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The Manantial dela Aleta is a flooded cavern in the southeastern Dominican Republic. Organic
artifacts recovered from the site include carved wooden objects, gourd vessels, and basketry. The
artifacts are of Taino manufacture and have calibrated dates ranging from A.D. 1035 to 1420.
Some of the artifacts are of types previously unreported from the Caribbean, while others differ
significantly from commonly illustrated Taino specimens. This paper provides preliminary
descriptions of the organic artifacts and offersinitial discussions of their cultural implications.

LaAleta("The Fin") isan important Taino
sitein the province of LaAltagraciain the
easternmost Dominican Republic (Figure 1). In
1492 this areawas part of the aborigind
chiefdom of Higuey, one of the five principa
cacicazgos of theidand of Hispaniola at the
time of European contact (Las Casas 1967:1:22-
26)." The site now lies within the boundaries of
the modern Parque Nacional del Este, about 5
km inland from the closest point on the
shoreline. Thelocal landscapeisformed of flat
limestone bedrock with many cracks and
solution cavities. Groundwater percolating
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through the limestone supports a dense
subtropical forest vegetation that coversthe site
area.

La Aleta has been known to archaeol ogists
for 20 years, ever since Jose Guerrero (1981)
carried out a brief reconnaissance for the Museo
del Hombre Dominicano. It ispossible,
moreover, that LaAletaisasite that was visited
by the early Spanish chronicler Bartolomé de
Las Casas and described in his Apologética
Historia Sumaria (Las Casas 1967:1:24-25;
Guerrero 1981:14).?
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Figure 1. Map of the Caribbean Basin showing the location of La Aleta.

Guerrero (1981:14-15) reported the
presence of one ceremonial plaza at the site, and
recent investigations have discovered three more
(Ortega 1997; Conrad et a. 1997). In Taino
chiefdoms such plazas were the setting for
important public ceremonies, including ritual
dances called areitos and ball games. The
presence of at least four plazas marks LaAleta
as a prominent place in the chiefdom of Higliey
(see Alegria 1983; Siegel 1999). Basing his
interpretation on a preliminary analysis of food
remains recovered during excavationsin and
around the plazas, Elpidio Ortega (1997:9) has
suggested that La Aletahad relatively few
permanent inhabitants, and that its importance
was primarily religious and political, rather than
as acenter of population. This hypothesis
remains to be tested by future investigations,
because at present the total extent and exact
composition of the site are not known. For the
moment, however, LaAletaistentatively
characterized asamagjor Taino ceremonial
center, rather than as alarge town.
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The Manantial de la Aleta

The most spectacular feature of the siteis
the so-caled Manantia delaAleta (" Spring of
the Fin"), aflooded cavern in the limestone
bedrock (Figure 2) about 75 m north of the
nearest of the four plazas. The cavern, a
circular chamber roughly 40 min diameter, is
visible through seven "eyes," or holesin the
surface rock, spread over an area of about 10
m. The largest eye measures 2 x 3 m and offers
adramatic view of the surface of the water 15.5
m below. The water is clear on top, but at a
depth of 10.5 m below the surface a milky
sulfide-laden layer blursvisibility. The water
clearsagain at 20 m. At 34.5 m below the
surface a cap rock protrudes from dark silt.
This cap rock isthe top of an underwater hill
formed by limestone blocks collapsing from
above; the sides of the hill ope downward to a
depth of 73 m (Foster and Beeker 1997:27).

The dopes of this hill are thickly covered
with cultural materials, including ceramics,
stone tools, carved wooden objects, gourd
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vessels, baskets, and so on. In a series of
brief field seasons between August 1996
and April 1999, researchers from Indiana
University and California State Parks
conducted preliminary investigations of
these underwater remains as part of larger
project involving collaboration between
Dominican and North American scholars.
The investigations took the form of
controlled surface collections rather than
excavations, selected artifacts were mapped
in three dimensions and then brought to the
surface (Figures 3, 4).

The nature and condition of the 0 10

recovered artifacts suggests careful
placement into the water, rather than smple
discard astrash. For example, many of the
ceramic vessels are intact. Our working
hypothesisisthat the local Taino population
saw the Manantia as a portal to the watery
underworld known as Coaybay, "the house
and dwelling place of the dead" (Pané
1999:17-18; Stevens-Arroyo 1988:185-
186, 230).> The view upward from the
surface through the largest eye was
essentialy aview along the axis mundi
uniting the surface of the earth with the
heavens and the underworld (Figure 5;
compare Siegel 1997:108, Figure 1).

