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Turey Treasure in the Caribbean

Brass and Indo-Hispanic Contact at El Chorro
de Maita, Cuba

Roberto Valcarcel Rojas, Departamento Centro Oriental de Arqueologia,
Ministerio de Ciencias Tecnologia y Medio Ambiente, Cuba

Marcos Martinén-Torres, Institute of Archaeology (IoA),
University College London, UK

Institute of Archaeology, University College London, UK

Jago Cooper,
ology, University College London, UK

Thilo Rehren, Institute of Archae

Based on the interpretive possibilities offered by a group of European metal as-
semblage found in association with an indigenous cemetery, we present an analysis
of Indo-Hispanic contact at the archaeological site of El Chorro de Maita in north-
east Cuba. In an area with very few ethnohistorical or historical descriptions of
the processes of contact, archaeology enables us to discover a local population in-
fluenced by elements of European culture. Funerary practices were modified, al-
though the local population maintained its capacity for decision making and cul-
tural expression. We perceive a dynamic interaction with multiple facets, in which
local elite individuals played key roles in both indigenous society and the Hispanic

project of domination.

ue ofrece la identificacion de

trado junto a entierros indi-
arqueo-

A partir de las posibilidades interpretativas q

un grupo de objetos metalicos europeos encon
slisis del contacto indo-hispanico en el sitio

genas, se presenta un an
En un drea con muy

16gico El Chorro de Maita, en el nororiente de Cuba.
pocas referencias etnohistéricas o historicas sobre estos procesos de contacto
la arqueologfa descubre un caso de poblacién local fuertemente influenciada
por elementos de la cultura hispana, que modifica sus practicas f unerarias

aunque mantiene capacidades de decisiony expresion propia. Se percibe una
interaccién dinamica y con e insertan
individuos de la elite local en razon

indigena como para el proyecto de domin

multiples facetas en la cual también s
de su papel clave, tanto para la sociedad
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result of their encounter, are key to understanding colonial history and

pects of modern sociocultural structures as well. Lamentably, the }Tistor'mlan?’ -
o.f the processes of contact is incomplete due to the exclusivel,y Euro ea;lca e
tive and the imbalance in the ethnohistoric and documentary cover: - f e}i‘sp‘fc_
ferent events and locations in the Caribbean during this period Un(gie tht e dff.
cumstances archaeological investigation appears to be an imp(lthant :o lefe cir-
task of establishing a picture of greater objectivity, since it offers inform ol in the
all.ows us to evaluate diverse spaces and social behaviors, including thos a;llon that
tain t.o dis.enfranchised groups ignored in the written record or ignca aebl atfper-
pression via written means (Deagan 1996; Lightfoot 1995). pable of ex-

: COI‘lf:“.BIVE‘.'d from that perspective, our research offers new information on Ind

Hispanic contact in Cuba, based on a study of European metal materials ob 11 it
from the archaeological site of El Chorro de Maita, in the modern provi obtained
guin, northeast Cuba (Figure 8.1). This chapter is based on part 0fpan e1;:ce of H.OI-
vestigation under the direction of the first author. SRR

Indo-Hispanic Contact in Cuba: Archaeological Studies

I;;;deé olf In;]lo-Hi;panic contact in early Spanish settlements is underdevel-
in Cuba. Nevertheless, there exists a lon iti i igati i
clilgenousl archaeological sites, where distinct re?attli-zi;tli{i);ls (:\.fitlll;]vtilsﬁt‘liata:m:l ég -
with thf:lr material world are reported. Studies such as those carried O‘EI rt;la; o
([)1 942d) in the high.lands of Maniabén used the presence of European mat);ri;:)llslf
“1: il;ofg?:}?:r;iféfi} (f)ft lflur‘opean objects—as chronological markers to define the
il e e .51tes where these appeared, linking them to documented
- e zc-)ne .vls—a—vls the conquest and colonization of the island.
A andelr- ;;Z{;:;gat:;ntsh(‘(}arc.ia 1949; Mo.rales and Pérez 1945) extended the analy-
o the;g,r i is EVIdEI‘lCF.:, notl.ng‘ quantity and type of materials and
N cOHSiderinuet }rllo'F only-m verifying contact between the two cultures
i transcu“ﬁ atf-! intensity of contact 'and the possibility of perceiving
e s ; mtn—}?n exchange of influences in which elements are
. With,advanis E?Y o the dfevelopment of .new cultural expressions (Ortiz
il 111. ﬁexcavatpn and recording methods this focus was im-
B fgferesn]:'tea c ClaSSI{"‘lcatOI'Y methodology (Dominguez 1978) for
s izr:te:xts: Sll._:es of contact were those at which European
e cure ; \cr? abundant, andv unmodified. At sites of trans-
ition to abundant European objects with traces of use, modifi-

Catiop
» Or reuse, objects indicati :

indi 2 e
. > 0D) cating a mix of European and indigenous cultural in-

3 S dppear.
ter studi ;
dies have made clear the necessity of going beyond simple contextual

- S&Ssification (R;
n i ;
k (Rives et al. 1991); today we focus on analytical schemes that permit



the determination of changes in indigenous cultural behavior generated by links
to the Europeans, as well as the detection of indigenous presence in periods later
than the first half of the sixteenth century. To that end researchers have considered
modifications in utilitarian artifacts (Rives et al. 1987; Tomé and Rives 1987), eco-
nomic changes including modifications in diet, specialized production of certain
goods, and variations in ceramic decoration (Dominguez 1984).

