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‘this relic of antiqUity’
Fifth�to�fifteenth�century�wood�carvings�from��
the�southern�lesser�antilles�

Joanna Ostapkowicz, Christopher Bronk Ramsey, Alex C. Wiedenhoeft,  
Fiona Brock, Tom Higham, and Samuel M. Wilson

The results of AMS dating and wood identification on three carvings recovered from the 
southern Lesser Antilles (Dominica, Battowia and Trinidad) are discussed, placing the ob-
jects in the context of events and interactions that spanned the region’s prehistory from 
the fifth to fifteenth centuries AD. Each hints at a rich legacy – of their passage through 
the hands of those who invested in them (whether through making, using, trading, collect-
ing or displaying them) in a process that sometimes covers vast geographical and cultural 
distances. They reflect the social dynamics and fluid interconnections between Caribbean 
peoples – and between people and objects – that bound the region in a praxis of material-
ity, mobility and exchange. 

Se discuten los resultados de fechamiento por medio de Espectometría de Masas (E.M.) y 
la identificación de especies de madera de tres objetos tallados, recuperados en el sur de las 
Antillas Menores (Dominica, Battowia y Trinidad), así colocando dichos objetos en el con-
texto cronológico de eventos y interacciones conocidos de la prehistoria regional (Siglos V 
hasta XV). El trabajo expone sobre la importancia de revisar colecciones museográficos, de 
estudiar no unicamente las historias recientes de recopilación y conservación, sino historias 
profundas de objetos - contexto original, uso y valor. La procedencia documentada en los 
registros de adhesión con frecuencia oculta historias ricas de artefactos - su paso por las 
manos de aquellos que invirtieron en ellos (ya sea a través de su tallado, utilización, com-
ercialización, recopilación o su exhibición) mediante un proceso que a veces cubre extensas 
distancias culturales y geográficas.

Nous traitons dans cet article des résultats des datations AMS et de l’identification du bois 
opérées sur trois gravures retrouvées dans les Petites Antilles méridionales (Dominique, 
Battowia et Trinidad), qui permettent de replacer ces objets dans le contexte chronologique 
des évènements et des interactions qui se sont déroulés durant la période préhistorique de 
la région, du Ve au XVe siècle. Cet article explore l’importance de revoir les collections de 
musée, d’étudier non seulement les histoires récentes de collection et de conservation, mais 
aussi l’historique plus approfondi de l’objet, son contexte d’origine, son usage et sa valeur. 
La provenance visible dans les registres d’accession masque souvent la richesse du legs des 
artefacts, leur passage dans les mains de ceux qui ont investi en eux, (soit en les fabriquant, 
en les utilisant, en les échangeant, en les collectionnant ou en les distribuant) dans un proc-
essus qui couvre parfois de vastes distances culturelles et géographiques.   



138 communities in contact

In 1878, after scrambling 300 feet up a steep mountain slope on the island of Battowia, 
off the coast of St Vincent, the historian Frederick Ober discovered a small wooden carv-
ing (Figure 1): 

�I groped among the loose fragments of  stone near the mouth [of  a cave], where, one of  the men 
told me, an Indian chair had been found some fifteen years before. Carefully displacing the stone chip-
pings, I at last found what seemed to be an image of  stone; but scraping with a knife revealed that 
it was of  wood. It was a tortoise, four inches long and two and one-half  broad, curiously carved�. 
This relic of  antiquity was undoubtedly taken by the Caribs from their enemies of  Haiti, and brou-
ght here by the captor, or it may have belonged to a captive Arowak [sic] living among the Caribs  
Ober (�880:222; 224)

Ober’s last sentence, although written over a century ago and clearly a product of the 
long-standing Columbian propaganda that polarized the region’s cultures along stereotypi-
cal extremes of ‘war-like Caribs’ and ‘docile, peaceful Arawaks/Taíno’1, foreshadowed cur-
rent investigations into the extent and nature of interaction between the peoples of the 
Greater and Lesser Antilles (e.g., Hofman et al. 2007, 2008; Hofman and Hoogland 2004; 
Hoogland and Hofman 1993, 1999). To Ober’s eyes, the turtle carving was clearly foreign 
to Battowia – he viewed it as a zemi (cemí) that was either raided or belonged to a non-lo-
cal ‘captive’. This attribution was based on his knowledge of comparable material recovered 

1 These general divisions (Carib/Taíno) gloss over a great deal of cultural diversity – many societies and languages 
are subsumed within these broad titles. The antagonistic history between the two ‘groups’ was emphasized by 
early Spanish colonisers, though much for their own purposes, to justify enslavement and expansion. This has, 
however, long overshadowed the peaceful interactions that undoubtedly also occurred – from exchange, to 
political alliances to kin relationships binding different island communities together.

Figure 1 Turtle carving/snuff tube, Guaiacum sp., resin inlays, white pigment, AD 1160-1258 
(combined resin and wood dates). L: 102 mm; W: 57 mm; H: 33 mm. Catalogue number A34542-
0, Department of Anthropology, National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., US. 
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Figure 2  Distribution map showing the Dominica duho, Battowia turtle snuff tube and Pitch Lake 
zoomorphic bench, and featuring style zones for provenance islands contemporary to the artefact peri-
ods (the latter redrawn from Hofman et al. 2007: Fig 6, 8-9). NB: other style zones were present during 
the periods in question, but are not included here for ease of reference.
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from the Greater Antilles, specifically the style of the piece and its apparent association 
with an ‘Indian chair’ – the latter known to him from duhos described in cronista accounts 
and antiquities he had seen from Puerto Rico (Ober 1880:223-224). Yet, at the time, little 
was known – and to date, is known – about the wood carving styles of the Lesser Antillean 
region, primarily because so few carvings survived,2 hence it is difficult to distinguish what 
was made locally and what was imported on stylistic attributes alone. How, then, to in-
vestigate possible sources – whether local or foreign – for the unusual cache of objects in 
Battowia, or for the other carvings found in the Lesser Antilles?  And how to anchor these 
chance-finds – void of archaeological context – within circum-Caribbean prehistory so that 
they can inform on local developments, inter-island connections and/or shared practices 
within this region?  

This paper focuses on three carvings found in the Lesser Antilles: the Battowia turtle, 
Dominica duho, and Pitch Lake (Trinidad) zoomorphic bench (Figure 2; Table 1). It sum-
marizes new AMS radiocarbon and wood identification results, as well as iconographic 
studies, which together enable assessments of stylistic attribution and chronological place-
ment.  Discussion proceeds from a review of the individual pieces to the wider implications 
for understanding their histories, and through them the histories and interactions of their 
owners.

2 To the small turtle carving can be added 17 other artefacts - a duho recovered from a cave on Dominica in 1860, 
two small zoomorphic ornaments and a small bowl from Guadaloupe (the latter potentially a historic piece), a 
figural carving and a possible weaving stick from Barbados, and at least 11 wooden artefacts from Pitch Lake 
(two stools, four paddles, two weaving sticks, two bowls and a mortar (Bennel 2000:11; Boomert 2000:298-99, 
307, 336, 399; Boomert and Harris 1984:34; Petitjean Roget 1995; Fewkes 1922:135). This excludes the house 
posts recovered at the site of Tutu, St Thomas and Port St Charles (Heywoods), Barbados (Bennel 2000:111-
112). In contrast, the wooden corpus from the Greater Antilles numbers at least 300 pieces known in museum 
and select private collections, and potentially thousands from the waterlogged sites of Los Buchillones, Cuba 
and Manantial de La Aleta, Domincan Republic (Ostapkowicz 1998; Valcárcel Rojas et al. 2006; Conrad et al. 
2001). Undoubtedly, other pieces with provenance to the Lesser Antilles will emerge with time – such as those 
currently held in private collections.

