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OF A TAINO BELT
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Joanna Ostapkowicz, World Museum Liverpool, William Brown Street, Liverpool L3 8EN, UK.
Email: joanna.ostapkowicz@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk

Vienna’s Museum fiir Volkerkunde holds in its collections a rare sixteenth-century Taino cotton
belt from Hispaniola (today’s Dominican Republic/Haiti) — one of only rwo surviving Taino
cotron artefacts to feature European ‘exotics’, including mirrors, jet beads and brass. This complex
woven structure — a wearable work of art — offers a rare window on to one of the most prestigious
of Taino valuables, a personal ornament that literally wrapped the wearer in wealth, status and
spiritual power. The paper charts the original context and use of Taino belts, and provides a
detailed account of the Vienna belt’s collection history, its construction and its chronological
placement (radiocarbon-dated using accelerator mass spectrometry (AMS) to AD 1475-1635). The
question of how and when the European materials were incorporated into the belt is explored,
critically engaging the entangled histories of association berween the rwo.

WEAVING WEALTH: THE ART OF TAINO BELTS

The Taino, the collective name for the indigenous peoples of the Caribbean’s Greater
Antilles — a mosaic of various cultures, speaking different languages — were the first people
of the New World to encounter Europeans in 1492." In the aftermath of those initial
Spanish/Taino interactions, when indigenous materials were presented at the Spanish
court as evidence of New World wonders, Taino belts were among the objects highlighted
and admired by the early historians who witnessed these events. The sixteenth-century
chronicler Bartolome de Las Casas, in recalling Columbus’s triumphant return to the
Spanish court in 1493, notes that the admiral brought:

green parrots, which were very beautiful and colourful, and also guaycas, which are
jewelled masks made from fish bones [shells], inlaid and decorated with pearls and
gold, as well as some belts made in the same way with admirable artistry, and many
samples of the finest native goldwork and other things never before seen or heard
of in Spain.?

Here, amidst a wealth of exotic imports, belts and guaycas/guaizas are highlighted by Las
Casas as objects worthy of note, reflecting his knowledge of their importance among the
Taino. These objects had a high indigenous value, considered to be suitable as gifts

1. Rouse 1992; Wilson 1993.
2. Parry and Keith 1984, 66.
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Fig 1. Cotton belt with indigenous shell beads and European jet, brass and mirror

additions, featuring a central cemi figure. Full length, with straps, 1,165mm (beaded

strap only, 855mm), height 7omm. With the cotton bands bound tightly, it would

have fitted a 33%-inch waist. Phorograph: author; courtesy of the Museum fiir
Volkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

Table 1. Surviving Taino cotton artefacts

Earliest year

Artefact Museum record documented
I Vienna belt Museum fiir Volkerkunde, 1877
Vienna, inv. no. 10.443
2,3 Pigorini cemi/belt (comprising Museo Nazionale Preistorico 1680
two separate objects: a belt at Etnografico Luigi Pigorini,
the base and a figural top) Rome, 4190
4 Turin cemi Museo di Antropologia ed 1891

Etnografia di Torino

between cacigues (chiefs)? — a value that continued in European courts, though perceived
differently. The cacical wealth given to Columbus was, in turn, given again — amidst the
full spectacle of such an historic event at court — to the Spanish monarchs, who then
circulated it to family and the elite of their court as proof of their new Crown possessions.

Just such a rare Taino belt, linked by some scholars to Columbus’s initial voyages,* is
now in the Museum fiir Volkerkunde in Vienna (Fig 1). Its incorporation of European
materials — mirrors, jet beads and brass — marks it as an object that spans the momentous
period when the Old and the New Worlds first collided. It is one of only two extant Taino
cotton artefacts to feature foreign goods (the other being the cem:? in the Museo Nazionale
Preistorico Etnografico Luigi Pigorini, in Rome) and one of only four Taino cotton
artefacts known to have survived intact (Table 1). The cemi (a representation of a spirit,
deity or ancestor) that forms the belt’s central figure is summarily depicted to feature just
the head and hands — a convention firmly rooted within traditional Taino iconography —
framed by a rich tapestry of woven cotton and shell beads. It offers a privileged window on
to one of the most prestigious of Taino valuables — a personal ornament that literally
wrapped the wearer in wealth, status and spiritual power. The meticulous construction