If thisinterpretation is correct, the artifacts
in the Manantia were probably placed there
originally as offerings to the spirits of the
ancestors in the underworld, whose veneration
was acentral element of Taino religion (Pané
1999:18-21; Stevens-Arroyo 1988:59-62;
Siegel 1997; Roe 1997:154-155).* The
presence of the milky sulfur layer may have
been particularly important in this regard.
Sinking objects disappear from view asthey
pass through the sulfur layer, and the moment
of their disappearance may have been seen as
the precise moment of their trangition into the
underworld.

The Organic Artifacts

Many of the artifacts visible underwater are
made of organic materials. They have been
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Figure 2. Cross-section of the Manantial de la Aleta.

perfectly preserved in the anoxic environment;
thereis no oxygen below depths of 11 m (Jones
1997:39). Conservation concerns, however,
dictated that most organic objects should be | eft
in place for the time being. Accordingly, most
of the 244 artifacts recovered during the test
dives were made of ceramic or stone.
Nonetheless, 23 organic artifacts were brought
to the surface. Twenty of the organic artifacts
were made of wood, two of gourd, and one
was a basketry fragment. Commentaries on
these specimens are given below.

Wooden Artifacts

The 20 wooden artifacts consist of the
following objects:
1 small intact duho stool (PNE-01-A-
0228)
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Figure 3. Sample site plan of the Manantial de la Aleta, showing the recovery locations of specimens
PNE-01-104 through 203.
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the woods is a high-priority future project.
Such analysisis a potentia source of
information on important questions about Taino
prehistory, including environments and
environmental alteration, forest resource
management, systems of procurement and
production and their role in the devel opment of
complex society, and the symbolic meanings
and cultural values attached to different types of
wood (Berman 1992; Berman and Pearsall
2000; Ostapkowicz 1998; Saunders and Gray
1996).

Obvious decoration appears on only five of
the artifacts-two bowls, two large hafts, and the
crocodilian figure-and is described below. The
recent discovery of small, subtly carved
wooden objects at the Deadman's Reef site on
Grand Bahama Island (Berman et al. 1999,
2000) raises the possibility that more of the
artifacts will turn out to be decorated when they
can be examined under magnification.

Figure 4. John Foster bringing the macana war club
discussed in the text to the surface.

«1 fragment of another duho (PNE-01-A-
0005)

6 bowls (PNE-01-A-0081, -0164, -0215
A and B, 0220, and 0221)

1 small vessdl possibly used in the cohoba
ceremony (PNE-01-A-0224)

The Heavens

3 large hafts, or helves, presumably for "

petaloid celts (PNE-01-A-0080, -226, - T ‘ ?

0227) : : ‘ * ? Earth's Surface
1 smaller haft, possibly for asmall celt or —

shell blade (PNE-01-A-0231)

«1 fragment of a canoe paddle (PNE-01-A-
0235)

1 macana war club (PNE-01-A-0202)

1 small carved crocodilian figure (PNE-
01-A-0225)

4 small, unidentified fragments (PNE-01-

A M!‘mdi

Sulfur Layer

A-0027, -0033, -0065, -0129); these e

items are pieces of larger objects whose

functions are unknown. Ritual
Offerings

The woods have yet to be identified,
although one specimen, the macana, appearsto

(modified from Siegel 1997:108, Figure 1).
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Duhos

Duhos were ceremonia stools that figured
prominently in the maintenance of Taino
political and ideological systems. Owned by
high-ranking individuals, most notably chiefs
(caciques), duhos were literally seats of power,
prestige, and ritual.

Duhos were used during important
ceremonial occasions, and their presence
separated their high-ranking owners from
the rest of the community, marking them as
distinct. An indispensable part of ritual
paraphernalia, the duhos were intimately
linked to hallucinogens and communication
with numinous powers. The often
elaborate carvings of the duhos represented
zemis and ancestors, visually and

(]

5 em

Figure 6. Duho (PNE-01-A-0228).

it

o ) .
Figure 7. Ijuhofragment (PNE-01-A-0005). Length
20 cm.
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symbolically supporting the seated
individuals and lending authority to their
position and status (Ostapkowicz 1997:56).

Both wooden and stone examples exist; many
rank among the masterpieces of Taino art
(Bercht et a. 1997).