Provenance/Institution Material OxA Date BP Cal AD (68.2%) Cal AD (95.4%)

Pitch Lake zoomorphic bench, Trinidad 
Peabody Museum of Anthropology 
and Archaeology, New Haven145145

Wood (Andira 
sp.); 54.11mg; 
terminus 

19174 1538 ± 29 437-489 (35%) 
530-570 (33.2%)

AD 431-592 (95.4%)

Turtle snuff tube, Battowia
St Vincent National Museum of Natural 
History, Washington A34542-0

Wood (Guaiacum 
sp.); 2.99mg, 
terminus

X-2345-50 775 ± 50 1219-1277 (68.2%) AD 1159-1295 (95.4%)

Resin (results 
pending) 2.41mg, 
terminus

21893 862 ± 28 1161-1216 (68.2%) AD 1050-1083 (9.9%) 
AD 1124-1137 (2.4%) 
AD 1151-1254 (83%)

Dominica Duho, Dominica 
Economic Botany Collections, Kew, 
London EBC40669

Wood (Guaiacum 
sp.), 58.24mg, 
terminus

17917 556 ± 25 1326-1344 (27.6%) 
1394-1416 (40.6%)

AD 1315-1356 (43.5%) 
AD 1388-1427 (51.9%)

Table 1 AMS radiocarbon and wood ID results for the Pitch Lake zoomorphic bench, Battowia tur-
tle snuff tube and Dominica duho. The Oxford Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit lab numbers (OxA) are 
provided alongside the sample sizes, the dates BP and calibrations at 68.4% and 95.4%. All dates were 
calibrated using the IntCal09 dataset (Reimer et al. 2009) and OxCal v4.1.6. The most likely dates are 
highlighted in bold in the 95.4% confidence column.



141Ostapkowicz et al.

Project�overview�and�methodologies
The three carvings discussed here form part of the ‘Pre-Hispanic Caribbean Sculptural Arts 
in Wood’ project, funded by the Getty Foundation and the British Academy (2007-2010), 
bringing together 66 wooden artefacts held in widely dispersed museum collections (20 
institutions in eight countries). The study focused on older museum specimens selected 
on the basis of their historical significance, good provenance (to island), wide-ranging dis-
tribution (both Greater and Lesser Antilles), and artefact type. This corpus was subjected 
to AMS 14C dating, wood identification and select stable isotope analysis to establish firm 
chronologies, determine material resource utilization and suggest or confirm provenance. 
The wood identification of the Dominica duho was carried out during the course of a pre-
vious project supported by the Leverhulme Trust (2004-2006). 

As establishing a chronology for each piece was at the core of the project and central 
to its wider objectives (e.g., exploring stylistic variation within and between islands over 
time), the 14C samples were critically targeted to ensure a date closest to the felling of the 
tree, ideally sampling any remaining sapwood. Where this was not present, the carving 
was oriented relative to its position in the original bole, and the sample extracted from the 
extreme outer edge to achieve the same goal. This strategy is especially important for slow-
growing woods, which can be several centuries old at the pith as opposed to the sapwood. 
The approach was further fine-tuned by sampling the resin used in inlays, where evident, 
which should relate to the object’s final stages of manufacture or to periodic refurbishment. 
In total, 90 dates were obtained for the project. The ultimate aim has been to integrate 
the results into our current knowledge of Caribbean prehistory, which is largely based on 
ceramic and stone technologies, and enhance our understanding of how wooden material 
culture contributed to Caribbean lifeways. 

artefact�selections:�Pitch�lake�zoomorphic�bench
Trinidad’s Pitch Lake, one of the largest natural deposits of asphalt in the world, has yield-
ed a minimum of 11 wooden artefacts, including a zoomorphic bench (Figure 4)( Boomert 
2000:298-99, 336, 399; Boomert and Harris 1984:34-37). It was discovered between 1940 
and 1950, when the lake was being dredged commercially, and donated to the Peabody 
Museum of Natural History in 1952 by W. L. Kallman, director of the Trinidad Lake 
Asphalt Company (Boomert and Harris 1984:34). Large encrustations of pitch still remain 
on the legs and underside of the stool, while other areas appear to have been cleaned by a 
sharp implement. This substantial, low bench, carved with a bulbous, zoomorphic head 
at the front and a blunt, square ‘tail’ at the back – suggestive of a canid – differs stylisti-
cally from the duhos recovered in the rest of the Caribbean islands, including those of the 
low-backed category to which it has some general parallels. The size, style and iconogra-
phy has more in keeping with the seats still commonly used in the Orinoco delta and sur-
rounding regions (compare against contemporary zoomorphic examples on figure 3; see 
discussion).

Samples extracted from the stool for radiocarbon dating yielded the earliest currently 
known date for a Caribbean seat – AD 431-592 (95.4% confidence)(Figure 5, Table 1). 
The sample was taken from the outer edge of the left hind leg, as far as possible from the 
pith area of the carved bole within the limitations of the carving. The wood was previously 
identified as Mora (Chlorphora tinctoria), more commonly known as fustic, in 1953 by 



142 communities in contact

Arthur Koehler of the Department of Forestry, Yale University; however, it has been re-
identified here by A. Wiedenhoeft as Andira sp. (Figure 6), a slow-growing genus, although 
this in itself could not account for the age of the piece, especially given the sampling 
strategy. The pitch is a possible factor, and although all sampling was done away from the 
large areas of pitch still present on the object, it is probable that the residues were deeply 
absorbed into the wood. Any date from an object with extensive contamination must 
have some uncertainty associated with it. With this in mind, the chemical pre-treatment 
was adjusted accordingly, and subjected to a solvent wash prior to the standard chemistry 
for radiocarbon dating. In addition, a small sample of pitch removed from the bench was 
subjected to the same solvent wash as the wood sample and dissolved easily in the chloro-
form, indicating that the pre-treatment was suitable for removing the pitch from the radio-

Figure 3 Distribution map of South American zoomorphic stools from the 19th to 20th centuries with 
general similarities to the prehistoric Trinidad bench (low-back, presence of zoomorphic head, tail, etc.). 
Stools redrawn from Roth (1924), Saville (1910) and Zerries (1970).
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carbon sample prior to dating. However, al-
though this treatment should have removed 
any traces of pitch, we must still be cautious 
with the date until further studies can be 
made (a thorough investigation of the pitch 
contamination issue is the focus of a future 
project). Experiments on porous substratesExperiments on porous substrates 
deliberately contaminated with bitumen 
show that residual contamination levels are 
likely to be <0.2% (or <20 14C years). With With 
these caveats in mind, accepting this early 
date for the stool would place it in the late 
Cedrosan Saladoid period (AD 300/400 – 
600/800), which in fact fits with the date 
previously proposed by Boomert and Harris 
(1984:38-39) for the group of artefacts re-
covered from Pitch Lake. 

battowia�turtle�snuff�tube
Ober’s (1880:222, 224) fortuitous discovery 
yielded not only the remarkable turtle carv-
ing (Figure 1) – which he donated to the 
Smithsonian Institution in 1878 – but also 
the knowledge that an ‘Indian chair’ (pos-
sibly a duho) was previously recovered from 
the same cave.3  If the turtle carving is any-
thing to go by, this suggests a cache of at 
least two, if not more, elaborately carved 
and possibly functionally related artefacts. 
The purpose of this finely worked object has been a matter of some debate. Ober called it 
a cemí, or idol, while Fewkes (1907:196) was more tentative: ‘[w]hether the image was an 
idol or an amulet is not clearly determined, but the two ventro-dorsal perforations sug-
gest that it was tied to or suspended from some other object, possibly attached to some 
part of the human head or body or worn as an amulet’. Lovén (1979:591) concurs, noting 
that early cronistas mentioned the Carib wearing small wooden figures around their necks. 
Subsequent researchers have accepted the amulet identification (McGinnis 1997:401). 
However, the emphasis placed on the two perforations – their central location, together 
with their size and raised position above the turtle’s shell – would suggest a function be-
yond simple suspension holes, which could have been more easily drilled through the neck 
or back flippers of the carving (most amulets have holes drilled through the sides, so that 
the carving is viewed in full from the front). The position of the holes suggests a composite 

3 See also Hawtayne (1887:198), who mentions the discovery of the chair: ‘At Battewia [sic]… there is a large 
cave in which a wooden seat or stool was discovered, and no doubt other relics might be obtained there’. In his 
reconnaissance of private collections on the islands in 1912, Jesse W. Fewkes (National Anthropology Archives 
4408:59a) noted that ‘Mr. Cropper had a duho from Battovia [sic] which he gave to [a] gentleman in England’, 
although he could not trace its specific location further (Fewkes 1914:670). 