3. Wilson 1990; Mol 2007; Oliver 2009.
4. Wilson 1990, 65; Alegria 1995, 298.
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and rich investment of finely worked shells and cotton underscore its value and impor-
tance to the original owner, and its survival is a reflection of the value it had in Europe. It
interweaves the histories of two cultures separated by the Atlantic, and its importance to
both will be explored here. This paper charts the original context and use of Taino belts
and gives an account of the Vienna belt’s collection history before progressing to a
detailed consideration of its dating and construction — combining indigenous beads and
European goods — and concluding with a consideration of how and when these disparate
materials were incorporated into the belt.

CACICAL GIFTS: TAINO BELTS, TAINO WEALTH

On 18 December 1492, within a few days of reaching Hispaniola (today’s Dominican
Republic/Haiti) and without even disembarking from his flagship, Columbus was presented
with his first Taino belt. A young cacigue, whose name is not recorded, had travelled from
his village to where the Santa Maria was anchored. He was reportedly carried in a litter by
four men and had a retinue of more than 200 attendants.” Columbus noted that after
inviting the cacigue to take a meal with him aboard the ship, one of the cacique’s attendants
‘brought a belt that was somewhat like the Castillian ones but of a different workmanship,
and he gave it to me’.® Columbus, in turn, gave the cacigue a variety of gifts, including
red shoes, amber beads and a flask of flower water, which, after the latter’s return to
the beach, were carried in a procession before the cacigue by ‘a man who seemed to be
one of the most important personages’.” This was the first time Columbus had
exchanged gifts directly with a Hispaniolan chief, and the description hints at some of the
protocols involved.

Four days later, on 22 December, after travelling further west along the coast of what
is now Haiti, Columbus anchored the Santa Maria in the vicinity of caciqgue Guacanagari’s
village, in the cacicazgo of Marién (north-eastern Haiti). By way of invitation to
Columbus, Guacanagari sent canoes with a large welcoming group, including one of his
‘principal servants’, who presented Columbus with a fine belt featuring a mask inlaid with
gold.® Las Casas describes this event and the belt as follows:

the ambassador was sent with a belt that, instead of a purse, had a mask, which had
two large ears, a tongue and nose of hammered gold; this belt was made with
something like fine stones, very small and pearl-like, made of white fish bones
[shells], interspersed with some coloured ones, like a kind of needlework; [it was]
worked in such a way, with the cotton thread so tightly sewn and with such
beautiful skill, that both the front and back of the belt appeared beautifully made
... all in white, that it was a pleasure to see, as if it was woven on a frame and in the
way that the weavers make the edges of chasubles in Castile; and [it] was so hard
and so strong that without doubt I believe an arquebus could not shoot through it,
or only with difficulty; it was four fingers in width, in the manner of those used by
the kings and great lords of Castile, embroidered or made of gold thread.®

5. Colon 1992, 78.

6. Ibid.

7. Parry and Keith 1984, 40-1.
8. Ibid, 44.

9. Las Casas 1951, 1, 272.
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In both descriptions, each cacigue presented a belt to Columbus via their ‘principal
attendant’, doing so at the very start of the encounter — in one case, even before the
protagonists had met. These exchanges appear distinct from the lively daily trade taking
place between the Taino and the ship’s crew, where food, cotton and small pieces of gold
were bartered for glass beads, hawk’s bells and bits of cloth. In this sense, it is noteworthy
that belts, among the select group of objects that distinguished members of the Taino elite,
were the first ‘official’ presents from the chiefs to the admiral. Gifts of belts were
undoubtedly made to honour Columbus in recognition of his authority — from one high-
ranking individual to another — but may also have been offered to entice the admiral to visit
the cacique’s village, and ultimately establish beneficial ties. Maintaining this ‘spirit of the
gift’, Columbus himself then offered these objects to the Spanish monarchs upon his return
to Europe in 1493, continuing the circulation of ‘wealth’ within elite circles: ‘the ... admiral
gave [these belts] to the Catholic Monarchs, Don Ferdinand and Dofa Isabella, who
considered and highly praised their artistry’.*®