The idea that the disarticulation of the indigenous society was neither uni-
formly fast nor complete has been supplemented by the view that profound cul-
tural exchanges were generated via transcultural processes as well as through di-
verse circumstances of survival and indigenous integration. However, to date these
ideas remain largely in conceptual terms (Dominguez and Rives 1995).

In general, previous approaches focused solely on the processes of change,
leaving many themes unexamined, including the motives that sustain indigenous
practices in the process of adopting European elements, and the peculiarities of
interaction at the level of context and social actors. In this chapter we propose an
- approach to these issues. The investigation offers a rereading of the Indo-Hispanic
~ relationship in El Chorro de Maita based on the interpretive possibilities of a situa-
 tion in which metal elements used in European clothing in the fifteenth and six-

‘teenth centuries were encountered in the context of native burials. This research is

cused on the symbolic meaning behind the materials through an examination of

e dynamic responses to the arrival of European metals, where observed changes
~material meaning are neither immediate nor simplistic. The symbolic influ-
that determined the use of European metal were the result of dynamic inter-
tion in which change was neither immediate nor total. The evidence also reveals
me characteristics of indigenous social structure, especially traces of hierarchy,
h are not clearly recorded in ethnohistorical texts and only rarely examined in
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Loma del Cementerio
de Barajagua

El Chorro
Alcald

Yaguajay area

El Yayal
including sites referred to in text, with detail of the

El Pesquero

Naranjo Bay
_ceramicist sites in Cuba,

showing the location of El Chorro de Maita.

z iban archaeology.
r’/ E
=
g : % g i The Indigenous Peoples of the Contact Period
= =1 =
| 0;_ g
i 2 9‘3: % = m‘Ofnent of European arrival, Cuba was occupied largely by indigenous
TE E) g ties of the ethnolinguistic Arawak group, related to the so-called Taino
i % % % _ (Rouse 1992). Cuban archaeologists do not generally use the term “Taino,”
Z? ¢: ‘-. . % d employing classifications based on economic factors or archaeological in-
-

I?fapa Agroalfarera (Agriceramic stage [Tabio 1984:39]); Fase Agricul-
f:ultural phase [Guarch 1990:31]); Comunidades neoliticas (Neolithic
ties [Dominguez et al. 1994:29]); or Comunidades tribales agrocerarmis-
eramic tribal communities [Torres 2006]). Although important cultural
€S exist across the Antilles, recognized even by the Spaniards (Fernan-
' _?115), archaeological and historical data indicate that the populations that
Cuba had not reached the higher demographic densities found in His-
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paniola and Puerto Rico, and that ceremonial and political expressions in Cuba
also were different in character (Dominguez et al. 1994:46).

The principal distribution of Arawak ceramic agriculturalist sites concentrates
in the center of the Antilles archipelago; in Cuba, these settlements cluster in the
eastern portion of the island (Figure 8.1). It is widely believed, although some au-
thors (e.g., Keegan 1992:4-89; Knight this volume) question whether there is ar-
chaeological support for this idea, that at the moment of European contact the
western part of Cuba was populated only by fisher-gatherer groups.

The agricultural occupation of Cuba clearly began by the ninth century A.D.
(Valcarcel 2002a:20), though calibration of the earliest dates indicates that it might
have begun 200 years earlier, stretching it back to the seventh century A.D. (Tor-
res 2006:36). Agricultural contexts include utensils of ceramics, wood, shell, bone,
and stone; very rarely do archaeologists recover the textiles and items of vegetable

fibers mentioned by the Europeans. Ceramics are predominantly related in some
measure to what Rouse (1992:96) calls the Meillacan ostionoid subseries, although
they clearly are Cuban variants (Valcarcel 2002a). Ceramics linked to Rouse’s Chi-
can subseries are also found, though these are restricted to the extreme eastern end
of the island and also have a clear local profile. These ceramics were made by sed-
entary societies that depended heavily on land animals and marine species as well
as plant resources; agriculture was centered on the cultivation of tubers.
Agricultural-ceramic sites are very abundant in the archaeological area of Banés
(Valcdrcel 2002a:26), situated in the northeastern part of the island in the modern
province of Holguin. Within this area are groups of sites delimited to some degree
by accidents of geography (Valcarcel 2002a:65, 85), the densest of which are found
in the hilly zone known as Yaguajay. El Chorro de Maita is the largest and most fer-
tile of the known sites in this region (see Figure 8.1).

In Yaguajay, as in other parts of the Banes area, archaeologists have located in-
digenous sites with early European materials (Rouse 1942; Valcarcel 1997). Ne‘ff’r‘
theless, historical references to indigenous presence in this zone or to the situation
that generated these contexts are very rare. Several authors have assumed a pos-
sible link between this territory and the “provincias indias” of Bani and Cubana-
can (Garcia 1941; Rouse 1942:157), the first visited by Diego Velazquez in.1513
(Pichardo 1971:70). We also know, based on the fragmentary document ofa J“‘:ﬁ;
ment of residence applied to Gonzalo de Guzmdn in 1530 (Mira 1997:425) 2; 3
about the transfers and allocations of Indians in Bani and of the existence 0 %
encomienda. Rouse (1942:157) correlated some of these very general dates aﬂi
erences on the process of conquest and colonization in northeast Cuba "'f"t 3

material record of the archaeological zone of Banes. However, his conclusl.OI;

questionable given the lack of precision in the available historical infor mati®

the very limited level of analysis vis-a-vis the processes of Indo-

action at the sites he considered.

