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A. Brooke Persons
_________________________________________________________________________________
Native Cuban peoples at the time of European contact are well represented in ethnohistoric accounts and in archaeological
investigations. The existence of the Guanahatabeys, purported hunter-gatherers in the westernmost region of Cuba, has
EHHQFDOOHGLQWRTXHVWLRQE\VXJJHVWLQJWKDWWKHLUOHJDF\LVWKHUHVXOWRILQDFFXUDWH6SDQLVKGRFXPHQWDWLRQDQGSHUKDSV
irresponsible interpretation of the archaeological record. A brief re-examination of the ethnohistoric, archaeological,
DQG OLQJXLVWLF GDWD UHRSHQV WKH TXHVWLRQ RI WKH H[LVWHQFH RI WKH *XDQDKDWDEH\V (VSHFLDOO\ HPSLULFDO DQDO\VLV RI WKH
distribution of late prehistoric Ceramic-Age sites supports the conclusion that ceramic-using peoples did not occupy
westernmost Cuba at the time of contact, despite other evidence that the region was inhabited.
Las poblaciones nativas de Cuba en la época de contacto europeo están bien representadas en las versiones etnohistóricas
\HQODVLQYHVWLJDFLRQHVDUTXHROyJLFDV/DH[LVWHQFLDGHORV*XDQDKDWDEH\HVVXSXHVWRVJUXSRVGHFD]DGRUHVHQODUHJLyQ
PiVRFFLGHQWDOGH&XEDKDVLGRFXHVWLRQDGDVXJLULHQGRTXHVXOHJDGRHVHOUHVXOWDGRGHXQDGRFXPHQWDFLyQHVSDxROD
LQH[DFWD \ TXL]i XQD LQWHUSUHWDFLyQ LUUHVSRQVDEOH GHO UHJLVWUR DUTXHROyJLFR 8QD EUHYH UHH[DPLQDFLyQ GH ORV GDWRV
HWQRKLVWyULFRVDUTXHROyJLFRV\OLQJtVWLFRVYXHOYHDDEULUODFXHVWLyQGHODH[LVWHQFLDGHORV*XDQDKDWDEH\HV(QHVSHFLDO
HODQiOLVLVHPStULFRGHODGLVWULEXFLyQGHORV\DFLPLHQWRVSUHKLVWyULFRVWDUGtRVGHOD(UD&HUiPLFDDSR\DODFRQFOXVLyQGH
TXHSXHEORVTXHXVDEDQFHUiPLFDQRKDELWDURQODSDUWHPiVRFFLGHQWDOGH&XEDHQODpSRFDGHFRQWDFWRDSHVDUGHRWUD
HYLGHQFLDTXHVHxDODTXHODUHJLyQIXHKDELWDGD
/HSHXSOHLQGLJqQHFXEDLQORUVGHVHVUHODWLRQVDYHFOHV(XURSpHQVpWDLWELHQUHSUpVHQWpGDQVOHVUpFLWVHWKQRKLVWRULTXHV
HWGDQVOHVHQTXrWHVDUFKpRORJLTXHV/¶H[LVWHQFHGHV*XDQDKDWDEH\VGHVVRLGLVDQWJURXSHVGHFKDVVHXUVGHODUpJLRQOD
SOXVjO¶2XHVWGH&XEDDpWpPLVHQGRXWHRQDLQVLQXpTXHOHXUKpULWDJHHVWOHUpVXOWDWG¶XQHGRFXPHQWDWLRQHVSDJQROH
LQDSSURSULpHHWSHXWrWUHG¶XQHLQWHUSUpWDWLRQLUUpÀpFKLHG¶DUFKLYHDUFKpRORJLTXH8QUpH[DPHQEUHIGHVGRQQpHVHWKQR
KLVWRULTXH DUFKpRORJLTXH HW OLQJXLVWLTXH UHYLHQW VXU OD TXHVWLRQ GH O¶H[LVWHQFH GHV *XDQDKDWDEH\V 6XUWRXW ORUVTXH
O¶DQDO\VHHPSLULTXHGHODGLVWULEXWLRQGHVGHUQLHUVVLWHVSUpKLVWRULTXHVGHODSpULRGHFpUDPLTXHVRXWLHQWODFRQFOXVLRQTXH
OHSHXSOHTXLXWLOLVDLWODFpUDPLTXHQ¶RFFXSDLWSDVODUpJLRQODSOXVjO¶2XHVWGH&XEDDXPRPHQWGXFRQWDFWHQGpSLWGX
IDLWTX¶HOOHpWDLWKDELWpH