Figure 4 Pitch Lake zoomorphic bench, Andira 
sp., red pigment (?), AD 431-592. L: 572mm; 
W: 272mm (max); H: 200mm (max). Catalogue 
number ANT.145145, Peabody Museum of 
Natural History, New Haven, United States. 



144 communities in contact

snuff tube, used in the Greater Antilles for the inhalation of cohoba (a hallucinogenic drug, 
possibly involving Anadenanthera peregrina) – a practice described by the early cronistas 
(Colón 1992:151, 157; Las Casas 1967:II 174; see Newsom and Wing 2004:143 on issues 
surrounding the genus identification). Further, the distance between the two holes natu-
rally fits the nostrils, the raised position of the holes enabling the placement of the carving 
sufficiently away from the mouth for ease of use. This likely involved the use of short tubes, 
bringing the narcotic substance directly into the inner nostrils (Ostapkowicz 1998:130). 
If the turtle is indeed a composite snuff tube, its presence in the same cave together with 
a duho could suggest that core elements of the standard Greater Antillean ‘cohoba kit’ were 
present – which in turn raises the question of whether they were understood, and poten-
tially utilised, as such in the Lesser Antilles, and if so, by whom (locals or immigrants/emis-
saries from the northern islands? – see discussion).

Figure 5 Graphed calibration date (1538 ± 29) for the Pitch Lake zoomorphic bench. 

Figure 6 Transverse section of Guaiacum sanctum (left) and Andira retusa (right). Though wood 
identification is not definitive at the species level, the species presented here depict some of the character-
istic cellular features seen in samples from the three Lesser Antillean artefacts. Images: A. Wiedenhoeft.
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Figure 7 Graphs showing calibrated results for Turtle snuff tube wood 
(775 ± 50 BP) and resin (862 ± 28 BP) samples.

Figure 8 Graph showing combined results from resin and wood dates 
for the Turtle Snuff Tube, at AD 1160-1258 (95.4%). T=2.3 (5% 3.8).
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Two small samples were extracted from the snuff tube for AMS 14C dating: the wood 
from the outer-most tip of the right front flipper and the resin from a recessed area in the 
same location. The samples were necessarily very small due to the size of the object and its 
importance. Although there was sufficient quantity of resin, the wood sample was minute 
(2.79 mg yielded just 0.44 mg after pre-treatment) and - despite an acceptable yield of 
50% C on combustion - had a low AMS target current which gave a higher standard error 
than usual. In addition, resin is difficult to prepare and treat for dating as it is soluble in 
many of the chemical pre-treatments that are routinely used; instead, where it remains in 
good condition, its outer surface can be removed, so that only the inner material is sub-
mitted for dating. This was our approach with the resin sample removed from the turtle 
carving (2.41mg): the outer surface was physically separated from the target material and 
no chemical treatments were applied. This would give an added level of uncertainty on 
the results, although both cross reference well, and are almost certainly accurate within 
their wider ranges. The wood sample, identified here as Guaiacum sp. (Figure 6), yielded a 
calibrated date of AD 1159-1295 (95.4% confidence), while the resin returned a result of 
AD 1050-1254 (95.4% confidence)(Figure 7; Table 1). Within the latter range, the high-
est probability is AD 1151-1254 (83%), which overlaps very well with the wood date. The 
two results can be combined to AD 1160-1258 (Figure 8)(χ2 = df=1, T=2.3 (5% 3.8)). This 
suggests that the piece was likely carved and inlaid in a single process. Importantly, the 
date does not inform on its subsequent use history: although carved by the mid-thirteenth 
century, it may well have been a curated object, a valued heirloom passed down the gen-
erations or circulated through exchange networks over the course of its history. The date 
places its manufacture and use in the Chican Ostionoid period in the Greater Antilles, on 
the one hand, and the Suazan Troumassoid period and Cayo complex in the Windward 
Islands, on the other – all roughly contemporaneous at AD 1200 (Petersen et al. 2004:28; 
Rouse 1992:129-131; Boomert 2000:261). 

dominica�duho
The Dominica duho (Figure 9) entered the Economic Botany Collection at Kew Gardens, 
London in 1860. That year, John Imray (b. 1811, d. 1880), a doctor and botanist working 
in Dominica between 1850 and 1870, wrote to Sir. William Hooker, then Director of Kew 
Gardens, giving a brief account of the duho:

I send the carved image, or stool, or whatever it may be. I think I mentioned that it was found by a 
negro boy in a cave among the woods of  Dominica. There were some objects of  the same description 
which unfortunately I was unable to procure. The image is I think of  Charaib [sic] workmanship. It 
is evidently very old. From its weight it is made from some hard wood of  this country. I almost think 
Coubaril [sic] ������� ��� ���������� �� �������� ������ ������ ��� ���� �� ����� ���������������� ��� ���������� �� �������� ������ ������ ��� ���� �� ����� ���������

Of interest here is the clear reference to the duho being found on the island, and the 
presence of other carved objects ‘of the same description’, possibly suggesting other duhos, 
in the cave. Although non-committal on the function of the carving, Imray does refer to itImray does refer to it 
as a stool, an identification echoed by Sir Augustus Wollaston Franks, eminent curator of 
Antiquities and Ethnography in the British Museum between 1866-1896, who described 
the duho in one of his private note books (British Museum collections, LS16, ff.1). But at 
some later point in the object’s history, it came to be identified as a metate, and the follow-
ing label was attached on the underside, above the two hind legs: ‘Metatl [sic] or trough 
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made of the wood of Hymenaea Courbaril L. [sic]  Used for rubbing down flour for mak-
ing cakes. Used by Caribs: of unknown antiquity. Found in a Carib Cave in Dominica’. 
Its actual function was thus obscured until 2001, when a researcher visited the collections 
specifically to look at material from Dominica (Honeychurch 2001). 

The carving is, in fact, a rare example of the anthropomorphic high-back duho style: it 
joins only seven others known from the entire Caribbean (Ostapkowicz 1998: 188-191; 
228-267). Anthropomorphic duhos feature a head at the upper end of the high back, with 
the rest of the body conforming to the shape of the four legged seat: the chest, usually in-
cluding skeletal imagery, and arms are carved on the upper surface of the backrest, with 
the legs morphing into the stool’s front legs and male genitalia depicted at the front base. 
The treatment of the design elements within the chest area and the top and back of the 
head tends to be unique to each piece, although there are strong parallels in the motifs 
featured within this group. In the Dominica duho, the treatment of the central triangular 
design panel is complex, intriguingly featuring four appendages, each with four digits (sug-
gestive of a creature) and flanked on either side by a series of six parallel lines, depicting 
the ribs. This stylized treatment is in contrast to the arms, which appear more natural, the 
flesh bulging around the tightly bound arm bands and creased at the elbows. The head, 
too, is contoured, with high cheekbones, a fleshy nose, wide open mouth and angled eyes. 
The combination of a corporeal body with skeletal imagery is a recurring theme in Chican 
Ostionoid (AD 1200-1500) art, and is paralleled in several other anthropomorphic high-
backs, the majority of which are provenanced to the Dominican Republic, suggesting that 
it may have been a stylistic centre for this type of duho. The Dominica duho is comparable 
to the Dominican Republic examples in other ways: this group consistently features large, 
projecting front feet with protruding ankle bones and large eyes and mouths that tend to 

Figure 9 Dominica duho, Guaiacum sp., AD 1315-1427. L: 395mm, W: 154mm, H: 207mm. Catalogue 
number EBC40669, Economic Botany Collection, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, UK.
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be shallowly carved, as if inlay was not required, or if included, was only an extremely thin 
sliver of shell or guanín. There are, for example, strong parallels between the Dominica 
and Lluberes (DR) duhos, on the one hand, in the complex treatment of the chest panel 
designs, depiction of the ribs and the triangular cut-outs around the base of the noses, and 
the Boca de Yuma (DR) duho, on the other, in the treatment of the head, each featuring 
interconnected appendages showing four digits (Figure 10). Stable isotope analysis may be 

Lluberes Duho
Dominican Republic
L: 410

Boca de Yuma Duho
Dominican Republic
L: 425

Dominica Duho
Dominica
L:395

Figure 10 Dominica duho (centre) and two examples of anthropomorphic high-backs from the Dominican 
Republic (both in private collections), showing head panels and upper body designs. Duhos not to scale. 
For further details about the two Dominican Republic duhos see Ostapkowicz 1998:245-249.