Hispanic infer=
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El Chorro de Maita

at a height of 160 m above
sea level, Rouse (1942:103-10
’ 501 . :103-106) explored i
; wnt'ten description of the site, which he considered the moit impzl;f p:(TVldEd
agua 5
ﬁ )?y zone. He reported abundant archaeological material and g -
collection of numerous ceremonia] objects and body ador Tentoned he

% nments.
€tween 1979 and 1987, personnel from the Department of Archaeology of
8y o

Holguin, under the direction of J, M. Gu
' E:évatedhsi\;eral deposits of possiijle dorm:]srtcif:1 12?11120:1:2’ iff:;it;ljr?ze —
. ;1:1;; ; thisa.;si)j.af’mmfthe zlibsence of domestic or workshop waste (g(;c:ll;lcd}f
‘ e > th nce of burials, and the observed continuity of burial pract;
ocation, Guarch ( 1996:20) considered this zone to be 3 cemetery, tl:l)x: i)rﬁe
> y

In Excavation Units 2 and 5, located near the cemetery,

: = arch i
tered refuse deposits containing faunal remains and abunda i i

, to t%le west of the cemetery (Figure 8.2), in-
EIJ;S Vsarljous indigenous pieces for body adorn-
4:37). Also rec i - :

€t of meta] wi : overed in this unit wer, i
# Perforatf:dw;t];a perforation, a fragment of Columbia Plain mayolica eoe;:ttil -
b inc]u:_{ I; s small, round European bell. Other items from the exEt)e o
ed pig bones (Sus scrofa), more sherds of Columbi nsion
1

cluded fauna] remains, ceramics,
‘Ment and ceremonja] use (Guarch

a Plain (white
“ d coarse earth-
; ents_of the early style” (ca. A.D. 1500-
designs very similar to those on Ppieces



mm Excavation Unit
<] Actual Building

30m

—"=Road

@/__/

Extension Unit 3

Unit 7

Unit 8

&

Extension Unit 6

© 630B.P] and cal A.D. 1350 to 1390 [cal 600 to 560 B.p]
1 indigenous skeleton.

though, according to Guarch (1996:21), the skulls of one adult skull and some ju-
veniles were not deformed.

Radiocarbon dates were obtained on bone from two of the skeletons: burial No.
25 (conventional radiocarbon age 870 + 70 B.p, Beta—148956; d 13¢/12¢ = -19
percent; 2 Sigma calibration: cal A.D. 1020 to 1280 [cal 930 t0 670 B.P.]) and buria]
No. 39 (conventional radiocarbon age 360 + 80 B.p, Beta——l48955; d 13¢/12¢ =
19 percent; 2 Sigma calibration: cal A.D. 1420 to 1670 [cal 530 to 280 B.P]). In
addition, we have a date obtained on wood carbon taken from Excavation Unit 5
(Valcdrcel 2002a:142), which indicates the pre-Columbian use of parts of the site
for food preparation (conventional radiocarbon age 730 + 60 B.p; Beta—14895 7
d 13¢/12¢ = -25.0 percent; 2 Sigma calibracién: ca] A.D. 1200 to 1320 [cal 750 to

). Unit 5 also contained an

Some of these burials contained body adornment objects—ear spools, neck-

:.l_aces, and bracelets—made of stone, coral, and vegetal resins (Guarch 1996:21),
But the cemetery’s largest, most complex assemblage of ornaments (Figure 8.3)
‘Was buried with skeleton No, 57, a female between 19 and 21 years of age (Guarch

1996:21). Beads of gold, quartzite, coral, and pearls, as well as pendants made of

lita Saenz Samper ( Personal communication to Roberto Valcgrce] 2004) sug-
that the bird’s head came from Colombia given its similarity to Tairona pecto-

> and human remaing of apparent European origin, as wel] as the
; C.ation of European materials and the elaboration of a vessel that cop-
ative tEChniques and materials, Hispanic ceramic forms of indetermi-
“uarch (1988:177, 1996:22) considered the extended position of some
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' Figure 8.4. Brass tubes (lacetags); (a) photograph of a complete piece, (b) transverse view,

A

im | Mology, the absence of cranial deformation and the extended burial position are
0 by themselyes sufficient evidence to assume that they were the direct result of
L =UTO €an inﬂuen 5
Figure 8.3. Burial No. 57 with some of the reported objects. urop =

. . * s formation;
f the burials, along with the existence of individuals lac:kmg1 Crar:jlsieaniafds, g
8 : i indigenous peoples a .
le indications of contact between ing e
ali pro:alll)e chlmitted the difficulty of determining the natur.e and ie}ismrical -
: i 0:eigthtz absence of both adequate chronology for the burials an
givi

* tubeg found with the skeletons are made of very thin metal sheets rolled

nd rhemselves, creating a hollow structure, Through the tubes passed the

5 t?}at served to suspend them or insert them into other objects. The avera ge

“Nsions of complete specimens are 29 mm (length) with a diameter of 2 mm

. indigen® | : .
ences to the site. . . ed to other 1n fOwest end and 3 mm ar the widest part (Figure 8.4). From the moment
. . appropriate, since compar (see .

gt i o ‘:isc:il; Eimpean materials in northeast (,:UE\)?alcéf‘ e . 7 Tesearchers believed, probably because of the green tones Present on

S lpr;S I (Dominguez 1984; Garcia 1938), Alcald ( =€ and spots of the same color on the bones upon which the artifacts
i i ing El Yaya o 3 _

Figure 8.1), including
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rested, that these tubes were made of copper (Guarch et al. 1987:29). One of the
tubes was submitted to laser microspectral analysis with an LMA-10 microprobe,
which determined that the composition of the metal was largely copper with other
unidentified elements (Guarch et al. 1987:31).