_________________________________________________________________________________
Introduction
(WKQRKLVWRULFDFFRXQWVLQWKH&DULEEHDQERWKKLQGHUDQGEHQH¿WDUFKDHRORJLVWVDQGTXHVWLRQLQJWKHLU
validity is a necessary enterprise. One case in which the relationship between the archaeological record
and the ethnohistoric accounts has been called into question is that of the Guanahatabey, purported
DFHUDPLF KXQWHUJDWKHUHUV WKDW H[LVWHG LQ WKH ZHVWHUQPRVW UHJLRQ RI &XED 7KH\ DUH PHQWLRQHG LQ
QXPHURXV DFFRXQWV EXW WKHLU H[LVWHQFH ZDV FKDOOHQJHG E\ VXJJHVWLQJ WKDW WKHLU OHJDF\ LV WKH UHVXOW
of inaccurate Spanish documentation and an inappropriate reliance on the ethnohistoric accounts by
DUFKDHRORJLVWV .HHJDQ 7KLVSDSHUUHH[DPLQHVWKH*XDQDKDWDEH\LQOLJKWRIQHZOLQJXLVWLFDQG
archaeological data, suggesting that it is too early to close the book on the preagroalfarero peoples that
inhabited western Cuba.
The Ethnonym: “Guanahatabey”
In Caribbean archaeology, specialists often refer to linguistic families, ethnic groups, and
DUFKDHRORJLFDOO\GH¿QHGFXOWXUHVDVLIWKH\ZHUHLQWHUFKDQJHDEOHXQLWV7KHVHWHUPVDOOXGHWRVSHFL¿F
models or characteristics and utilizing them imprudently dilutes archaeological interpretation. When
FRQVLGHULQJ WKH DGGLWLRQDO SRLQW WKDW XVLQJ D VSHFL¿F WHUP LQ DUFKDHRORJ\ RIWHQ UHÀHFWV D SRVLWLRQ
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within a debate, the interchangeable nature of linguistic families, archaeological units, and ethnonyms
seems even more inappropriate. In order to avoid unnecessary imprecision, the names of ethnonyms
and linguistic families should be more carefully invoked and archaeological units should be designated
ZLWKHWKQLFDOO\QHXWUDOWHUPV7REHWUXO\SURGXFWLYHDQ\WHUPZLWKDQH[LVWLQJFRQQRWDWLRQLQDQRWKHU
domain should be avoided.
:KDW LV PHDQW E\ WKH HWKQRQ\P ³*XDQDKDWDEH\´ PXVW EH FODUL¿HG EHFDXVH VFKRODUV KDYH
UHSHDWHGO\XVHGGLIIHUHQWWHUPVWRUHIHUWRWKHVDPHFRQFHSWRULGHD)RUH[DPSOHWKH*XDQDKDWDEH\
of Pichardo (1945) and Cosculluela (1946) equate to the Ciboney of Harrington (1921) and Osgood
 ,QERWKFDVHVWKHHWKQRQ\PVUHIHUWRDUFKDLFKXQWHUJDWKHULQJSRSXODWLRQVLGHQWL¿HGLQWKH
archaeological record. According to ethnohistoric documents, however, the ethnic Ciboney were
ceramic agriculturalists, presenting a contradiction in the nomenclature (Las Casas 1951). As utilized
LQ WKLV SUHVHQWDWLRQ WKH WHUP ³*XDQDKDWDEH\´ VSHFL¿FDOO\ UHIHUV WR DQ HWKQLF JURXS RI SXUSRUWHG
nonagricultural, nonceramic, hunter-gatherers inhabiting western Cuba at the time of contact.