Figure 11 Graph showing the calibrated results for the Dominica duho 
(556 ± 25 BP).
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able to suggest a provenance for the wood, potentially linking the duho with greater cer-
tainty to an island, where it can be cross-referenced with contemporary styles – this awaits 
further study.   

The wood had already been identified by the time the duho entered Kew’s collections – 
the transcript of entry on 23 January 1860 notes ‘Carved Image of the wood of Hymenaea 
Courbaril [sic]’ (Julia Steel, personal communication 2007). Imray had a deep interest in 
the local botany and in all likelihood the attribution was made by him, as per his letter to 
Hooker. However, the wood has been identified as has been identified ashas been identified as Guaiacum sp. (Figure 6)�in the course 
of the present research.

The outer left edge of the duho was sampled for radiocarbon dating, and the re-
sult indicates that the selected timber was felled, and likely carved, in AD 1315-1427 that the selected timber was felled, and likely carved, in AD 1315-1427 
(95.4%)(Figure 11). The dates coincide with the last phase of the Suazan Troumassoid pe-
riod (ca. AD 1200-1500) in the Lesser Antilles, but given the duhos stylistic links to the an-
thropomorphic examples from the Dominican Republic, it is quite likely a Taíno (Chican 
Ostionoid – ca. AD 1200-1500) import from the Greater Antilles.  

discussion
Each of the artefacts contributes brief vignettes into the chronologies and lifeways on 
Trinidad, Battowia and Dominica – as well as further afield. Collectively, they potentially 
span the fifth to fifteenth centuries - a period of considerable flux within the Lesser Antilles: 
from the ancestral Saladoids, whose migrations from South America brought unique ma-
terial culture (including miniature trigoliths, drug-related paraphernalia and low stools), 
to their descendants who rose to power and affluence in the Greater Antilles, developing 
these material components in new, vibrant and sophisticated ways. Just as migration and 
exchange brought these objects, in their nascent form, north into the Greater Antilles af-
ter ca. 400 BC, so too did these factors (among others) help to redistribute them, in their 
more developed form, back into the Lesser Antilles after AD 1100.  Through them the 
social networks underpinning the circulation of valued objects can be explored, including 
interactions between the Greater and Lesser Antilles, and between the latter and the South 
American mainland. 

Their chronological placement enables insight into the historical transitions that were 
occurring on the islands at the time that they were made – from shifts in stylistic devel-
opment to the movement of peoples and/or objects, and the social/political manoeuvring 
that may have accompanied the latter. At a basic level, the contrast between the two stools 
charts the transition away from the strong South American influences dominant prior to 
~AD 600 (seen in the Trinidad bench) to the uniquely local, northern Caribbean stylistic 
developments seen after ~AD 1100 (e.g., the Dominica duho). Both stools provide a van-
tage point on the social context and use of stools within the Caribbean region during a 
period of growing cultural complexity. The snuff tube provides insights into the circulation 
of cohoba related material – and, potentially, the ideas and practices that surrounded it – far 
from its ‘heartland’ (Greater Antilles). Tightening the focus enables a more fine-grained 
picture of these transitions: the duho and snuff tube, so diagnostic of Greater Antillean 
(Chican Ostionoid) iconography and functional categories (cohoba-related paraphernalia; 
elite high-backed chairs), circulated in the Windwards and Dominica at a time of poten-
tially antagonistic relationships between the two regions after about AD 1300 (Wilson 
2007:149; Oliver 2009:167). As late as the sixteenth century there were reports of frequent 
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Carib attacks on Puerto Rico and neighbouring islands (Wilson 2007:163-164). If warfare 
and/or raiding did escalate over this period, then the presence of such objects might re-
flect plunder or attempts at reconciliation and alliance after hostilities. Yet the placement 
of the duho and snuff tube in caves suggests a degree of understanding and connection to 
these ‘exotics’ that belies a complete severing with northern custom – which raids imply 
– while at the same time underscoring their local significance. Other scenarios are also 
possible: Hofman et al. (2007:262) posit that Lesser Antillean groups were middlemen 
in the trade of guanín and other elite objects between the mainland and the Taíno of the 
Greater Antilles, and this may go some way to explain the presence of high-status exotics 
on the islands. There is also the possibility of treasured objects accompanying Taíno mi-
grants travelling south, and this could have been for a myriad of reasons – from marriage 
exchange, formally linking the long-distance groups to each other, and so facilitating trade 
and alliances, to refugees during the sixteenth century exodus from the Greater Antilles 
into allied Lesser Antillean communities in efforts to escape the devastation of wars, slav-
ery and diseases that crippled Hispaniola and Puerto Rico after European contact (Oliver 
2009:168; Hofman et al. 2008:28). The emerging possibilities are indeed complex – and a 
fitting reflection of the multifaceted realities of pre-colonial island life. 

Dogs, seats and links to South America pre-AD 600
Assuming that the radiocarbon date is broadly correct, the earliest piece – the Pitch Lake 
zoomorphic bench (AD 431-592) – falls towards the end of the Saladoid period (ca. 400 
BC – AD 600), a time of considerable South American influence in Trinidad, and much of 
the Caribbean. Between 400 BC and AD 400, a strong stylistic uniformity stretched from 
north-eastern South American north to Puerto Rico (Allaire 1997:23; Boomert 2003:153; 
Hofman and Hoogland 2004:49), suggesting “…a common ancestry of intensive and fre-
quent interaction between local groups, both with each other and with the mainland” (de 
Waal 2006:74). Rouse (1992:84) called this a unifying network of circulating ideas and be-
liefs diffusing from South America via the circum-Caribbean. By AD 300-500, Barrancoid 
stylistic influences swept up into the Caribbean region from South America, marking a 
period of  “…unusual dynamism” and establishing a network of trade and communication 
within the vast area stretching from Trinidad and Tobago to the Orinoco Delta (Boomert 
2000:250). On Trinidad, Barrancoid migrants may have intermarried into the long-term 
Saladoid communities by AD 350 (Boomert 2003; Reid 2009:32)4; a gradual merging of 
these traditions is evident in the Erin complex (post AD 500) that spanned the south-
ern part of the island – in the vicinity of Pitch Lake – and was marked by a ‘profound’ 
Barrancoid stylistic influence on the Saladoid (Boomert 2000:239; Allaire 2003:206). This 
overlaps well with the Pitch Lake bench date: the closest site (Pitch Lake 2) has yielded 
Saladoid/Barrancoid ceramics, dating to the Palo Seco period (ca. AD 300-650)(Boomert 
and Harris 1984:41) and the two ceramic lugs recovered from Pitch Lake itself show very 
strong Barrancoid influence from roughly the same period (Boomert and Harris 1984:39).5  

4 No evidence for independent Barrancoid settlements have been found on Trinidad (Boomert 2003:161)
5 It is of course impossible to argue for an association between the two ceramic lugs and the wooden material 

recovered from the lake given the constant movement of the pitch (Boomert and Harris 1984:39), but it does 
provide some background to contemporary deposits in the lake.
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Within this context of South American influence, and the regular influx of people and 
objects from the mainland into Trinidad (and the Lesser Antilles) at this time, it is not sur-
prising that the bench shows strong parallels to mainland stools. 