Duhos have recently been the subject of an
encyclopedic and masterful study by Joanna
Ostapkowicz (1998; see aso Ostapkowicz
1997). She divides duhos into two main formal
categories, "high-backs" and "low-backs."
High-backed duhos have a projecting back or
"tail" that sweeps upward from the seat of the
stool. Low-backed duhos lack this extension of
the seat.

Theintact duho from La Aleta (PNE-01-A-
0228; Figure 6) islow-backed. It isone of the
smallest duhos known, measuring only 19 cm
long by 9 cm high. Possibly it was intended to
be the seat of one of the Taino religious figures
known as zemis, rather than a stool for a human
being (Ostapkowicz 1997:64, 1998:141, 274-
275). The duho fragment (PNE-01-A-0005;
Figure 7) measures 20 x 10 cm and obviously
comes from alarger specimen, possibly but not
definitely high-backed. Unlike the commonly
illustrated examples (see Bercht et al. 1997),
neither of the duhosfrom LaAletais decorated
with carved designs or inlays.

Bowls

The bowls (Figures 8-11) have avariety of
forms but are largely cup- or bucket-shaped,
with walls 0.8-1.5 cm thick and circular to ova
mouths 12 to 30 cm in diameter. Two of these
bowls (PNE-01-A-0215 A and B; Figure 8)
were found together, with the smaller one
nestled tightly inside the larger one. One bowl
is not cup- or bucket-shaped, but has two long,
flaring sides and a profile vaguely reminiscent
of awing nut (PNE-01-A-0164; Figure 11).
The mouth of this specimen measures 30 x 15
cm. Decoration in the form of araised band
around the lip appears on two of the bowls
(PNE-01-A-0220, 0221; Figures 9-10).
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Ostapkowicz (1998:104-115) discusses 40
known wooden vessals from the Caribbean.
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more elaborately decorated. There are,
however, several deeper, more roughly

Most appear to be relatively shallower and more  manufactured bowls that more closely resemble

platter-like than the Aleta specimens, aswell as

H = = 9

Figure 8. Nested bowls (PNE-01-A-0215A, B). Scae
in cm.

-

Figure 9. Bowl (PNE-01-A-0220). Diameter 21 cm.
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the Aleta pieces, including examples from Cuba
(Harrington 1921:354-355, Plate C) and the
Turks and Caicos (Ostapkowicz 1998:113-114,
345); the Cuban specimen is not necessarily
Taino (Lovén 1935:479; Ostapkowicz
1998:105). Thereisavessd somewhat
reminiscent of the Aleta"wing nut" bowl in the
Museo del Hombre Dominicano (Ve oz
Maggiol01972:185, Plate 29C; Ostapkowicz
1998:112-113), but it is more finely made than
its Aleta counterpart and has carved
anthropomorphic decoration.

e

Figure 10. Bowl (PNE-01-A-0221). Diameter 16 cm.

Figure 11. Bowl (PNE-01-A-0164). Length 30 cm.



Organic Artifacts from the Manantial de la Aleta
Cohoba(?) Vessd

Cohaoba was a hallucinogenic snuff made of
the seeds of Anadananthera peregring; it gaveits
name to a ceremony through which Taino
leaders communicated with the spirit world
(Pané 1999:21, 25-26).> One small wooden
vessel from LaAleta (PNE-01-A-0224; Figure
12) has been tentatively identified as a piece of
paraphernalia used in the cohoba ceremony.
This bowl isroughly symmetrical and 13 cm
long. Seen in cross-section, it has flared ends;
in plan the flared ends appear as projecting
handles on both sides of a central circular
opening.

The form of thisobject issimilar to that of a
number of small vessels from the Dominican
Republic, Puerto Rico, and Cuba made of
wood, cactus, and manatee bone (Garcia
Arévao and Chanlatte Baik 1978:51; Bercht et
al. 1997:142-143, Figures 112-113;
Ostapkowicz 1998:109-111, 115-117, 566-568;
Pendergast 1998:1). Thereiseven one example
from the Dominican Republic made of a human
patella (Veloz Maggiolo 1972:190, Plate 30E,
193, Plate 33A). Peter Roe (1997:146)
identifies two of these vessels-one made of
manatee bone in the collections of the Museo ddl
Hombre Dominicano and another wooden
example in the Museo de Historia, Antropologia
y Arte, Universidad de Puerto Rico, Rio
Piedras-as bowls used to hold seeds or powder
for the cohoba ceremony. Likewise,
Ostapkowicz (1998:111) interprets two similar
bowls from a cave near El Mgagua in the
Dominican Republic as " persona ritual objects,
containers of highly important substances such
ascohoba...." All of these specimens,
however, are finely made and bear elaborately
carved, usually anthropomorphic, decorations.
In contrast, the example from La Aletais rough-
hewn and undecorated.