7KHUHDUHWKUHHZHOONQRZQHWKQRKLVWRULFUHIHUHQFHVWRWKH*XDQDKDWDEH\7KH¿UVWUHIHUHQFH
refers to an encounter during Columbus’ 2nd voyage in which his Lucayan interpreter could not
communicate with a man in the Cabo San Antonio region of western Cuba, presumably due to a
language barrier. The second reference is contained in a 1514 letter to the King in which Diego
9HOD]TXH]PHQWLRQVDJURXSRI,QGLDQVOLYLQJLQWKHPDQQHURIVDYDJHVLQZHVWHUQPRVW&XEDH[LVWLQJ
ZLWKRXW KRXVHV YLOODJHV RU DJULFXOWXUDO ¿HOGV DQG VXEVLVWLQJ RQ QRWKLQJ PRUH WKDQ KXQWHG JDPH
WXUWOHVDQG¿VK7KHWKLUGUHIHUHQFHZDVPDGHE\/DV&DVDVZKRDVVHUWHGWKDWWKHUHZHUH,QGLDQV
living like savages at the Cape of Cuba. He goes on to state that they have no relation with other
,QGLDQVRIWKHLVODQGDQGWKDWUDWKHUWKDQKRXVHVWKH\OLYHLQFDYHVZKLFKWKH\GRQRWOHDYHH[FHSWWR
¿VK
Ethnohistory and Linguistics
Although the ethnohistoric accounts should be taken with the proverbial grain of salt, neither should
WKH\EHGLVFDUGHGHQWLUHO\7KHVXJJHVWLRQWKDWWKHUHJLRQZDVQHYHUH[SORUHGPD\QRWEHWUXH7KHUH
ZDVDQH[SHGLWLRQLQIURP;DJXDWR/D+DEDQDLQZKLFK3iQ¿ORGH1DUYDH]ZHQWIXUWKHUZHVW
than his companions, leading him presumably into modern-day Pinar del Rio (Wright 1916) (see
)LJXUH 7KHDFFRXQWRIWKLVH[SHGLWLRQZKLFKFRPSOHWHGWKHFRQTXHVWRI&XEDKDVEHHQORVWRU
misplaced. There is a possibility that an archival search would yield information. Discounting similar
accounts as retellings of Velazquez’s letter is also unwise because similarity does not necessarily
HTXDOPLPLFU\/DV&DVDVIRUH[DPSOHZDVOLYLQJLQ&DQDUHRQHDUSUHVHQWGD\&LHQIXHJRVGXULQJ
±$OWKRXJKWKHUHSRUWLVQRW¿UVWKDQGWKHQDWLYHVNQHZHQRXJKRIWKHQHLJKERULQJJURXS
WRORFDWHWKHPJHRJUDSKLFDOO\DQGSURYLGHWKHH[RHWKQRQ\PE\ZKLFKWKH\DUHNQRZQ$GGLWLRQDOO\
the scattered 17th century references referring to groups living in western Cuba who speak a different
language (Documentos inéditos) are of utmost importance.
A recent linguistic analysis of the Pre-Columbian Antilles by Granberry and Vescelius (2004)
SUHVHQWVHYLGHQFHWKDWWKHUHZHUHVHYHQH[WDQWVSHHFKFRPPXQLWLHVDWFRQWDFW&LERQH\7DtQR0DFRUL[
Ciguayo, Guanahatabey, Classic Taíno, Kaliphuna or Eyeri, and Karina Carib. Since written accounts
GRQRWH[LVWIRUDOORIWKHVHVSHHFKFRPPXQLWLHVDVLVWKHFDVHZLWKWKH*XDQDKDWDEH\WKHGLVWLQFWLRQV
DUH EDVHG RQ HWKQRJUDSKLF WH[WV DQG WRSRQ\PLF DQDO\VLV 7KH *XDQDKDWDEH\ DQG 0DFRUL[ VSHHFK
FRPPXQLWLHVDUHLGHQWL¿HGDV:DURLGDGLVWLQFWLRQVXSSRUWHGE\VRPH&XEDQVFKRODUV *XDUFK 
Other Cubans have assumed that the Guanahatabey language was simply non-Arawakan (Pichardo
1945) or that all Cuban natives spoke Arawakan languages (Cosculluela 1946, Valdés 2004).