In traditional Taino society, cotton wealth — in the form of belts, caps, ligatures, masks
and capes — was prominently displayed on the cacique’s person, the quantity and quality
undoubtedly reflecting the status and prosperity of the individual and his or her cacicazgo.
One account notes the lavish display that greeted Columbus’s first visit to Jamaica, in
1494, when a cacique in full regalia, accompanied by his family and ‘vassals’, came to the
ship in three canoes with ‘much ceremony ... [and] pomp’."" Several of the chief’s retinue
wore cotton caps covered with green or white parrot feathers, ‘ingeniously worked’, and
one, identified as a ‘herald’, wore a cloak of red feathers. The cacique was resplendent with
a guanin (a gold-copper alloy) pendant ‘as large as a plate’, stone beads ‘which they also
value highly’ and guanin ear ornaments. On his head he wore a ‘garland of small stones,
green and red, arranged in order, and intermingled with some larger white stones, pro-
ducing a pleasing effect’ and ‘although he was naked, he wore a girdle, of the same
workmanship as the garland, and all the rest of his body was exposed’.*> The description
echoes Las Casas’ comments about designs in beadwork woven into the belts — where
these costly additions probably reflected the resources to which the cacique had access,
and his influence in being able to bring them together. Depictions of belts, both realistic
and stylised, also feature in other forms of Taino art. They are worn by important figural
cemis (Fig 2) and are depicted on such elite objects as duhos (ceremonial chairs: Fig 3),
which again reinforces their symbolic ‘weight’ and value. There is also the long-standing
argument that the enigmatic Greater Antillean stone collars or rings were chiefly regalia in
their own right, visually alluding to perishable textile belts,"> underlining the powerful,
symbol-laden nature of belts, whether of cotton or of stone.

In this sense, cotton belts were not simply vehicles for the lavish display of indigenous
valuables (shells, guanin, cemis): they carried a ‘semantic load’ and ideological significance
now difficult to unravel. They were quintessentially personal objects, worn at the critical
midway point of the body, below the navel and above the genitals (both important foci in
Taino myth and art),’* and so were intimately associated with the wearer, both in terms of

10. Las Casas 1967, 1, 317.

11. Jane 1967, 162.

12. Ibid.

13. See discussions in Walker 1993; Oliver 2009, 129—30. For a stone collar recovered from Puerto
Rico with close stylistic parallels to the Vienna belt, see Kerchache 1994, 236—7.

14. The presence of the navel indicated a living person, its absence an opia, or spirit: Pané 1999.
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Fig 2. Ceramic sculpture, possibly of the mythic ancestor Deminan Caracaracol,
who was the source of cassava bread, tobacco and cohoba, and from whose back
emerged a female turtle, the progenitor of the Taino people. He wears a belt
featuring a central cemi positioned at the base of his spine. From the Dominican
Republic; height 41omm, width 21omm, depth 19omm. Photograph: author;
courtesy of the National Museum of the American Indian, 053753

absorbing the essential oils/essences of their body'® and of connecting visually and
metaphorically to the very sources of life.

Belts may have had parallels with other Taino artefacts, such as guaizas (masks), which
José Oliver argues were ‘the extension of the living cacigue’s soul’.*® This residual essence,
transferred with the object in exchanges, was a constant referent to the original source —
the individual who gave it. Guaizas, like belts, were among the gifts exchanged between
the Taino and Europeans at their first encounters;'” they were also incorporated into
belts, judging by the frequent presence of drill holes in many of the extant examples, as
well as both artefactual and archival evidence for a central face (a cara or caratula) in
belts.”® Thus, both belts and guaizas may have semantically overlapped, and embodied
unique, personal contexts that extended throughout their ‘lives’ and histories.