Hafts, or Helves
The three large hafts, or helves (Figures 13-
16), have straight shafts and presumably served

as handlesfor petaloid celts made of ground
stone, acommon Taino tool. They rangein
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Figure 12. Cohoba vessel (PNE-01-A-0224). Length
13 cm.

length from 36 to 63 cm. Two of the specimens
(PNE-01-A-0226, 0227; Figures 14-16) are
pierced by holesthat go al the way through the
head of the shaft. The third specimen (PNE-01-
A-0080; Figure 13) has ahole that does not go
all the way through; this example may have
been broken or incompletely manufactured.
Two of the hafts (PNE-01-A-0226, 0227) bear
decoration in the form of araised band around
the mid-shaft (Figures 14-16).

Before our project began, looters removed
two other hafts from the Manantial (PNE-01-Z-
0014, 0015) that were later recovered by Parque
Nacional del Este personnel. These examples

Figure 13. Large haft (PNE-01-A-0080). Length 36
cm.
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Figure 14. Large haft (PNE-01-A-0226). Length 48
cm.

Figure 16. Large haft (PNE-01-A-0227). Length 63
cm.

Figure 18. Large haft (PNE-01-Z-0015) removed from
the Manantial de la Aleta by looters. Length 30 cm.

(Figures 17-18) are similar to the ones found by
our project and measure 48 and 30 cm long
respectively. Looters also removed a number of
petaloid celts, some of which were reclaimed by
park personnel (Figure 19), and our project has
recovered afragment of another. To the best of
our knowledge, though, no intact blade/haft
combination has been found in the Manantia to
date.

The small haft (PNE-01-A-0231; Figure 20)
isacurved, sickle-shaped handle 22 cm long.
Itsdistal end (on the right in Figure 20) has
been notched to permit the attachment of another
piece of the tool, perhaps a small stone celt or a
shell blade. While we surmise that this object is

Journal of Caribbean Archaeology 2, 2001

Figure 15. Drawing of large haft (PNE-01-A-0226).
Note raised band around the mid-shaft.

| u"u"

Figure 17. Large haft (PNE-01-Z-0014) removed from
the Manantial de la Aleta by looters. Length 48 cm.

Figure 19. Petaloid celts removed from the Manantia
de la Aleta by looters (bottom two rows). Caliper jaws
set 1 inch apart; the largest celt (bottom left) is 17 cm
long.

the handle of awoodworking implement, its
exact function is still unknown. Ostapkowicz's
(1998:43-154) review of known Taino wooden

9
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Figure 20. Small haft (PNE-01-A-0231). Length 22
cm.

artifacts does not include any comparable
specimens. Jeffery Walker (personal
communication 2000) has suggested that the
guestion of function might be resolved by
experimental replication.

Canoe Paddle Blade

The Tainos were skilled mariners who made
dugout canoes in various sizes, ranging from
one-person craft to large vessels capabl e of
carrying over 100 people. Sven Lovén
(1935:417-418) attributed much of the Tainos
seafaring success to atype of canoe paddie
called anahe-ameter or more long, witha T-
shaped handle and alancet-shaped blade. This
distinctive Taino paddle was first described in
Christopher Columbus's log for Saturday 13
October 1492: "They row with apaddle like
that of a baker and go marveloudly” (Dunn and
Kelley 1989:69). Columbus's son Ferdinand
described the paddies as being "like baker's

‘---,‘ b

Figure 21. Canoe paddle blade (PNE-01-A-0235).
Length 51 cm. The blade islancet-shaped; the pointed
tip would have been to the left and the handle to the
right.
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peels or those used in dressing hemp" (Colén
1992:61).°

In addition to the specimen from La Aleta, at
least eight other Taino paddles are known: four
from the Bahamas, one from Grand Turk
Island, two from Cuba, and one from Haiti (De
Booy 1913:2-5; Harrington 1921:208; Lovén
1935:417-419; Ostapkowicz 1998:118-122).