The stool’s features differ from those of Greater Antillean duhos (Ostapkowicz 1998), 
the handful of other duhos recovered from the Lesser Antilles, as well as from the ethno-
graphic descriptions of stools used by the later Carib/Kalinago (Breton 1998:8; Rochefort 
1666:293; Labat 1992:162). In contrast, it has stronger stylistic parallels to examples still 
in use in north-eastern South America – where large, low, zoomorphic benches are com-
mon (e.g., Zerries 1970; Saville 1910; see figure 3). Stools have a long (pre-)history of use 
among many mainland cultures, as attested by the surviving stone and ceramic examples  
– among the earliest dating to ca. 2400 BC (e.g., Marcos and Garcia de Manrique 1988:43; 
McEwan 2001:179) – with later ceramic sculptures showing figures seated on stools (e.g., 
Rouse and Cruxent 1963:Plate 25-26). They remain among the most diagnostic features 
of South American material culture. In some origin stories, culture heroes thought the 
world into being centred on their stools (Roe 1995:52). As such, stools form ‘…part of a 
core suite of objects that accompany the creation of human beings from spiritual origins…  
an essential means of access to the hidden sources of life’ (McEwan 2001:181). Given the 
stool’s ubiquitous nature and chronological depth, it is quite likely that earlier examples 
entered the Caribbean as indispensable, carefully curated personal items or were manufac-
tured on the established South American stylistic prototypes: their styles would continue to 
develop in subsequent years within the insular Caribbean region, reaching an artistic zenith 
with the Greater Antillean duho. Although the zoomorphic bench was most likely manu-
factured in Trinidad, there is a remote possibility that it may have been an import from 
South America, especially given the mainland’s proximity to the island, the strong trade 
links during this period, and the waves of South American migrants who used the island 
as a gateway to the rest of the Caribbean archipelago. The distribution of Andira sp. covers 
both the Caribbean and South America, so wood identification alone cannot contribute 
to the possible sourcing of the piece, although stable isotopes may be able to provide some 
insight (these are pending).

Although the bench’s basic form suggests South America (see Roth 1924:275), the ico-
nography, featuring a bulbous head with prognathic muzzle, erect, triangular ears, a short 
tail and a powerful body, is inconclusive as to possible provenance, especially as it lacks 
two-dimensional designs – though at a very basic level it perhaps suggests a dog or a jaguar 
(Boomert 2000:298). In this ambiguity, the stool visually encapsulates one of the key transi-
tions made by the early South American migrants – from the faunally rich South American 
tropical setting, where the jaguar dominated myths and legends, to the more restricted 
island setting where the largest land animal was the domesticated dog. Some (Rodríguez 
1992; Roe 1995) have argued for an explicit link between the two animals, with the dog 
taking the role of the jaguar on the islands – a ‘mythic substitute’.  Focusing specifically on 
the archaeology of the Caribbean reveals deeply rooted and widespread concepts related to 
the domesticated dog, especially as regards their special treatment, and their depiction in 
important paraphernalia. Several Saladoid sites from Martinique to as far north as Puerto 
Rico have yielded dog burials, including 16 at the Morel site, Guadeloupe, where some 
were buried in squatting positions, as were humans (possibly suggesting symbolic paral-
lels), while others had shell ornaments placed on their bodies (Hofman and Hoogland 
2004:49; Rodriguez 1997:85; Mattioni and Bullen 1974). The crania of some of the dogs 
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were removed, which may again suggest parallels to the custom of removing human crania 
from burials (Hofman and Hoogland 2004:49). At the same time, dogs feature prominent-
ly in the iconography, appearing in ceramic lugs (Mattioni and Bullen 1974:163-164) and 
large, free-standing ceramic effigies (Roe 1995). A potentially quite early wooden amulet, 
again from Morel, tentatively attributed to 400-300 BC, appears to feature a dog (Petitjean 
Roget 1995; Delpuech 2001:57). By the Ostionoid period, the snarling features, prognath-
ic muzzle and triangular ears that characterise Caribbean canine imagery appear in a wide 
variety of objects, from stone trigoliths, to delicate, shell pendants and pictographs and 
petroglyphs (Jiménez Vázguez and Fernádez-Milera 2002:83-84; McGinnis 1997; Morban 
Laucer 1977:3). Dog bones were decorated with designs and canine teeth were used as 
pendants (Walker 1985; Tanodi in Alegría 1980:435). Seven duhos, four of which are low-
backs, appear to feature canine imagery (Ostapkowicz 1998:495-496) – from the Bahamas, 
Hispaniola, Puerto Rico and Jamaica. In this context, the Pitch Lake carving – bearing the 
earliest currently known date for a bench featuring zoomorphic (potentially canine) im-
agery – may be considered an antecedent. 

The Battowia snuff tube: turtles, cohoba and ‘migrating’ objects and 
meanings in the insular Caribbean post-AD 1000
If the Pitch Lake bench offers a glimpse of the potential circulation of objects and/or ideas 
between the South American mainland and the Lesser Antilles during the Saladoid period, 
the Battowia snuff tube hints at the interconnections that linked the Caribbean islands to 
each other post-AD 1000. By AD 1200, Chican Ostionoid material culture was filtering 
into the Lesser Antilles – including large trigoliths, duhos and snuff tubes (Rouse 1992:130) 
– alongside heterogeneous ceramic styles (Boca Chica, Esperanza and Atajadizo/Ostionan/
Caimito) that can be provenanced to specific Greater Antillean regions, suggesting dif-
ferent exchange networks (Hofman and Hoogland 2004:15). Not all such materials were 
imports: some are thought to have been made locally, suggesting that people were adapt-
ing complex Greater Antillean styles into their own repertoires (Allaire 1996:44; Allaire 
1990 in Rouse 1992:130 for Martinique; Hatt 1924:35; 39 for Virgin Islands; Hofman 
and Hoogland 2004:51). In contrast, the local Suazan Troumassoid ceramics were ba-
sic – Petersen et al. (2004:29) note that the period was marked by ‘among the least fin-
ished and crudest Amerindian pottery in the entire West Indies’. Within this context, the 
snuff tube’s complex carving would indicate an import, with its two-dimensional designs 
strongly suggestive of a northern – possibly Hispaniolan – source. However, little is known 
about woodcarving in the Lesser Antilles at this time, and it is problematic to infer that the 
‘crude’ work seen in the ceramics applies to other materials. It is hoped that a future stable 
isotope study will be able to provide information about the wood’s source.6

There is a dichotomy between the Greater and Lesser Antilles with regard to the scale 
and complexity of drug-related paraphernalia. Whereas an elaborate set of interdepend-
ent cohoba objects – vomiting spatulas, snuff tubes, ‘canopied’ stands – appear to have 
reached an apogee during the Chican Ostionoid period in the Greater Antilles (ca. AD 
1200-1500), if not earlier, these objects are rarely encountered in the Lesser Antilles, and 

6 The distribution of Guaiacum spans much of the Caribbean, and into Venezuela – and is known specifically 
from St Vincent (Royal Kew Gardens 1893:241), so the provenance of the piece cannot be determined through 
wood ID alone.  
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are often viewed as imports, or imitations, when they are (e.g., Hofman et al. 2007:258). 
McGinnis (1997:227), for example, documented 207 cohoba-related artefacts from the 
entire Caribbean region,7 of which only seven were provenanced to the Lesser Antilles in 
her study. In contrast, the Lesser Antilles yield a wider distribution of so-called inhaling 
bowls – 31 ceramic examples are known from eight Windward and two Leeward islands, 
with 29 from Vieques and Puerto Rico (Fitzpatrick et al. 2009:598, 600; Kaye 2001:200). 
Fitzpatrick et al. (2009:599) suggest that the inhaling bowls have the longest temporal 
range of any drug-related artefact in the Antilles, spanning 500/400 BC to European con-
tact, but the majority of these bowls with a clear archaeological context date to the Saladoid 
period, as do three bowls recovered from Carriacou, dated prior to AD 400 via thermolu-
minescence (Fitzpatrick et al. 2009:602, 605). However, one of the Carriacou bowls was 
found in deposits dating to AD 1000-1200, and the other two pre-date the first settlement 
of Carriacou at ca. AD 400, suggesting perhaps that the bowls were heirlooms passed down 
the generations (Fitzpatrick et al. 2009:604, 605). If such bowls were indeed utilized well 
into the late pre-colonial period, as is also suggested by examples from Vieques (Narganes 
Storde in Kaye 1999) and St Lucia (Peter Harris in Fitzpatrick et al. 2009:599), then their 
use would be contemporary with the cohoba material seen in the Greater Antilles, and 
may suggest a material culture associated with an alternative drug – perhaps for the inges-
tion of special liquids such as pouring tobacco or pepper juice into the nostrils (Boomert 
2003:153; Rodríguez 1997:86).8 The deposit of these two seemingly separate artefact cat-
egories is also quite distinct: cohoba material tends to be carefully placed in caves, while 
bowls are found in middens, frequently broken (Fitzpatrick et al. 2009:598). Interestingly, 
the early cronista references do not mention the use of inhalation bowls (Kaye 1999:59), 
in stark contrast to the prominent description of cohoba paraphernalia. As the distribution 
of the inhalation bowls stretches predominantly from Puerto Rico south to Trinidad, pos-
sibly suggesting a different drug ritual occurring in the Lesser Antilles, it begs the question 
of what cohoba paraphernalia was doing in circulation as far south as Battowia. Did such 
objects actually maintain their ceremonial function in the south, or did they take on a dif-
ferent meaning?