For belts, the layering of symbolism was undoubtedly interwoven from a number of
sources connected both to their manufacture and to their later histories, not least the
gender relations that may have underscored their creation. On the basis of ethnographic
analogy with lowland South American cultures, Peter Roe has suggested that Taino belts
were key masculine accoutrements,™ yet they were probably woven by women, who are
documented as the weavers in Taino society,”® as they are in many South American
cultures.”* Judging by cronista accounts of Taino cacicas (female chiefs) controlling the

15. Peter Roe, pers comm 2012.

16. Oliver 2009, 148.

17. Ibid, 148-56.

18. Las Casas 1951, 1, 272; Alegria 1980.

19. Peter Roe, pers comm 2012; Roe 1995, 84.

20. Eg, Oviedo y Valdés 1992, 1, 117.

21. Eg, Rabineau 1975, 177, specifically documents women weaving men’s belts.
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Fig 3. A duho, or ceremonial seat, featuring an anthropozoomorphic creature on all

fours. The wide, carved band halfway up the high back is a depiction of a belt

wrapped around the figure’s waist. The carving also features other forms of cotton

wealth, including a cap and arm bands decorated with incised lines. Possibly from

Haiti; length 715mm, width 306mm, height 425mm (max). Photograph: author;
courtesy of the Musée du quai Branly, 71.1950.77.1

distribution of such elite goods as dukos,>” it is possible that they may also have controlled
access to belts. Once made and augmented with personal wealth and imagery,”? belts
would go on to accrue further significance: they may have played a role during name
exchanges, or guaitiao — a Taino custom that bound two parties (including Europeans) to
long-term reciprocal obligations.’* Some of these histories may have been recounted
when belts were further exchanged,?® adding to the significance of the transaction and

22. Las Casas 1951, 1, 447.

23. The ‘choice’ of iconography — such as the Vienna belt’s cemi — undoubtedly had deep
symbolism, now difficult to interpret even on stylistic grounds: the cemi has been variously
identified as anthropomorphic (Vega 1987, 18) or zoomorphic (specifically, a bat: Walker 1993,
155).

24. Oliver 2009, 30, 200.

25. Ramon Pané, the Jeronomite friar who made a brief study of Taino belief systems while residing
in northern Hispaniola between 1494 and 1498, noted (1999, 26) that some cemis had long
titles, which may have incorporated references to previous owners.
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incorporating each new event in the narrative that made up part of the belt’s value
and meaning.

When Columbus returned to Marién on his second voyage to the Americas
in November 1493, the number of gifts given to him by Guacanagari increased expo-
nentially. No doubt this was intended to appease Columbus after the crew members
whom he had left behind under the protection of Guacanagari to establish the first
Spanish settlement, L.a Navidad, had been murdered, apparently by the rival cacique
Caonabdé. The initial meeting between Columbus and Guacanagari was thus tense;
Nicol6 Scillacio®® mentions that ‘gifts of friendship and pledges of loyalty were exchan-
ged’, in an effort to re-establish peaceful relations. On Guacanagari’s part, these gifts
included:

a gold pendant, which he was wearing on his forehead [and which] he eagerly
offered ... to the admiral. He also took off the cotton diadem from his own head
and put it on Columbus’s, and in addition to this gave him twelve sword-belts of
marvellous workmanship (several of them were notable for nuggets of gold worked
very artistically into the silk).?”

Although the quantity of belts differs between cronistas (Andrés Bernaldez, for example,
says Guacanagari presented only five or six belts), there is a consensus that several belts
were given and that they were ‘finished with different coloured stones and a head piece
adorned with the same stones’.?® They were undoubtedly among those Columbus once
again presented to Ferdinand and Isabella upon his return to court in 1496: ‘On arrival at
Burgos he was well received by the Catholic Monarchs, to whom he presented a great
quantity of things and specimens that he brought from the Indies, including ... many
masks and belts with plates of gold set in place of eyes and ears.”>® Bernaldez3° also notes
that the admiral brought back many indigenous things of woven cotton, including crowns,
masks, belts and collars.