7KH:DURLG&ODVVL¿FDWLRQRIWKH*XDQDKDWDEH\
7KH :DURLG FODVVL¿FDWLRQ RI WKH *XDQDKDWDEH\ ODQJXDJH ZDV EDVHG RQ LQIormation gleaned from
the ethnohistoric accounts and the presence of non-Arawakan toponyms in Cuba. Typical Arawakan
toponyms are named in reference to a central point or place. In contrast, Waroid toponyms instead refer
WRVSHFL¿F³JHRJUDSKLFDORU]RRJHRJUDSKLFDO´FKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIDSODFHDSUDFWLFHVWLOOSUHVHQWDPRQJ
modern-day Warao speakers. Waroid-like toponyms have been found in western Cuba. Additionally,
some morphemes of the toponyms may have possible correlates in modern-day Warao spoken in the
Orinoco River Delta (Granberry and Vescelius 2004).

7KHGLVWLQFWLRQPDGHEHWZHHQ&LERQH\7DtQRDQG&ODVVLF7DtQRPXVWDOVREULHÀ\EHGLVFXVVHG
These two speech communities can be loosely correlated to, respectively, the Western Taíno and the
&ODVVLF 7DtQR DV GH¿QHG E\ 5RXVH   &LERQH\ 7DtQR LV XQLTXH EHFDXVH LW LV$UDZDNDQ ZLWK
a Waroid component, making it a dialect of Classic Taíno in the true sense of the word. Based on
WKLVFODVVL¿FDWLRQSUHKLVWRULFVSHHFKFRPPXQLWLHVZRXOGKDYHH[LVWHGDVIROORZVDSXUHO\:DURLG
ODQJXDJHLQ:HVWHUQ&XEDDQ$UDZDNDQODQJXDJHZLWKD:DURLGLQÀXHQFHIURPWKH+DEDQDWRWKH
6DQWLDJRSURYLQFHDQGDQ$UDZDNDQODQJXDJHZLWKQR:DURLGLQÀXHQFHLQWKHHDVWHUQPRVWSURYLQFH
of Guantanamo.

7KLV FODVVL¿FDWLRQ UHTXLUHV DQ H[WDQW :DURLGVSHDNLQJ SRSXODWLRQ ZKHQ $UDZDNDQ JURXSV
EHJDQLQ¿OWUDWLQJWKH$QWLOOHV7KHVH:DURLGVSHDNHUVZRXOGKDYHLQWHUDFWHGZLWK$UDZDNDQVSHDNHUV
or responded to their migration in some way. They could have been forced into marginal positions as
the migration advanced or assimilated into Arawakan speech communities. Both of these situations
PD\EHUHSUHVHQWHGLQWKHJUDGLHQWRI:DUDRLQÀXHQFHHYLGHQWLQ&XEDDVZHOODVLQWKHVRFDOOHG
PDUJLQDOSRVLWLRQVRIWKH0DFRUL[VSHHFKFRPPXQLWLHVLQ+LVSDxROD WKHHWKQLF*XDQDKDWDEH\LQ
Cuba (Granberry and Vescelius 2004). These should have archaeological correlates.
Archaeological Correlates
Granberry and Vescelius suggest that Ortoiroid peoples speaking a Waroid language were
pushed further into the Greater Antilles by migrating Saladoid peoples. Although the OrtoiroidCasimiroid frontier occurred across the Mona Passage and direct interaction with Ortoiroid peoples is
not evidenced in Cuba, the artifactual similarity between Cuban Archaic-Age cultures and Ortoiroid
peoples has not gone unnoticed. In their treatment of this issue, Cuban archaeologists have considered
DQXPEHURISRVVLELOLWLHV7KH\DFFHSWWKDWPLJUDQWVFDUU\LQJRWKHUWUDGLWLRQVLQWHUDFWHGZLWKH[WDQW
Archaic-Age cultures, but which tradition or traditions is debated. Migrants carrying an OrtoiroidOLNH/LWKLFWUDGLWLRQLQWHUDFWLQJZLWKH[WDQW$UFKDLF$JHSHRSOHVLQ&XEDLVDSRVVLELOLW\EXWEDVHG
on similarities in the shell industry in the forms of gubias, picks, points, and plates, a Manicuaroid
LQÀXHQFHKDVEHHQDFFHSWHGE\VRPH $ORQVR DQGQRWHGEXWGLVUHJDUGHGE\RWKHUV 7DEtR 
Additionally, based on the presence of gubia-like tools, the possibility of a Florida connection has been
promoted but is considered entirely implausible in this paper.
Attempts to link the historic Guanahatabey with archaeological cultures have been numerous
but less than fruitful since their material culture was never described. Their archaeological association
KDV EHHQ EDVHG RQ ZKHWKHU WKH *XDQDKDWDEH\ DUH FRQVLGHUHG WR EH WKH WHUPLQDO H[SUHVVLRQ RI DQ
immediately preceding culture or whether they are considered to be the remnant population of Cuba’s
LQLWLDO LQKDELWDQWV 7KH\ KDYH EHHQ DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK PDQ\ $UFKDLF$JH FXOWXUHV GH¿QHG LQ &XED
including the Ciboney aspect Cayo Redondo and the Ciboney aspect Guayabo Blanco, which are
both encompassed within the Redondan Casimiroid subseries under Rouse’s systematics (Rouse
1992). According to the systematics utilized by Cuban archaeologists, the Guanahatabey have most
recently been associated with the preagroalfarero Cultural Variant Guanahacabibes, belonging to the