In 2002 and 2003 Valcarcel (2002b) coordinated new studies on the metal ob-
ects from El Chorro de Maita, carried out at the Center for Technological Appli-

)
cations and Nuclear Development of the Ministry of Science, Technology and En-

vironment in Havana. X-ray fluorescence determined the presence of copper in
vation Unit 6 and of gold in one of the beads from

the perforated piece from Exca
skeleton No. 57. In addition 19 tubes (or fragments thereof ) were analyzed and de-

termined to be composed of brass (Valcarcel 2002b; Valcarcel et al. 2007). Never-
theless, this method of analysis provided information only on the composition of
the objects’ surfaces; given the high grade of corrosion in most cases, quantifica-
tion of the elements present was not thoroughly reliable, and evaluation of various
aspects of the technology used in creating the artifacts was impossible.
Ultimately some contradictory evidence emerged. Although apparently there
are cases of accidental production of low-zinc brass in pre-Columbian America
(Craddock 1995), its presence on the continent fundamentally began with Euro-
pean importation. The unexpected identification of brass in one of the ornaments

from skeleton No. 25, dated to the pre—Columbian period, necessitated both an

evaluation of this chronological placement and additional analyses of the metal

composition of the objects found in the cemetery.
Thus in 2005 the authors of this article carried out new studies on the tubes in

the Wolfson Archaeological Science Laboratories at the Institute of Archaeology at
the University College London ). Six tubes, some al-

ready analyzed in Cuba, were anal en-
ergy dispersive spectrometry for composition and structure. This examination 1€
vealed that they were made of brass with relatively high concentrations of zinc.
d evidence of various episodes of hammering fol-
lowed by brief periods of annealing. The composition of these tubes is very similar
to brass produced in large quantities by cementation processes used in central EU-
rope in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, especially in Niremberg, Germany

{Martinén—Torres et al. 2007:8).

If we take into account the preceding analysisin
all of these objects, it seems possible that all of the tubes were made of brass- T 2
the tubes must have arrived at the cemetery via some type of contact betw_fe_n :er-
Jocal population and Europeans. The form of the pieces also supports this 1f
an examination of pictorial sources, archaeological data from
(Martinon-Torres et al. 2007) and information on ear
Deagan 2002:174-175) reveals that the T
lothing during the fifteenth and sixteent

(Martinon-Torres et al. 2007
yzed by scanning electron microscopy with

The microscope also reveale

Cuba and the similarity among

yretation;
k , colont

century Europe
contexts in the Americas (
ments used in European ¢

cen

[bes WETE S
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known as agujetas i i
S gujetas in Spanish or aglets, lace chaps, or lacetags in English (Deagan
Deagan (2002:175, Figure 8.24) and Martinén-
paintings from this period in which the 1?51: 12;’ Illaii:ge; izti?lll.l (3 T 20 show
placed on cords used to adjust or close items of clothing; when t'}i Py
\ end of the. cord it prevented the closure from coming uz}tldone De iy
.175) desc'rlbes such cords as the most common clothes-closin -d i‘?gar{ el
ish colonies until the second half of the seventeenth centur ; T; lcetslm s
cRoverE(Itl. arrglaeologically at La Isabela, a fifteenth-century s)i(‘te iri3 }‘:heageobe'en‘ -
cz;:lliel;zi én fiig;nvznj ]grux.erft 2002:155)‘; at sixteenth-century sites IE;S;‘;iIgl
Santa Elena, South Carolina; St. z;ugustin:go:ilzlj ;1151}:;: ltf—'d StaFeS.in.Cluding
. ganD2002: 17(4—175; Kelso and Straube 2004:173-1 7:4) S e
.eagan 2002:175, Figure 8.23) depicts archaeo i ]
idu:;::e Ej:l}::‘tv ﬁre iy similar in form and dimensi({n?ngizatllizzt?rg;nir%lincsl?;ﬁ': 2-
T aI-ld - sb:t: ;ilh?uba, lacetags have Peen found at the indigenous site of Al?
al 2007). Lacetags of :l'elflnll(:ig ?I:ae(’l(’g;_cal e
eig}:egth-century ot ene ;r;oa(l] 2te1r7116_51(; 5&)11(1 have not been reported in
t i indi '
¢ f'l:llzl;;(; Ifle: I(\:dlaltt}s;\,fsome indigenous individuals may have been buried in
. Sg.th 0 .ragment.s found in burial No. 57 seem to support that
e T,he '13 avaflable evidence is insufficient to draw that conclusion
ok ‘:vere 1oca(t;o:n of the _tubes on the skeletal remains indicates tha;
- rieing p a(-?e 0{1 the wrists, near the neck and chest, or at the waist.
b oincide with those of lacetags in European clothing of the si
century, but these are th : g ok A
. o0 T e same body parts on which the natives wore or-
e o .] }11.1'5 we cannot exclude the possibility that the lacetags
. clothing and were used as items of adornment rather than
g devices. In fact, the Spaniards on Columbus’s first and second

- Voyages (Alvar,
ez 1977:92; Coldén 1961:
OUS communities. n 1961:149) used lacetags to barter with the indige-

The above- .

o (Figlz;i gf:;;:rilrljed},ll.:omplex ornament on skeleton No. 25 from El Chorro de
. loc,ate CVIVO r1::h the laceta‘gs Appear associated with a cotton-wrapped

e t.one of th.e individual’s legs, a location evidently related
i at 121n practices. Below the knees, the indigenous peoples

10f this object rese g};{ e_d t.he legs, making them look thicker. Also the de-

) - . én es indigenous ornaments: tubes of amber and gold sus-

 bases 40 d E‘Scr,ib " d Ol‘l‘lémenirs made of gold discs probably encrusted in cot-

R f: at Hlspan.lola (Alegria 1980:12, 22-23).

