional way- oi l i fe. They
also knew methods to make their women steri le.

Some Tainos, in desoair because of tbe loss of their
freedom under the Spanish government which did
not recognize their social system, enslaved thsm- p1
scourged by hunger, moved to the neighboring islands
of Mona. Monico, Vieques and others. mostiv inhabited
by the Carib Indians, their traditional enemies. There
t h a v  n e r r r n : c r l  < m a l l  u n n e <  F i c h i n o  r n d  e r r l t i v r r i n o

small seed fields. But after a few years they no longer
could subsist without enough space and they asked for
Iand in  Puer to  R ico .  They  were  gran ied  land in  the
mounrains of A-iasco and San Germ6n. where ihey i ived
for  a  long t ime,  o f ten  separa ted  i rom the  Span iards .

Not ali of them dicd out. The Spaniards never were
adverse to int:rracial unjons and tiese flourisired espe-
ciallv in the beginning of colonization before a suff;cient
number of white women had arrived. Later the Indian
girls in the mounrains also started to marry whites and
Blacks of the island. There sti l l  exist some Indian
features in todav's Puerto Rican poPulation owing lo
rhe survival of Indian blood. If the Tainos have be-
come aimost extinct as a race. some of their biood sti l l
runs in the veins of manv Puerto Ricans.

Man i  tschn iqu :s  i rher i ted  f rom the  I r l ians  have
been conserved: - tha t  o f  the  mounds in  agr icu l tu re  and
others  l i ke  b ra id ing  and cordmak ing '  wh ich  have hard ly
been altefed.
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