Not all belts, however, may have been acquired as gifts. After the Navidad massacre,
Columbus considered Caonabd a threat and captured him in the autumn of 1494.3"
In an inventory compiled after Sebastian de Olafio (the official receiver) left Hispaniola,
the entry for 10 March 1495 begins by noting indigenous ‘treasures’ being brought to the
Spanish, including material specifically attributed to Caonabd’s family and members of
his cacicazgo. On 9 July 1495, a belt with ‘a green face and two leaves of gold ... was
brought by some of Caonabd’s men’ and, along with a number of other cotton valuables
(guaizas, naguas and a hammock), was entered into the inventory.3® The final entries on
19 February 1496 — including a vomiting spatula with twenty-seven pieces of gold and a
‘caratula’, or guaiza, with seven pieces of gold — are specifically noted as having been
‘taken from Caonabd and his heirs when they were imprisoned’.33

26. Scillacio’s work is based on his translation of the report written by Guillermo Coma, who
accompanied Columbus on his second voyage: Symcox 2002.

27. Ibid, 43.

28. Bernaldez 1992, 115.

29. Coldn 1992, 174.

30. Bernaldez 1992, 199.

31. Wilson 1990, 84—9; Keegan 2007, 32; although this may have occurred as late as spring 1495.

32. Alegria 1980, 4I.

33. Ibid, 43.
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Table 2. Belts listed in inventory of 1495-6

Date Belt description Cacique
6 May 1495 Belt ?
9 July 1495 Belt with a green face and two leaves of gold Caonabo
18 December 1495 Belt with a face featuring four gold pieces Guacanagari
19 February 1496 Belt with fifteen pieces of gold ?
Belt with two faces ?
Belt ‘without gold’ ?

These valuables, including the belt, may have been offered to the Spanish in efforts
to gain Caonabd’s release, but that was not the outcome. Instead, Caonabd and the
captured members of his family were sent to Spain in 1496. Caonab¢ died en route, but
his brother allegedly survived; according to Bernaldez,3* Columbus ordered him to wear
some of the regalia ‘when entering ... cities and other inhabited places’. The objects
owned by Caonabd — the first indigenous ruler to oppose colonial rule — were also part of
the spectacle of Columbus’s meeting with the Catholic Monarchs: ‘they especially
brought out a crown, which they said belonged to the caciqgue Caonabo, very large and
high ... [depicting] the devil’.3° Objects associated with the cacique clearly had a cachet at
court, and continue to fascinate.3®

The inventory notes six belts in total (Table 2), three of which had masks decorated
with gold. Caonabd’s belt, inventoried on 19 July 1495, featured two gold leaves,
Guacanagari’s had a face (‘cara’) with four gold pieces (18 December 1495), and a belt
with fifteen pieces of gold was inventoried on 19 February 1496. The period in question,
from early 1495 to early 1496, was a critical time for indigenous/Spanish engagement,
when alliances were forged or severed: gifts were probably exchanged to signal an
intention to establish and maintain beneficial interactions, in the spirit of Guacanagari’s
gift of belts to Columbus. Guacanagari appears to have been the most generous cacique,
perhaps because the alliance with the Spanish had brought access to foreign wealth and
power and improved his position with more powerful cacigues.

Even after links between the Spanish and the Taino had disintegrated, and war ravaged
much of the Greater Antilles, belts maintained a value that was recognised by Europeans:
they were among items of indigenous war booty auctioned in Puerto Rico in 1511.37 Some
of these pieces may also have been sent back to Europe, but documentation is sparse for
examples other than those acquired by Columbus. Many of the belts brought back to
Europe did not survive in the centuries that followed. There is mention, for example, of
‘four Indian belts, one three fingers wide with white and black beads’ in the 1598 inventory
of Albrecht v’s kunstkammer in Munich, Germany.3® Unfortunately, much of that collec-
tion was lost during the Thirty Years War (1618—48), and no further record of these

34. Bernaldez 1992, 199.

35. Ibid.

36. Ricardo Alegria has suggested that the Vienna belt could be Caonabd’s, although the former
lacks the green face mentioned in the inventory: Alegria 1995, 298.