Although we cannot discount the fact that hallucinogens could have been taken with 
relatively simple equipment – such as bird-bone snuff tubes (Oliver 2009:14) – based on 
the few artefacts that have been found in situ, the appearance of specific and diagnos-
tic cohoba-related paraphernalia in the Lesser Antilles appears to be a relatively late phe-
nomenon, coinciding with the elaboration of the material culture in the Greater Antilles. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, the distribution of vomiting spatulas and snuff tubes appears 
predominantly in the Leewards, islands closer to the stylistic ‘hubs’ of Puerto Rico and 
Hispaniola, and occurs after ~AD 900 (Figure 12)(Douglas 1991:579; Drewett 2000:

7 Including vomiting spatulas, snuff tubes, duhos and drug tables, but excluding 308 pestles – the latter would 
bring the grand total of ‘ceremonial artefacts’ in McGiness’ tally to 515, and which would raise the total for the 
Lesser Antilles – if included – to 29. We have excluded pestles here as they are not clearly linked to cohoba/drug 
taking in the ethnohistoric literature – although it is acknowledged that, due to their ornate nature, they may 
have served some ceremonial functions. 

8 The differences between cohoba snuff tubes and inhaling bowls are significant, suggesting that they were recep-
tacles/conduits for different materials. Inhalation bowls are consistently small, relatively deep vessels with the 
perforations high on the side of the bowl, often close to the rim, suggesting that the contents were in liquid 
form (see, for example, Ortega and Pina 1972). Snuff tubes, as described by the cronistas and as is clear from 
the long tubes of the surviving examples, were used for powders: cohoba – as we understand it from the cronista 
documents – is a powder, not a liquid.   
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fig 67; Hatt 1924:35, Fig 9a; Hofman and Hoogland 2004:51; Hoogland and Hofman 
1993:174-5, 177, 1999:108). The rarity of these objects suggests that their exchange was 
not intensive, but rather intermittent (Wilson 2007:151) – they were scarce and prized 
valuables that likely had significance well beyond their functional (and mnemonic) links 
to the cohoba ceremony. 

The ways in which these objects were circulated would impact on whether any associ-
ated symbolism was also transferred – if by exchange perhaps some of the original mean-
ing may have been adopted as well, as appears to have been the case for important cemís 
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exchanged in the Greater Antilles (Oliver 2009). With specific reference to the turtle snuff 
tube - given the economic importance of the turtle across the Caribbean, the imagery 
would certainly have been widely understood – but whether specific information about 
the object’s meaning (its provenance and any accrued history) was transferred is difficult 
to determine. For example, it is clear from the fifteenth century myths recorded by Ramón 
Pané in Hispaniola’s Magua cacicazgo that the turtle had a deep local symbolism linked to 
the cultural origins of cohoba – and, indeed, humanity: the culture hero Deminán was hit 
on his back with guanguayo – a substance filled with cohoba – which gestated in his body, 
growing larger and transforming into a female turtle (showing clear parallels to pregnancy). 
After she was cut from his body (birth), Deminán and his brothers had sexual congress with 
her, and from her body the first humans emerged into the world, who themselves ingested 
cohoba. In the composite Battowia snuff tube – possibly sourced from Hispaniola – the tur-
tle body becomes the central conduit through which the drug passes, and through which 
communication with the numinous is achieved, potentially evoking a circular cohoba/tur-
tle/human/numinous symbolism. Intriguingly, the snuff tubes emerge from the back of 
the turtle, mimicking the position of the guanguayo on Deminán’s back and eluding to the 
origin of the female ancestress – again in a layering of possible meaning. It is possible that 
these links may have been understood by Hispaniolan communities, and, as is prevalent in 
myths, may have had a deeply rooted connection that went back generations. But as fit-
ting as this symbolism is, it is difficult to know whether the Magua myth reflected a wider, 
pan-Caribbean belief system, and had a more ‘universal’ symbolism that was understood 
by cultures in the Lesser Antilles: given the cultural diversity of the region, this is unlikely 
(but see Boomert 2000:460; 473). Looking to neighbouring islands, an ornate ceramic in-
haling bowl in the shape of a turtle recovered from Vieques and dating to pre-AD 425, of-
fers some comparison – both in the sense that it depicts a turtle and is likely a drug-related 
object (Chanlatte Baik 1984:30-31; Fitzpatrick et al. 2009:Fig 3c) – as does a naturalistic 
example from Barbados (Fitzpatrick et al. 2009:Figure 3f ). Saladoid turtle adornos and ef-
figy bowls are fairly common, spanning the region from Trinidad to Puerto Rico (Boomert 
2000:473). Turning to St Vincent specifically, the pervasiveness of turtle imagery during 
the Saladoid period (Moravetz 2007:80) alongside the prevalence of drug-related material 
culture at this time (Rodriguez 1997) may offer tenuous support. Moravetz (2005:56-57) 
notes that more than half of all Saladoid adornos from St Vincent exhibit turtle iconogra-
phy, and posits that these may have been symbolically linked to Saladoid origin myths and 
beliefs in an afterlife, among other aspects. As the Saladoid migrations swept through the 
Lesser into the Greater Antilles, it may be that there is some significance to the depiction 

Figure 12 (left page) Distribution of cohoba related material culture in the Lesser Antilles, af-
ter ~AD 900.  Selected artefacts (clockwise, left to right): Anthropomorphic bone vomiting spatula 
(National Museum of the American Indian, 061374) and shell bird vomiting spatula (National 
Museum of Denmark, 0.1.161), both St Thomas; Shell vomiting spatula, Tortula (Virgin Islands Folk 
Museum; Drewett pers. com. 2010; Drewett 2000:Fig. 67) shark-shaped manatee bifurcated snuff tube 
(Douglas 1991:579, Fig. 5); composite manatee bone snuff tube in the shape of a fish, Saba (Faculty of 
Archaeology, Leiden University; Hofman pers. com. 2010); composite steatite snuff tube in the shape 
of a dog’s head, Barbuda (Jay I. Kislak Foundation, Library of Congress, PC 0106; Olsen 1974: fig 30); 
Zoomorphic bone vomiting spatula reportedly found on Nevis (Wilson pers. com. 2010); Skull vomiting 
spatula, Martinique (Musee Quai Branly, 71.1939.41.190; Delpuech pers. com. 2010); Turtle composite 
snuff tube (National Museum of Natural History, A34542-0).
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of the turtle that was maintained and developed over the centuries based on this shared 
ancestry, with a resonance that spanned space and time. 

In terms of timescale, the turtle snuff tube suggests a post-AD 1150 phase of interac-
tion between the Greater Antilles and the Windwards. Interestingly, this may coincide 
with a period of growing unrest: Wilson (2007:149; 2006) has suggested that a buffer zone 
developed after AD 1300 in the Leeward islands due to the antagonism between these two 
regions. If the turtle snuff tube was exported shortly after it was made, then this provides 
the first firm date for elaborate cohoba-related paraphernalia as far as the Windward is-
lands, and shortly before the unrest may have flared up. Alternatively, the carving may have 
been used in the Greater Antilles for decades, if not centuries, prior to it ‘migrating’ south, 
whether as war plunder or through peace treaty (see also Oliver 2009:167 for comparable 
argument for guíazas and large trigoliths), or various other possibilities (marriage, alliance, 
etc.). And who was using this object?  Was its use adopted by the new owner – perhaps 
a Carib/Kalinago?  Or, if it had a deeper history in the region, was it associated with cul-
tures that preceded the emergence of Carib?  These issues were raised over a century ago 
by Fewkes (1907:197) when he discussed the turtle carving, noting “…this object may be 
associated with Carib people, who were the last native people to inhabit the Lesser Antilles, 
but it may have been made by an antecedent race which these people replaced”. Although 
recent research has emphasized that the picture may not be so clear cut (i.e., the ‘Carib’ 
may well be descendants of earlier prehistoric island populations – Allaire 1997:181), it 
touches on the point of who was using these objects, how they came to be acquired, and 
what was understood about them, and their use. This underscores the composite nature of 
these objects – how their accrued histories may have spanned not only generations, but also 
vast distances, turbulent times and different meanings. 