Of these, only one paddie from a cave on
More's Idand in the Bahamas (De Booy
1913:2-5), another from a cave near Monte
Cristo, Cuba (Harrington 1921:208), and a
third from awaterlogged deposit on Grand Turk
(Keegan 1997:57-58) have been published in
any detail. Thefirst two of these specimens are
decorated with carved designs on the blade.
Ostapkowicz (1998:119) argues that the quality
of a paddle may have "reflected the status of the
individual paddler or canoe owner, and may
have been personalized with two-dimensional
designs.”

The example from La Aleta (PNE-01-A-
0235; Figure 21) isanearly complete blade; the
handle of the paddie and the tip of the blade are
missing. Although it isincomplete, both the
form of the blade and the length of the surviving
portion (51 cm) correspond well to the early
descriptions and the known examples. Unlike
the More's Iland and Monte Cristo specimens,
however, the paddle blade from La Aletalacks
carved designs.

Macana War Club

The macana war club (PNE-01-A-0202;
Figures 22-24) is 79 cm long and appears to be
made of some kind of palm wood. It has aflat
handle with adlim, triangular cross-section like
the blade of asword and acylindrical, club-like
head. Inthese characteristicsit matches Las
Casas' description of the war clubs used in
northern Hispaniola and the south coast of Cuba
(Las Casas 1875:1:435, 11:57)." Considered by
early Spanish observersto be the Tainos most
effective and dangerous weapon, the macana
was swung with both hands and was said to be
capable of crushing aman's skull even if he
was wearing a steel helmet (Oviedo 1851:1:68;

10
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Las Casas 1875:1:435;
Lovén 1935:451-453).°
Ostapkowicz (1998:226)
suggests that in addition to
their utilitarian value as
weapons, macanas may
have been prized symbolic
artifacts that expressed the
power and prestige of their
owners.

Insofar as we know, the
macana from the Manantial
delaAletaisaunique
specimen. Jesse Walter
Fewkes (1907:209) wrote
that he saw severa macanas
in the Dominican Republic
that were claimed to be
aboriginal weapons, but his
description isbrief and
ambiguous. Itispossible
that Fewkes's "macanas’
were actually some other
type of artifact, perhaps
ceremonial staffs or batons,

that may have been
ultimately derived asan
elaboration of the war club
j form (Ostapkowicz
Figure 22. Macana 1998:122-127).
war club (PNE-01-A- - .
0202). Length 79 Crocodilian Figure
om- This artifact (PNE-01-A-
0225; Figures 25-26) is a hook-shaped piece 20
B

Figure 24. Detail of Macana head.
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Figure 23. Detail of Macana handle.

cm. long. Its most striking aspect isits
decoration: the entire object has a crocodilian
form, with snout, eyes, body, and tail. In
Figure 25, the snout is on the left and the eyes
at the upper center, while the body and tail
curve around from the right to the lower center.
The carver took advantage of the natural form of
the wood to create the crocodilian imagery.

This object is most reminiscent of a series of
small wooden artifacts recently discovered at the
Deadman'’s Reef site on Grand Bahama, which
have been interpreted as zemis (Berman et a.
1999, 2000). In fact, the crocodilian form of
the specimen from La Aletawas first recognized
by Mary Jane Berman, co-director of the
Deadman's Reef excavations. Berman
(personal communication 2000) suggests that
there may be multiple imagesin this carving
(see Figure 26 for aclose-up), asisthe case
with the Deadman's Reef specimens and other
Taino artworks (Walker 1997:84-87; Roe
1997:126-127, 148-149).

Figure 25. Crocodilian figure (PNE-01-A-0225); scale
incm. The crocodilian form is readily apparent.

11
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Figure 26. Close-up view of thetail of the crocodilian
figure. Additional carved designs may become apparent
under magnification.

Aleta.
Journal of Caribbean Archaeology 2, 2001
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Unidentified Fragments

The four unidentified wooden fragments are
small scraps. They appear to be pieces of larger
objects whose forms and functions are not
readily recognizable.

Gourd Vessels

Gourds figure prominently in Taino
mythology (Pané 1999:13-14; Stevens-Arroyo
1988:95-111), and gourd vessels are among the
most common objects in the submerged
deposits at LaAleta (Figure 27).° To the best of
our knowledge, these gourd artifacts are the
first ones that have been discovered in
prehistoric Caribbean sites. Two fragmentary
vessels have been collected. Both specimens
are tree gourds, Crescentia cujete (Charles B.
Helser, personal communication 1997; see dso
Helser 1979:15-30). Oneisplain, but the other
(PNE-01-A-0060; Figures 28-30) is decorated
with incised designstypical of pottery
belonging to the Chican Ostionoid (Chicoid)
subseries (Rouse 1992:110-112). In fact, the
execution of the designs on the gourd is more
careful and symmetrical than on any pottery
vessel we have recovered from the Manantia to
date.