1 emains with which this particular ornament was found belonged
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to a man who in life must have been very robust in any event and whose height
y sample in which the average height of

(172 cm) distinguishes him in a mortuar
men seems not to have exceeded 159 cm (Rodriguez 2003:87, 90). This informa-
have had certain status, a detail that

tion suggests that the person in question may
underscores the importance of the obiect. The reuse of lacetags in this piece may

be explained if we examine the significance of metals in the indigenous societies

of the Antilles, especially that assigned to brass.

Metals, Indigenous Societies, and Brass

Archaeological (Siegel and Severin 1993) and ethnohistoric (Vega 1988) evidence
indicates that long before the arrival of Europeans, the indigenous peoples of the
Greater Antilles used objects of gold or an alloy of gold, copper, and silver called
guanin. Pure gold, obtained from placer deposits, was hammered into sheets of

ess and occasionally embossed. The prepared sheets were made

varying thickn
into body ornaments, parts of religious images, and luxurious ritual implements

(Oliver 2000:204).
References pulled together by Vega (1988:37-38, 42-44) mention that the in-
1 odor. They preferred it to gold, rec-

digenous peoples perceived in guanin a specia
ognizing it as an extremely valuable material. The Europeans, taking advantage
of this situation, began bringing guanines from other places to trade for gold in

Hispaniola (Oliver 2000; Vega 1988). Its use in the Greater Antilles dates back to
pre-Taino times (Siegel and Severin 1993:76), although its elaboration seems not
to have been local since the indigenous peoples of the Antilles lacked the smelt-
ing techniques necessary to produce this alloy. In fact, we lack archaeological evi-
dence of furnaces where this process could have been executed (Siegel and Severin
1993:77). Vega (1988:43), citing the opinion of Rivet and Arsandoux (1946) on
the possible Guayanese origin of the pieces held by the Tainos of the Antilles, Sug
gests that the material was obtained via contacts on the continent (see also Oliver
2000:202; Rouse 1992:9). Still, we lack archaeological confirmatio
it is possible that Venezuela and Guyana received these metals from further a
potentially from Colombia.
In various descriptions of caciques’ vestments the presence of guanin
contrast with the simple image of the common Taino (Oliver 1998:67)
eign origin of guanin and its limited availability are factors in its great WOIH: .
highlighted by its noteworthy role in Taino mythology. Arrom (1975: 154) Pomes
out its religious value, finding it mentioned in important mythologica] passa®
about the origins of Taino social practices. Oliver (2000:209—215) offers 2 ‘?0
detailed analysis of these passages defining the social order, establishing guani®
a sacred unifying principle among the symbols of chiefly power.
With the Spaniards came new metals, some of which were inc

n of the source
field,

and gold
. The for=
rth,

OrPorated into 1
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di .
pﬁegl{.};l; seome;y .for use as body ornamentation. Among these are objects of
’ " < cop-
S Sixztm ,1}111 most cases, br'ass. Vega (1988:36) cites an illustrative commop
! hy 1 .tt;nt -century Spanish cleric Bartolomé de Las Casas (1965'28])8?1t
g lzc z;r; .ei the meaning of the indigenous interest in brass objects‘ incI) jin
thigs = ace.ags. tir\lllthlngs of brass they esteemed more than any other, anduf :
5 piece of a lace chape, they gave without di ’ "
b for X ape, t difficulty everything th
Cal{;rlllg ltt turey, like something from the sky, because they called tie sk gmreY ’}’lad}
: , €Y.
- e Eelrsr‘r; turey could designate diverse objects of European origii as 1}3
V 7 . . ’
lggsf;zs - 7.93})1) mdlca.tes, although some investigators (Oliver 2001:198; \lfego
= t relate t e term in particular to brass. For Oliver (2000:198) tht;, I ik
Ip‘ropcrlat e t(r]a.;slatlon of tureyis “the brilliant part of the sky, excluding the I?St ZP‘
. . e g clouds.”
1asas §5.281),c1te.d in Vega (1988:36), specifies that in brass the indi oy
peop ;5 perceived a special odor, just as they did with guanin. Like gu ’lgel;mus
. a
glis st iny and goldc'an hued, and the remoteness of its OriginZ—SpaiE—:sl " Iliass
nous rangeness ‘of its providers, individuals considered immortal by the WZ N
sacrz{;:m:lmumtles (Cassa’ 1992:190, 227; Crespo 2000:125), loaded th);s metji 15:
‘ ;- Synfb 1;‘es. Thfese qualities (Oliver 2000:199) determined its rapid inserti WIJ'[
olism of power, creating a demand for b o
| rass analogous t i
l tha:; ;}?e Europeans took advantage of, exchanging it for purg goldo G
| 9 11:5 1nf0rn‘1at10n confirms that the act of reusing the laceta; 's for the ad
ent found with skeleton No. 25 goes beyond th i e 5
~ T 2 y e passive acquisition of a foreign
§ - gen, t j\n ell'lce indicates precise selection, based on native symbolic
erated a cultural reordering of th
o tus lering e metal. The lacetags of ture
i Skde resource, containing special qualities. The complexity of the ornz o
_eton No. 25—and the decorative concept with which i i o
used— distinguishes it not only as an obj et e ok e
. 0 .
tmfract e ject of great importance but also as a crea-
his interest i o
e :E 1? .Iljlrass was not 1:501ated; the presence of guanines in burial No. 57 is
b esa 1‘ Slstrates the interest in valuable metals; the large cache 0% pre
, especially metal : i _
e inde als l(a lacetag and seven guanines, as well as beads of
- ; coral) apparently mark a hierarchical context, alt}
n hnow whether the symbolic meaning of the brass in burial 57, i _1011311
o - 7 1 .
: the metals from burial 25 discussed earlier. e