245

pescadores-recolectores SKDVH $ORQVR   7KLV VHW RI V\VWHPDWLFV ZDV VROLGL¿HG E\ *XDUFK LQ
1990 and is just now being productively applied to archaeological investigation, allowing time-space
UHODWLRQVKLSVWREHWUXO\ÀHVKHGRXW$WWLPHVLWVHHPVWREHVOLJKWO\XQFOHDUZKHWKHUQHZGLVWLQFWLRQV
DUHEHLQJPDGHRUZKHWKHUH[LVWLQJFXOWXUHVDUHEHLQJUHRUJDQL]HGDQGUHQDPHGEXW&XEDQDUFKDHRORJ\
is moving towards a s\QWKHVLVWKDWSUHYLRXVO\GLGQRWH[LVW
Distributional Data
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The Archaeological Census of Cuba completed in 1995, resulted in a sample of 975 archaeological
sites throughout the island and provided the data analyzed here. Archaeological investigation has
continued and thus this sample is slightly outdated, but the 1995 census may represent a substantial
amount of the prehistoric archaeology conducted in Cuba.
Radiocarbon dates in Pinar del Rio range from around 1050 BC (Dacal 1970; Tabio y Rey
1984) to a slightly sketchy date of 1300 AD (Granberry and Vescelius 2004), possibly placing
preagroalfarero peoples in Cuba within 200 years of contact. More sites will have to be reliably dated
RUKDYHXQPLVWDNDEOHDVVRFLDWLRQVZLWKFRQWDFWHUDJRRGVZKLFKZLOOEHGLI¿FXOWVLQFHZHVWHUQ&XED
wasn’t subject to the rapid Spanish settlement seen in other areas. Aligning the historic Guanahatabey
with an archaeological culture is, for the moment, implausible, although a number of statements can
be made about the preagroalfarero peoples and their presence in western Cuba.
First, there are preagroalfarero sites through the island but there is a clear concentration in
western Cuba, especially in Pinar del Rio (see Figure 2). This is not due to a survey bias, as evidenced
by comparing the number of preagroalfarero sites in each municipality to the total number of sites
in the province. These concentrations are found in coastal municipalities, but the sites themselves are
typically located further inland and are often in or near caves. Other areas like the Holguin province
also have high concentrations, but their numbers are not comparable to the high density of sites in
Pinar del Rio (see Figure 3).
Secondly, the distribution of preagroalfarero sites differs from the distribution of agroalfarero
sites, which are found from the Habana province to the eastern tip. The important factor is that no
agroalfareroVLWHVDUHIRXQGLQ3LQDUGHO5LRUHÀHFWLQJWKHOLPLWRIDJULFXOWXUHLQ&XED7KHUHDSSHDU
to be areas of concentration around present-day Cienfuegos, Banes, and Santiago (see Figure 4). Again,
WKHVHKLJKGHQVLWLHVUHÀHFWWKHDFWXDOGLVWULEXWLRQRIagroalfarero sites and the same concentrations
appear when comparing the number of agroalfarero sites in each municipality with the total number of
sites in the province, controlling for a survey bias (see Figure 5). The conceptual map of the so-called
“Neolithic” or agricultural societies (Domíngez et. al 1994) can be compared with the map showing
the actual distribution of agroalfarero sites (see Figure 6). Although the pathways are not as clear, the
various areas of concentration are mirrored.
Summary and Conclusion
Agricultural peoples never made it to Pinar del Rio, in spite of the large number of sites known
in the region. In fact, 32% of the sites catalogued in the archaeological census are preagroalfarero sites
LQ3LQDUGHO5tR3HWDORLGD[HVKDYHEHHQIRXQGOHDGLQJVRPHWRFRQFOXGHWKDWHWKQLF7DtQRVLQKDELWHG
the region (García 1930), but the fact remains that no agroalfarero sites have been found and thus this
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQFDQQRWEHDFFXUDWH7KHUHDUHDIHZVLWXDWLRQVWKDWFRXOGH[SODLQWKLV0DQ\RIWKHVLWHV
are cave sites, providing better preservation conditions, but a fair amount are open-air and thus we
must look to other causes. Two different models could account for the disproportionately high number
of sites in Pinar del Rio: either a very large preagroalfarero SRSXODWLRQH[LVWHGRUWKHUHZDVDORQJ
period of occupation. The radiocarbon dates span a substantial 2,350 years, but deciding this is beyond