Caches, Taíno duhos and Carib benches: the local context of meaning 
The Battowia snuff tube, together with the Dominica duho, suggest that the practice of 
caching important objects in caves was not a phenomenon isolated to the Greater Antilles 
– where the majority of cohoba material has been recovered in caves. Other caches of large, 
complex objects are known from the Lesser Antilles – such as a group of ‘cotton idols in 
human form’ found in a cave on Martinique (Du Tertre 1667:369-370). The local Carib/
Kalinago understood these to be the “Gods of the Ygneris, whom they massacred”, and 
refused to remove them from the cave despite the keen interest of the Europeans to have 
them as curios (they were eventually taken in secret and shipped to Europe – Du Tertre 
1667:369-370; Ostapkowicz and Newsom in prep). The fact that the Carib were respect-
ful of these objects is intriguing here: indeed, it is understood that the Carib used such 
cotton figures as ‘oracles’ (Du Terte 1667:369; Rochefort 1666:280), perhaps a vestige 
of ceremonies conducted by the preceding Suazan Troumassoid cultures, among whom 
the Carib may have settled (as opposed to ‘massacred’)(Allaire 1997:181; Hoff 1995:46). 
Alternatively, the long standing links between the southern archipelago and the South 
American mainland post-AD 1000 – with exchange, interaction and movement between 
the two regions – suggests a degree of cultural synthesis from which a new cultural identity 
– the Carib – may have emerged (Wilson 2007:148; Allaire 1997:181), one that integrated 
established island cultural practices. Equally, these could be remnants of practices that 
went back centuries – perhaps to the Saladoid migrations, and were local developments 
that gestated over time: the clear parallels to the use of cotton cemí oracles on the Greater 
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Antilles (Martyr D’Anghera 1970:167) is suggestive of the latter. This hints at the diffi-
culties in trying to trace the meaning of objects through the passage of time, and through 
different cultural ‘hands’ and contexts. It also underscores the fact that there were certain 
object categories that had a far reaching import and widely understood ceremonial value, 
and that despite the distances they travelled, their meaning transcended cultural and lin-
guistic boundaries. Such was likely the case with the Dominica duho.   

The Dominica duho – a chair likely sourced from Hispaniola – was, in essence, not an 
item so ‘foreign’ to the cultures of the Lesser Antilles: given the presence of stools in the 
southern islands by at least AD 400 (discussed above), it is quite likely that stools were 
familiar household objects in the region. Certainly, by the seventeenth century, when de-
tailed ethnographies of the Carib of St Vincent, Martinique, Dominica and Guadeloupe 
were written, these were common items, and their use appears to parallel, to a degree, the 
use of duhos in the Greater Antilles, and stools in the wider South America region. For ex-
ample, Adrien le Breton (b. 1662, d. 1736) worked as a missionary in St Vincent between 
1693 and 1702 (Divonne in Breton 1998), and wrote of some of the customs he witnessed, 
noting the importance of seats when visitors first arrived at the village: 

They have nothing more at heart than to give a perfect welcome to the newly arrived. One or two in-
dividuals are chosen by the elders in each village… to fulfil the task of  guiding the guests from their 
canoe to the place destined for their reception. When the latter have arrived, their guide arranges the 
seats properly and signals to them that they should rest, tired as they are after their journey (Breton 
�998:7) 

The wooden seats brought out for their reception are described as being one or two feet 
long and 

… about six fingers thick and wide…. The upper part is also curved on both sides towards the center 
and the lower part, divided into four and hollowed out, either for stability (the four feet) or to be more 
easily transported from one place to another, through lightening this mass of  wood. This is certainly 
what is said among the Karaÿbes and turns out to be their typical seat. So that indeed for this reason 
you would say they were lying on the ground rather than sitting. (Breton �998:8)  

Once the guests are seated, they take their refreshment and are formally greeted (Breton 
1998:25). This seems an important protocol, as it was in the Greater Antilles when visit-
ing Spanish were invited to sit on gold-encrusted duhos brought out specifically for their 
comfort (Las Casas 1951:I 287). It also appears as common hospitality among many South 
American cultures. 

Another parallel to Greater Antillean stools is noted by Charles de Rochefort (1666:293), 
who briefly discussed how the ‘Caribbians’  had “…little Stools or Chairs made all of a 
piece, of a red or yellow Wood, and as smooth as Marble”. Such stools – or halaheu (de 
Rochefort 1666:unnumbered dictionary) – were interred in burials: “They ….make their 
Graves… about four or five foot deep, and round like a Tun: and at the bottom of it, they 
set a little stool, on which the Relations and Friends of the deceased place the body sitting, 
leaving it in the same posture as they put it in immediately after the death of the party”. 
Such a burial is also described by Oviedo (1992:119) as an honour paid to an impor-
tant cacique in the Dominican Republic, and also parallels South American practice (e.g., 
Lothrop 1970:Figure 31; Saville 1910:II 110; Lovén 1979:133). Indeed, many of these 
aspects may have their foundation in mainland etiquette and custom. 
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If there were certain parallels between the Greater and Lesser Antilles in the use of 
chairs, what of the styles?  How did the Dominica duho – which shows strong parallels to 
other anthropomorphic high-backs from the Dominican Republic (Figure 10) – conform 
to the chair styles in the Lesser Antilles? Turning to the ethnographies, no references are 
made to stools carved in anthropomorphic or zoomorphic shapes – unlike the Greater 
Antilles. Nor is there reference to inlay, or indeed, much in the way of detailed carving 
– again, unlike the cronista documentation from Hispaniola and Cuba, and the extant cor-
pus of ca. 150 duhos known from the entire Caribbean (Ostapkowicz 1998). An undeco-
rated, high-backed seat was found in Pitch Lake (Boomert 2000:297-300), so the category 
was present in the region, although its chronological placement – and whether local or an 
import – must await more detailed study. Judging by the brief ethnographic descriptions, 
perhaps a more common category – at least in the colonial period – appears to be the low-
backed seat of relatively simple construction (e.g., Breton 1998:8, noted above). The Jesuit 
priest Jean Baptiste Labat (b. 1663, d. 1738), who worked in the French Antilles between 
1694 and 1705 (Hulme and Whitehead 1992:155) mentions the use of “…a small stool, 
made of a single piece of wood, fashioned a little like a chocolate bicorn hat” in Dominica 
(Hulme and Whitehead 1992:162). These hats, semicircular or triangular in shape with 
the brim pinned up to the crown at both front and back, do not readily lend themselves to 
a clear understanding of the stool’s form (i.e., was the long base used as the sitting surface 
or the stool’s base/feet? – both styles are known from South America?).

An illustration in Sieur de la Borde’s 1674 Relation des Caraïbes sauvages des Isles Antilles 
de l’Amérique may provide a glimpse of what these stools looked like: a concave, rectangular 
seating surface and co-joined legs (Figure 13). It is identified in the volume as a matoutou – 
a low table – although its general shape is suggestive of a seat:  the elongated lower base and 
smaller seating surface do fit Breton’s description of a stool, with the upper part “…curved 
on both sides towards the center”. De la Borde (1674:18) clearly notes that the matoutou is 
made of “Bresil [sic] wood, or of one piece of bois de letre [“letter wood”, Brosimum guian-
ense], serving as a table and sometimes used as a seat, fifteen inches in length and four to five 
inches wide and six inches high” (emphasis ours) but that matoutou is also the term for a 
table made of “reeds one or two feet square and half a foot high” (De la Borde 1674:13). 
His description clearly distinguishes between these objects, from the material they were 
made from to their size and shape, but his use of one term for both confuses the issue: other 
writers noted that the ‘Carib’ term for a stool was halaheu (Rochefort 1666:unnumbered).9  
The shape and style of the ‘table/stool’ in the accompanying illustration is reminiscent of 
chairs found among several South American lowland (especially Guyana) groups (Figure 
14; Gillin 1963:833), while contrasting with the typical mainland Carib basketry tables 
(Roth 1924:316), and the basketry tables noted by the other early ethnographers among 
the Island Carib.10  The anonymous artist whose work appears in de la Borde was commis-
sioned by the editor, and he apparently took care “…to reside a long time amongst them, 
and understand their language extremely well” (Hulme and Whitehead 1992:139). If we 

9 Rochefort (1666:298) is clear to separate the two terms, only using matoutou for the table: “…they commonly 
eat sitting on low stools, and every one hath his little table by himself, which they call Moutoutou…”.