Basketry

A number of intact baskets have been
observed and photographed in the Manantia
(e.g., Figure 31), the first examples of Taino
basketry discovered archaeologically. To date
only one small fragment of a plain weave basket
(PNE-01-A-0201; Figure 32) has been brought
to the surface; the material has yet to be
identified. Thisfragment unraveled shortly
after being recovered, preventing further
analyses of its construction except from
photographs (although a sample of the fibers
was submitted for dating; see below). Asa
result of this experience, we decided not to
attempt to recover any more basketry until we
could provide on-site conservation, and all of
the other observed baskets-including the one in
Figure 31-have been left in situ.

12
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Figure 28. Fragments of a gourd decorated with incised designs (PNE-01-A-0060). Note the
similarity to incised designs common on pottery of the Chican Ostionoid subseries. Caliper jaws
set 1 inch apart; the largest fragment measures 10 x 9 cm.

Figure 29. Drawing of afragment of the incised gourd.

See Figure 28 for scale. Figure 30. Drawing of afragment of the incised gourd.
See Figure 28 for scale.

Journal of Caribbean Archaeology 2, 2001 13
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Figure 31. Nearly intact basket in the Manantial de la
Aleta. This basket was left in situ.

Chronology

Samples from six of the artifacts listed
above were submitted to Beta Analytic for
accelerator dating. A seventh sample, taken
from one of the hafts brought up by looters
before our project began (PNE-01-Z-0014),
was aso dated. Theresultsare shownin
Table 1.

Conrad, Foster and Beeker

Figure 32. Basket fragment (PNE-01-A-0201). Scae
in cm.

The generally accepted date for the
florescence of the Classic Taino chiefdoms of
Hispaniola and Puerto Ricois A.D. 1200
(Rouse 1992:102-106, etc.). After A.D. 1200

Religious paraphernaliaincreased in
number, quality, and size.... Theincrease
in the quality, size, and frequency of
religious artifacts has been interpreted by
most Caribbeanists asan increasein
religious, political, and social complexity
(Curet 1996:120).

Object PNE-01- Sample # Radiocarbon Calibrated date: Calibrated date:
Age 2-sigma range Intercepts

flaring bowl A-0164 Beta- 990 + 70 BP AD 975-1235 AD 1035
108313

gourd A-0060 Beta- 940 + 30 BP AD 1020-1180 AD 1045, 1105, 1115
107023

haft Z-0014 Beta- 870 + 60 BP AD 1025-1275 AD 1195
96782

duho A-0228 Beta 910 + 40 BP AD 1225-1275 AD 1260
112400

duho fragment ~ A-0005 Beta- 680 + 60 BP AD 1250-1410 AD 1295
96781

basket A-0201 Beta- 620 + 70 BP AD 1275-1435  AD 1315, 1345, 1390
108314

macana A-0202 Beta- 540 + 50 BP AD 1315-1345 AD 1420
108315 AD 1390-1455

Table 1. Radiocarbon Dates from the Manantial delaAleta. All samples processed by the
accelerator mass spectrometry (AMS) method. Calibrations provided by Beta Analytic following
the Beta Analytic/Pretoria Calibration Program [Vogel et a. (1993), Tamaand Vogel (1993)].
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The radiocarbon dates from the Manantia dela
Aleta bracket A.D. 1200 by roughly two
centurieson either side. Five of the seven
dates, and four of the five dates on carved
wooden objects, are either pre-1200 or within a
century thereafter. That is, the organic artifacts
recovered so far span the time when the Classic
Taino chiefdoms were developing, and a
number of the wooden objects-including both
duhos-seem to date to the early stages of those
chiefdoms.

I nterpretations

In comparing the wooden artifacts from the
Manantial de laAletato the wood scul ptures
usualy illustrated as exemplifying Taino art
(e.g., Bercht et a. 1997), one isimmediately
struck by the simpler, rustic appearance of the
Aleta specimens. The woodcarvings from the
Aletalack the fine workmanship and elaborate
decorations of the more commonly illustrated
pieces. When one contraststhe Aleta artifactsto
other known examples, the discrepancy in
workmanship and decoration is particularly
apparent in the case of the duhos, the canoe
paddle, and the cohoba vessel. Possible
explanations for the differencesinclude
sampling, function, and chronology, or some
combination of the three, and perhaps other
factorsas well.