Brass and Indo-Hispanic Contact

Identificat; i
. (isi }:)lfs tclt;ziacitags provides new insights on the universe of Euro-
| e Chorrc; z eﬁ'erllts of clothing) to which the indigenous indi-
Procesce of reumizatione : a;lta had ficcess. We now understand something of
o of t - 0b}ects} according to native symbolic codes.
a from these burials provide a valuable chronological and cul-
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tural reference that lets us reevaluate aspects of this cemetery, including certain
funerary practices and the temporality of the burials themselves. .

The clearest case is that of the 16 burials Guarch (1996:16) encounterefl in ex-
tended position. Our reevaluation diminishes t}.lat nul.'nber to 14 (13 sup;nel, ?n;
prone). Of the 13 supine burials, 9 were found with their hands cr(?ssed and place
on the chest or abdomen; the arms of two were extended along the sides of the body;
on one skeleton one arm was extended along the side of the skeleton, the other to-
ward the head. The arm position of the remaining skeleton could not be deter-
mined because the remains were deteriorated. - .

The extended position is extremely unusual in burialsi of indigenous agricul-
turalists in Cuba. It is found in groups of fisher-gatherers in .C.uba fmd other Parts
of the Antilles, and occasionally in early sedentary comrr‘mmtles ‘\:\-'lﬂ'{ Saladoid ?e~
ramics (Sannen 2006); but extremely rare at sites associated to MelllaCE!I'l ostio-
noid” or “Chican ostionoid” ceramics (Rouse 1992) such as thosF pres.ent in Cuba.
In these cases the bodies were usually supine or placed on the side, with the lf)wer
extremities flexed to varying degrees (Crespo 2000:119; Gl,.l'('l‘l‘ch 1978:182; ]1}'11é-
nez 1979:268; Veloz et al. 1976:314, 317n.4). The ﬂexed‘posmon does not register
clearly in the ethnohistoric record of the Grea‘ter Antilles, although 'sci)me ‘?01}11;

fusing descriptions of Taino burials referred to in the Eu‘ropean chron.ic es mig :
pertain to this type (Crespo 2000:136). Nevertheless, given thi: Perm;te;mfe aEd
frequency of flexed burials they must be strongly rfalated to religious eflf? sa 4
should have figured largely among groups that attributed a great deal of impo
related to death.
tan;ut.:; ?lcl::presence of extended burials in pre-Columbian contexts 'in the Gre;tz:
Antilles is often considered atypical (Veloz et al. 1976:314n.4) or 1nterpreti 4
an isolated event unrelated to funerary rituals (Crespo 20‘00:157').‘ At 'the 310 :ted
El Atajadizo, in the Dominican Republic, the extended burial POSltlon ‘115 rfv[:;thom
- for individuals who may have met a violent death and were buried hasti y,l .
regard for traditional burial practices (Veloz et al. 1976:31.3—314). Atl e:;e)lfl .
pean burial sites in the New World, however, extended burials 1::1'eva1L ; i
indigenous individuals were laid to rest in such contexts, such as at.t‘a(Marrinian
the Dominican Republic (Guerrero 1999:108), or' Puerto Real,. Ha} 1 e
1995:179). The typically Christian extended position at t‘hese sites is ;nzast-west
extended, hands crossed over the chest or abdomen, and laid 01.11: along o
orientation so that the individual, awakening gnﬁ )the day of judgment,

2 d in the east (Parker Pearson 2003:6). L
the;:‘ cgucl,)ffaostrong tendency toward flexed-position burial.s prevails ;» ;Eliepl%z:
where there is evidence of relations with the Europearbls {M%guel 1 9:—11-; e
136). Only in indigenous settlements where .this relationship was ;Z\;e b orials 3P
prolonged, such as El Yayal or Barajagua (Figure 8.1), do some n
pear extended (Rouse 1942:136).
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At El Chorro de Maita, over half of the 106 burials exhibit some degree of flexed
lower extremities (this excludes the 14 extended examples and 33 cases in which
the position of the legs could not be determined due to deterioration or alteration
of the remains (Guarch 1996:18, Table 2). The lone prone burial (No. 97) does not
fit the Christian norm. In two of the remaining extended burial cases all of the
characteristics of Christian burials are present; 10 examples comply with two or
three Christian practices. In 6 of these burials, all laid out with hands crossed over
chests or abdomens, brass was present. This consistent pattern establishes a clear
relationship between the extended position and European influence, The discov-
ery of brass in almost half of the extended burials provides a cultural and chrono-
logical reference that confirms Guarch’s original interpretation and complements
a picture in which, in addition to incorporating foreign materials, the local com-
munities were abandoning established cultural traditions in favor of new funerary
practices.