the scope of this presentation.
In sum, South American migrants speaking a Waroid language migrated to or were forced
LQWR &XED DW VRPH SRLQW EHIRUH  %&$ 0DQLFXDURLG LQÀXHQFH VHHPV WR EH SUHIHUUHG E\ WKH
Cubans based on shell assemblages, but a combination or an Ortoiroid connection is not considered
impossible. Based on the linguistic analysis, the ethnic Guanahatabey would have been the historical
remnants of this migration. And while some Waroid communities may have been pushed further into
the Greater Antilles, having little or no contact with the migrating Saladoid peoples, closer groups
PD\KDYHKDGPRUHLQWHUDFWLRQSHUKDSVH[SODLQLQJWKHGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQWKH:DURLG*XDQDKDWDEH\
DQG WKH :DURLG LQÀXHQFH VXJJHVWHG IRU &LERQH\ 7DtQR 7KH OLQJXLVWLF GLIIHUHQWLDWLRQ PLUURUV WKH
HWKQLF FODVVL¿FDWLRQV DV GHVFULEHG LQ WKH HWKQRKLVWRULF DFFRXQWV ZKLFK PD\ EH UHÀHFWHG LQ WKH
distribution of preagroalfarero and agroalfarero sites. The Guanahatabey cannot be aligned with a
VSHFL¿FDUFKDHRORJLFDOFXOWXUHDWWKLVPRPHQWDOWKRXJKWKHUHJLRQZDVPRVWDVVXUHGO\SRSXODWHGE\
preagroalfarero peoples whose survival into the Contact era is more than likely. As further research
in Cuba more clearly outlines the various preagroalfarero cultural variants and as their chronologies
become more reliably established, perhaps the demographic nature of preagroalfarero peoples will
be understood. Linguistic evidence and a strong preagroalfarero presence in Pinar del Rio at least
can assure that the legacy of the Guanahatabey is more than inaccurate Spanish documentation or
LQDSSURSULDWHUHOLDQFHRQHWKQRKLVWRULFDFFRXQWVHYHQLIWKHLUDUFKDHRORJLFDOH[LVWHQFHKDVQRWEHHQ
LQGLVSXWDEO\H[WHQGHGLQWRWhe contact-era.
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Figure 1: Map of Cuba, Pinar del Rio province Highlighted

Figure 2: Frequency of Preagroalfarero sites by Municipality
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Figure 3:
Ratio of Number of Preagroalfarero sites in Municipality to the Total
Number of Sites in the Province

Figure 4:
Frequency of Agroalfarero sites by Municipality
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Figure 5:
Ratio of Number of Agroalfarero sites in Municipality to the Total
Number of Sites in the Province

Figure 6: Conceptual Map of Neolithic Communities
Image borrowed from: Historia de Cuba, La Colonia: evolución socioeconómica y formación
nacional, Copyright 1994, Editorial Politica.