Sampling |ssues

Two kinds of sampling problems may affect
comparisons between the Aleta materials and
other Taino woodcarvings. First, to judge from
the materials recently recovered at LaAleta, Los
Buchillones in Cuba (Pendergast 1997, 1998),
and Deadman'’s Reef in the Bahamas (Berman et
al. 1999, 2000), it is clear that the commonly
illustrated corpus of Taino wooden artifactsis
hardly arepresentative sample. Instead, these
|atter specimens-whose provenience is usually
imprecise and sometimes no more specific than
an isand-are Taino masterpieces. Most Taino
woodwork undoubtedly looked more like the
Aleta artifacts.
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Second, there may well be sampling
problems within the Aleta materials themselves.
The site has been looted in recent years, and
there are rumors that at least two other duhos,
one of them high-backed, were removed before
our project began. While we cannot confirm
this rumor, it does suggest that looters have
already removed the most elaborate pieces that
were readily recoverable. It may turn out that
when actual underwater excavations, as
opposed to controlled surface collections, are
carried out, more finely made and elaborately
decorated organic artifacts will be found in the
Manantial.
Functional |ssues

As Ostapkowicz (1998:568-569) has noted,
if our interpretations are correct, the duhos from
LaAletaarethefirst to have been recovered
from an offertory context. At least inthe case
of symbolically powerful ritual paraphernalia
like duhos, it may be that smpler forms were
preferred for offerings, which essentially
involved the loss of the object being offered. It
is difficult to assess the likelihood of this
possibility at present. It would be contradicted,
however, if more elaborate specimens were
eventually recovered from the Aleta, or if it
could be shown that looters have removed more
ornate specimens in the past.

Chronological |ssues

A third possibility isthat most of the
wooden specimens recovered from LaAletaare
early, smpler versions of artifacts that became
more elaborate through time. Antonio Curet
(1996) classifiesthe Taino societies of Puerto
Rico and Hispaniola before A.D. 1200 as
"emerging chiefdoms" and those of the
centuries after 1200 as "mature chiefdoms.”
Simpler forms of certain artifacts were typical of
the pre-1200 emerging chiefdoms, while more
elaborate forms characterized the post-1200
mature chiefdoms. The chronological
differencesin style were materia reflections of
sociopolitical developments, namely increasing
complexity and internal differentiation within
Taino chiefdoms.
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Objects of status differentiation and
possibly evidence of the control of religious
ideology emphasizing the chief'sindividual
power seem not to be present until the
Chican Ostionoid subseries [A.D. 1200-
1500]. Itisduring thistime that the most
elaborate religious paraphernalia appeared,
which, according to the descriptionsin the
chronicles, was controlled by €elite groups
composed mainly of the chiefs, their
assistants, and religious specialists (Curet
1996:126; interpolation added).

The hypothesis that chronological
differencesin the style of wooden artifacts
reflect sociopolitical devel opments can be
further refined. 1t isgenerally agreed that
symbolically important and powerful Taino
woodcarvings like duhos were the products of
craft speciaists, even though thereis
considerabl e disagreement about who those
specialists might have been (Ostapkowicz
1998:425-426). Furthermore, the manufacture
of ornately carved wooden objects must have
been a time-consuming process. Ostapkowicz
(1998:442-444) interviewed five Puerto Rican
master woodcarvers, asking them how long it
would take to produce alarge, elaborate duho
using traditional tools and techniques. Their
answers ranged from three to 18 months, not
counting the time needed to acquire and season
thewood. All but one carver said it would take
at least six months. Hence the creation of
intricately carved wooden artifactsinvolved a
significant investment of skilled, specialized
labor; presumably it also required subsidizing
that labor through surplus agricultural
production.

Accordingly, one possible explanation for
the smplicity of the Aleta specimensisthat in
local Taino society before A.D. 1200, leaders
lacked the political power and control over
resources needed to make sufficient investments
in subsidizing skilled, specialized labor. In
contrast, as the Classic Taino chiefdoms grew
larger and more powerful after A.D. 1200,
caciques may have been better able to subsidize
specialized production, with one result being an
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elaboration in symbolically important wooden
artifacts.