Spatially, the extended position burials marked by the presence of brass arti-

facts are concentrated in the central part of the cemetery, where the tentatively
identified European skull also was found. This spatial link suggests some degree
of temporal proximity among the burials and indicates, above all, an interconnec-
tion among these individuals that expresses, without excluding other motivations,
the genesis of a shared process: changes in local culture determined by interaction
with Europeans.?
, The confirmation of the relationship between extended burial position and Eu-
: ropean influences increases the number of inhumations that clearly post-date the
! arrival of the Spaniards. If we consider all of the extended burials without brass,
but with two or more elements of the Christian burial pattern (there are 6 of these),
and add them to those with brass (17), we have a total of 23 post-Columbian buri-
als. This does not exclude the possiblilty that many of the nonextended burials
lacking brass are also post-Columbian. Although we lack a full chronology for the
ceMmetery, the large number of deceased could be related as much to a long period
O_f use after European arrival as to a post-Columbian increase in use in the loca-
tion, or an increase in mortality during this period.

The presumed pre-Columbian origin of the cemetery was based on the dates
20(;1;;31;1&1 No. 25 and the carb.on from Excavation [.Init'S (Valcércel and Roqrigue.z
assum- ; ¢ presence of brass with skeleto.n No. 2§ highlights t@e prc.;blem with this
L ofpt lllonhand forces 1‘15 tc.) evah..:afe with caution the re]atlojnshlp between the
. € Numan remains in .Umt 5 and the skelet(.ms found in the central zone

metery (Unit 3; see Figure 8.2). Moreover, if we consider the absence of

Cleries ag known pre-Columbian indigenous agriculturalist sites in Cuba, and
; na;fflple number of burials post-dating the arrival of the Europeans, the no-

b . Pre-Columbian origins for this cemetery requires further scrutiny. We are
- M8at either ap indigenous burial ground transformed into a cemetery at the

3
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igi i contact
start of European contact, or even a cemetery that originated during the

eriod. : ; : ifica-
. In this context of strong post—Columblan use with clear evidence of TOd];
i i so be re-
tions to local funerary practices, the lack of cranial deformation may a

imi i ion of the burials contain-
i _In a preliminary consideration 0
T - oy 3 skeleton No. 45) with brass also

individual (
i deformed skulls, we noted one in : s 4
- “‘; in extended position. Cranial deformation functioned as an ethnic identi
- d aesthetics (Crespo 2000:227-230) of

the absence of cranial

burie : :
fer associated with the beliefs, rituals, an . )
agricultural, ceramic-producing groups. At leas.t in Cu g the abs a
deformation in burials recovered at agriculturalist-ceramicist s?tes 1fs ra E
i in these groups resulting from Luropean
The high degree of change we se€ in t B s
i d this particular situation. SInce

ressures undoubtedly influence : forma-
1’:ion process began in childhood, the practice may have. b?e; ended b)./ ::nd;tgﬁ
i i born after European arrival. However, SIX{CENti-

s peoples protecting children Eurc : sixt
Esstuliy cfocumentary references to the prohibition of cranial defor;nfatu:;ln in Pertu
i ; ify the aspects
i : lustrate the conquistadors’ eagerness to modi y :
(Dingwall 1931:215) i Iy i

i ed to the canons of civiliza
of indigenous culture they saw as Oppos = e
ion, i i lated to the body. The adult with an u cull-
gion, including those re : R e
ly 25-30 years old at time ; |
skeleton No. 45—was approximately vt
he additional presence of subadu

dult came from another area, t : : :
Zgzs (Guarch 1996:21) lacking cranial deformation points toward the presence 0

strong Spanish influences for at least several years.
Persistence and Change

ass with burial No. 25, assigned a pre.—Columblziin tciaft;r E‘lu:l;
original radiocarbon assays, and the wide range of cahbrzuo.n 011 ;?:maﬁ o il
. No. 39 (see above) are unresolved p;olﬁ:ris. H(r}::zeé;tlgl;xékércel’ s .
rary contexts at El Chorro de Maita catr L O il
2:11?;6(20){{17; also Persons et al. 2007), we identified an mdl.ge.r;oug;‘z::;pes y
to the first half of the fifteenth century, as well as strata cor:tgu;? : fe e e
European ceramics ranging in date between 1490 and 165 r.newrv o
istence of some contemporaneity between the use of the cecqlum,biarl b w
rounding spaces, we have a potentially long ?erloq of post; e o stanc
to diverse moments and situations of Igd(?(—iHlipar;;cl::itzccilmnomgical pmxirniﬂ"
tags distinguish a group of in ividuals o .
:f:hl(jli;h %he exactgperiod of their use is difficult to diterr;uor;egmss o
Except for burial No. 25, in w}nch‘ the ornament.a us D ements
if we are seeing clothing with lacetags or independent
f culture and the exercise
funerary patterns that

The presence of br

ear, WE do

not know :
we can distinguish some basic elements 0

s
: pel‘
dent in the selective capture of European objects,

Stillv

of poweb evk . 4
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change, and elite individuals inserted into the ambient interaction. In the case of
burial No. 25, the presence of brass implies the specific use of European materials
and their reordering according to local ideological norms, in terms of both the in-
digenous symbolic universe and native mechanisms of legitimizing rank.
The use of brass in this case reflects an independent, active perspective from
\ which the metal is adopted and adapted to indigenous ornamental practices. The
extended burial position provides a different perspective, underscoring the loss of
‘ deeply ingrained cultural practices related to ritual schemes and indigenous iden-
| tity and their replacement by new practices linked to Christian burial rituals, It is
difficult to know if these changes respond to real ideological adjustments, since the
available historical evidence refers to communities that even in conditions of com-
plete subjugation remained attached to their rites and ceremonies (Pichardo 1945).
We might be looking at a population that accepted changes to survive, using these
as a means of protection through which autochthonous beliefs were maintained.
In any event, in the case of extended burials the subordinate position of the in-
digenous population and their receptivity to European norms related to the impo-
sition of religion is clear.