10 Labat (1931:77), for example, notes that the table from which the Carib/Kalinago ate their meals “…is a basket 
with a flat bottom and no cover. Four sticks in the corners project some four or five inches and are the legs of 
the table when the basket is turned upside down. The basket is so closely woven it will hold water.”  Similarly, 
Rochefort (1666:293; see also 306) notes that “there are also some among them who have little Tables, which 
have four wooden Pillars, and those cover’d with the leaves of that kind of Palm which is called Latanier”. 



159Ostapkowicz et al.

can confirm that the artist was actually working in the Lesser Antilles (and not a neigh-
bouring South American mainland group), then there are some grounds to argue that the 
image represents a local style. Further, given the degree of interconnections between the 
southern archipelago and South America post-AD 1200 (Hofman et al. 2007:256-258), 
this style may have been relatively common, with a long (pre)history of use.   

It is clear from these references that stools were also important components of Carib ma-
terial culture, and vital to social conventions of hospitality. Whereas in the Greater Antilles 
elaborate duhos appear as elite accoutrements reserved for occasions of socio-political cer-
emony and/or sacred rituals in which drugs were imbibed to fuel communication with the 
numinous, simpler Lesser Antillean stools appear to have functioned predominantly in the 
day to day sphere, as a resting place during meals and events. This has closer parallels to the 
use of most South American stools. Further, although the ethnographic studies (Breton, 
Rochefort, Labat) were done well into the historic period – a time of rapid change and ac-
culturation – they are still likely to echo older cultural practices. In this context, although 
the elaborate duho may have differed stylistically from local examples, it likely conformed 
to local protocols of use as well as linked the sitter to chiefdoms far to the north, underscor-
ing their involvement in long-distance interactions (see also Helms 1988). One possible 

Figure 13 Illustration from Sieur de la Borde’s (1674) Relation des Caraïbes sauvages des Isles Antilles 
de l’Amérique, showing a wooden ‘matoutou’ (table) – but likely a seat. In Recueil de divers voy-
ages faits en Afrique et en l’Amerique, qui n’ont point este encore publiez, Paris. Courtesy, The 
Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, AA 41 Art, p. 20, figure 6. 



160 communities in contact

scenario for its presence on the island is an elite gift exchange: comparable exchanges, such 
as the 14 duhos Anacaona presented to Bartolome Colon in 1496/97 (Las Casas 1951:I 
447), suggest that the duho may have been a politically binding gift between allies. 

What further hinders our understanding of the importance of these seats in the region 
is the fact that to date, only five examples – including the Dominica duho and Pitch Lake 
zoomorphic bench – have been attributed to the whole of the Lesser Antilles (Boomert 
2002; Fewkes 1922:89; Honeychurch 2001; Lovén 1979:130; McGinnis 1997a: Table 14a-
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Figure 14 Distribution map of South American low-backed stools from the 19th to 20th centuries with 
general similarities to the Carib/Kalinago stool (?) illustrated in Sieur de la Borde’s (1674) Relation des 
Caraïbes sauvages des Isles Antilles de l’Amerique. Stools redrawn from Roth (1924), Saville (1910) and 
Zerries (1970).
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c; Newson 1976:59; Ostapkowicz 1998:189),11 a surprisingly low number given the seven-
teenth and eighteenth century references suggesting that stools were fairly common in the 
region (Rochefort 1666:293; Labat in Hulme and Whitehead 1992:159), and their likely 
importance pre-colonially. Perhaps the fact that they were everyday objects meant that they 
were not secreted away in caves, and hence few survived. The relative simplicity of the two 
recovered from Pitch Lake, Trinidad (including a high-back) is notable in comparison to 
the more elaborate examples from the Greater Antilles  – although some of this may be due 
to their chronological separation (this should not be taken to imply that simpler objects 
are earlier in time). Late seventeenth century ethnographic accounts, although fairly terse 
in their descriptions of the ‘little stools’, do suggest that they were ‘polished like marble’. 
Until a more detailed review of the extant pieces is undertaken – including a thorough in-
vestigation of any early museum pieces with uncertain provenance – there is little further 
that can be posited on the variety and distinctive stylistic traits of seats in this region. 

concluding�remarks

As much as people are in a constant state of  flux, so… artefacts, as material cultures, are also ever 
changing, with the ability to reinforce, reinvent and renegotiate social relationships between people�
(Hurcombe 2007:103)

It should not be surprising that this small corpus of just three objects can provide such 
a complex picture of human agency, weaving together issues of long distance links and local 
and regional meanings (whether based on the materials used to make them, the meanings 
ascribed to them when exchanged, their roles and meanings during use or the significance 
of their deposition). Each embodies its own unique history, linked to individuals who safe-
guarded them over the duration of their ‘life’ – from the hands that created them to those 
that finally deposited them in a cave or ‘lake’. They have great potential for insight into a 
myriad of interconnections – not only across the distances some may have travelled – but 
across functional categories: they appear to have performed on a number of levels, poten-
tially spanning everything from the socio-political through to the economic and esoteric, 
and indeed may have meant different things to different people when they were exchanged. 
The Dominica duho, for example, may have performed in a political ‘event’ where visit-
ing dignitaries would be formally welcomed, or a drug imbibing ceremony, or indeed, a 
humble domestic context: the object transcended these realms as a multifunctional, and 
hence multivocal, creation, with different layers of meaning – whether it be in its original 
setting (Dominican Republic) or its subsequent context (Dominica). Stools appear to have 
had a wide variety of settings and uses throughout the circum-Caribbean, their meaning 
dependent in some respects on social etiquette or political manoeuvring. Even an object 
intimately involved in the ingestion of narcotics, and so linked with communication with 
numinous sources – such as the Battowia snuff tube – likely had a significance beyond its 
very specific function when exchanged, possibly linking the new owner to allies or family 
on the larger islands to the north, and thereby reflecting their status while building a fresh 
legacy of connections. It is difficult to ascertain whether the meanings of these objects, and 

11 These are: a zoomorphic low back and a simple, small high back stool from Pitch Lake, Trinidad, the anthropo-
morphic stone Guesde Duho – which may or may not be from Guadeloupe – the Dominica duho and a reference 
to a duho being recovered from Battowia, and eventually making its way into a private collection in England 
(Fewkes NAA 4408:59a).
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their associated genealogies, were relayed when they were traded, but the fact that some 
may have been exchanged suggests an undercurrent of shared concepts and/or syncretism. 
Equally, they may well have served the same owner throughout the duration of their use-
lives, ‘migrating’ with them to new territories and allies. Here, their histories would have 
been known and recounted, while acquiring a new significance in a new context. 

All three reflect a complex period within the Lesser Antilles, from the Saladoid migrants 
who ushered in objects and practices that became standard, to a degree, across much of 
the archipelago (trigoliths, drug paraphernalia, etc.), to a dynamic pre-colonial period of 
inter-island connections that brought people together across local and regional boundaries. 
Through the AMS dating of the pieces, these objects have been interwoven back into the 
histories and chronologies of the regions where they were found (but not necessarily made), 
so that we can begin to explore their significance – not least to the links that their exchange 
may have created. The more our understanding of the archaeology of these islands expands 
– to isolate periods of conflict, peace, migration, interaction or trade – the more these ob-
jects are able to reflect connections between people. Equally, the more we learn about these 
objects, the more their ‘residues of meaning’ can inform on people’s needs, capabilities and 
aspirations (Hurcombe 2007:3).
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