Curet (1996) has proposed another
possibility, grounded in the distinction between
emerging and mature chiefdoms. In Curet's
argument, emerging chiefdoms are characterized
by atension between increasing socid
differentiation and older, more egalitarian and
communal ideology. Because the position of
emerging elite groups is precarious, they mask
the increasing differencesin power by
emphasizing communal rituals and symbolism.
Gradually, as chiefdoms mature and the power
of the elite becomes better established, ideology
comes to emphasize the authority of the elite and
the special role of chiefs (usually as mediators
with the spirit world). This developmental
process isreflected in material culture:

...it isexpected that simple, emerging
chiefdoms will present a decrease in the
number and quality of symbolic
representations that reflect personal status,
while complex, "mature" chiefdoms should
show qualitatively and quantitatively
increased differentiation of symbolic
representation (Curet 1996:124).

In this scenario, the issue is not so much
leaders ability to invest in specialized labor, but
what kinds of production they chooseto
subsidize. In emerging chiefdoms, leaders
make investments in the production of items
associated with communal ceremonies and
symbolism rather than personally-specific,
status-reinforcing objects. In mature
chiefdoms, leaders invest more heavily in
subsidizing speciaized production that serves
their own ends by creating symbols of
individual status and authority. This argument
would predict that the wooden artifacts from La
Aletaare relatively smple because they were the
products of emerging chiefdoms, not mature
ones.

Crucid artifacts for evaluating chronological
hypotheses in general, and the two particular
sociopolitically grounded versions presented
above, are the duho and duho fragment, the
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canoe paddle, and the cohoba vessel. All are
simple examples of types of artifactsthat are
mostly known from considerably more
elaborate specimens. Furthermore, as was
discussed in their descriptions, all are examples
of types of artifactsthat are believed to have
been strongly associated with individual owners
in the mature Classic Taino chiefdoms of the
centuries following A.D. 1200.

At this point interpretations must remain
tentative, because only some of the wooden
artifacts from La Aleta have been dated. Two
key pieces, the canoe paddle and the cohoba
vessdl, are undated. Likewise, virtualy all of
the more el aborate specimens commonly
illustrated as examples of Taino woodcarving
are undated (other than stylistically).
Nonetheless, there is some support for
hypotheses that explain formal differencesin
terms of chronology and sociopolitical
developments. First, the dates of the wooden
artifacts from La Aleta-most notably the duho
and duho fragment-are generaly early within
the time span of Taino chiefdoms. Second, the
undecorated canoe paddle from Grand Turk
Island yielded a radiocarbon date ca. A.D. 1100
(Keegan 1997:58; Ostapkowicz 1998:121).
Finally, one of the elaborate wooden cohoba
vessels from Puerto Rico (Bercht et al.
1997:143, Figure 113) contained some glass
beads when it was found, indicating that it was
used in the post-contact period and was
probably manufactured around A.D. 1500
(Ostapkowicz 1998:115-116). At least in these
few cases where we have something other than
purely stylistic evidence, smpler specimens are
earlier, while more elaborate ones are | ater.

At present the datafrom La Aleta offer
tentative support for hypotheses that formal
differences in some types of wooden artifacts
might be chronologically significant, and that
the chronological differences themselves might
reflect sociopolitical developments. Asfar as
the question of subsidizing speciaized
production is concerned-that is, whether the
crucia factor was leaders ability or leaders
willingness-at this point evidence from
elsewhere in the Greater Antilles suggests that
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the issue was one of willingness (Curet 1996).
The evidence from La Aletaitself, however, is
consistent with either interpretation. In fact, the
available datafrom La Aletado not preclude the
possibility that sampling and functional
considerations are also involved, along with
chronology. Indeed, sampling, functional, and
chronological factors are not mutually

exclusive, and a combination of them may be
reflected in the Aleta assemblage. Itisaso
possible that other factors-for example, the
status of the original owners of the artifacts-may
be involved.

Conclusion

While the sample of organic artifacts from
the Manantia delaAletaisstill small and
incompletely understood, for Caribbean
archaeology it congtitutes a unique assemblage
from a unique depositional context. Further
investigations will include the identification of
woods and basketry materials, the dating of
additional objects, and the examination of
artifacts under magnification, along with the
collection of alarger and more dtatistically
significant sample. These studieswill have the
potential to reveal new details of Taino
ceremonial life and to provide new insights into
Taino ritual behavior. Included among those
potential insights are new understandings of the
manufacture and meaning of organic artifactsin
Taino culture.
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