The entry of the European burial position may mark distinct incidents and
levels of Hispanic pressure or domination. It may even be related to inherent as-
pects of the social rank of the indigenous individuals or their personal relation
with the material or religious world of the Spaniards; perhaps for this reason the
pattern is not generalized. Yet the majority of the burials with brass follow indige-
nous burial customs (10 of these burials are semi-flexed or very flexed). Although
we still lack a diachronic perspective, these burials suggest the persistence and con-
tinuity of local patterns. The position of skeleton No. 25 was very flexed. This is
the best example we have of the confluence of post-Columbian moments with in-

- digenous practices, pointing to circumstances in which certain prerogatives and
Possibilities of indigenous expression were maintained even while changes deter-
‘Mined by European influence were present.

The use of ornaments that include brass probably reflects the existence of post-
“olumbjan indigenous elites (Valcércel and Rodriguez 2005). As a case in point,
¢ of the individuals in our sample (burial No. 57) contains mortuary objects of
SStto the Europeans, including the gold beads and guanin. Perhaps the Span-
gave differential treatment to the chiefly levels of society, since the recogni-
1 of their political importance, established even by colonial legislation, was a
" element ip ordering their relations with the indigenous communities (Dea-
_:zfm:l.i(:;lxent 1993:70; l\IIOSC.OS(.) 1986:‘319—324). In addition, burial No. 57 is

: est examples of Christian burial in our sample, a phenomenon prob-

‘iked to Spanish interest in the development of ties to local elites as a means
©Moting acceptance of Catholic beliefs. In fact, there are very early historical
S to the Christianization of caciques in Cuba, as well as indications that
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children of native families of high rank were sent to Spain in 1526 to be instructed
in the Catholic faith in order to diffuse this belief system among their own people
(Pichardo 1945). Nevertheless, the potential for elites to maintain a certain level
of local autonomy, visible in the maintenance of symbolic and mortuary customs,
probably was determined by a situation in which relationships with the Europeans
were not coupled with total disarticulation from indigenous society and its institu-
tions.

The selective use of European elements, and the changes this generated, calls
attention to elite strata reiterating their key role in the panorama of Hispanic/
indigenous interaction. We cannot ignore the fact that the important personage
in the case of burial No. 57 was a young woman, which bears reference to the rec-
ognized feminine protagonism in indigenous spaces of power and to the impor-
tant role played by women in the processes of contact with the Europeans (Sued-

Badillo 1989).

Conclusions

The identification of the use of brass lacetags in the cemetery at El Chorro de
Maita rectifies earlier ideas about the metallic composition of these objects and
determines the precise nature of their European origin. This new evidence brings
about a radical change in the way we understand Indo-Hispanic contact at this
site, and provides new insights into the post-Columbian character of many of the
burials. The results of our investigation underscore, here as at other contact-era
sites in the Antilles (Deagan 2004), the need to focus on methodologies directed
toward questions of interaction rather than depending on the typical investigation
strategies used in pre-Columbian contexts.

At El Chorro de Maita, the level and characteristics of the cultural connections
were discovered not just through an assessment of the quantity of European ma-
terial or the presence of transcultural objects. Rather, we explored the possibili-
ties these items offered for achieving an integrated evaluation of diverse elements
within the burial contexts and recognizing the give and take among indigenous .at-
titudes and the reality of the imposition of Spanish practices. Thus consideration
of the nature and intensity of Spanish contact as expressed in the objects of trans-
culturation is but one element in the larger task of understanding the development
and results of cultural interaction. -

The lacetags, in a modified mortuary environment, help us perceive strong 1“’%‘5
between the native population and elements of European culture, both matert y
and ideological, as well as variations in important aspects of local cultural Pr.a:n
tices. The lacetags demonstrate intense use of the cemetery in post-Colebl 4
times and force us to reevaluate our original notions of its pre—ColumblaI_‘ 01;_
gins. In a place where historical documentation is scant and imprecise, W€ disco
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ered ‘through archaeology a cemetery that contains evidence of great interest

gal‘dlf‘lg Indo-Hispanic interactions. Despite changes in important native culstu;ei
practn?es the indigenous peoples maintained their capacity for self-expressimzll
The _ehte appear central in actions of cultural continuity as well as in changes r ‘
garding their key roles in local society within the project of Hispanic domifat' N
With these data, Indo-Hispanic interaction appears as a highly dynamic pro slo'n.
which change was neither immediate nor comprehensive. Indigenous cSmfrqu i
ties were not the passive receivers of influences and elements as portrayed in e;nh
lier historical visions, but rather active agents living through a uni 4 tod of
cultural interaction in the Caribbean. e
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Notes

_]_‘ AC = M p
cording to Valcarcel and Rodriguez (2005:134), the number of aboriginal skele-

tons coylg i ibility i
reach 110. This possibility is based on unconfirmed information concerning

~ Temajng i
B Zound during the construction of a museum at the site
-Th concept of in distan is an im n . Ob om d
P Spal 4s a distant p]ace 1s an important factor, jects fr is-

tPoints of orig i i
b tf)rlgm, asis tf.le case with guanin, may be linked to the notion that in tra-
m’alt UCS €lies cosmological distances are perceived as equivalent to geographic dis
800ds or people from far away i W
hus good y are / i
. 5 ) perceived as possessing supernatural

3. Valcs
~ “@carcel and Rodriguez (2005:141)
‘ : - suggest that the selecti is
= SXPress hierarchical distinctions. Ay