37. Oliver 2009, 237.

38. Diemer et al 2004, 55. Although the inventory description of the belts echoes Las Casas’ earlier
comments on both size and materials, the sparse details make it difficult to confirm whether
they are indeed Taino.
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belts remains.3 Only three belts exist today and only two retain their cotton framework:
one in Vienna and the other in Rome, where it currently serves as the base of the
composite Pigorini cemi (Table 1).#° The stylistic similarity between the two has long been
acknowledged,*' and some comparative discussion of the Vienna and Pigorini pieces will
follow, though the focus of this paper is on the Vienna belt.

THE BELT IN THE MUSEUM FUR VOLKERKUNDE, VIENNA

The belt was first documented in 1877, when it was transferred from the Vienna
Schatzkammer to the Ambraser Sammlung collection; its history before this date is
obscure.** The core of the Ambraser Sammlung was the original Ambras collection — a
very important early collection established by Archduke Ferdinand nm (1529-95) in
Tyrol, and considered by several researchers to be the original repository of the belt.*3
Parts of this sixteenth-century collection were moved from Tyrol to Vienna for safe-
keeping during the early nineteenth century, and, between 1820 and 1880, it was further
augmented with transfers from other important collections, including the Schatzkammer.
In 1880, when the Ambraser Sammlung collection was moved to Vienna’s Imperial
and Royal Court Museum of Natural History (the predecessor to the Museum fiir
Volkerkunde), the provenance of each acquisition was duly noted in the catalogue: in the
case of the belt, the Schatzkammer.** The belt’s description in the catalogue suggests that
any associated documentation had long ago disappeared. It said:

Plaited woollen belt, covered with countless small rings of different colours, which
are cut from sea shells, at the front it bears a head, consisting of the same sort of
small rings, with eyes of mirror-glass. Probably Malaysian and from the East
Indian Archipelago.

The Malaysian/East Indian Archipelago attribution was later crossed out in pencil —
perhaps when Franz Heger, the head of the Anthropology/Ethnography Department at
the Natural History Museum, attributed the belt to the Congo in 1888,*° or when
Annemarie Schweeger-Hefel correctly identified it as a Taino piece in 1952.4¢ That its
true provenance is Hispaniolan is based largely on ethnohistoric references to similar belts
in the region, its stylistic similarity to the belt depicted on the ceramic figurine recovered
from the Dominican Republic (Fig 2), and the parallels between the belt’s two-dimensional
designs and those seen in the region’s Chican Ostionoid ceramics.

The Schatzkammer was as venerable as the famed Ambras collection, being the
imperial treasury of Vienna, its collections established in 1556 by Ferdinand 1r’s court
antiquary, Jacopo Strada. Ferdinand 1 (1503-64) deposited a sizeable collection of

39. Diemer et al 2004.

40. The third belt, housed in the Fundacion Garcia Arévalo museum, in Santo Domingo, has long
ago lost its original cotton support. It features a lavish grouping of shell beads and dog teeth
flanking a large, central shell disc: Alegria 1980, 11; Montas et al 2003, 93.

41. Schweeger-Hefel 1952; Laurencich-Minelli 1982; Vega 1987; Biscione 1991; Feest 1991; Roe 1997.

42. Feest 1986, 192; 1991, 581.

43. Schweeger-Hefel 1952; Vega 1987.

44. Gerard Van Bussel, pers comm 2011; Christian Feest, pers comm 2011.

45. Christian Feest, pers comm 2011; Schweeger-Hefel 1952, 212; Feest 1991, 581.

46. Schweeger-Hefel 1952.
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treasures, as did Rudolf 11 (1552-1612) and Ferdinand 1 (1578-1637), both significant
collectors in their own right. Rudolf 11, for example, spent his formative years (1563—71) at
the Spanish court of Philip 11, where he may have had access to the court’s Americas
collections, and later established in Prague one of Europe’s most extensive ‘cabinets of
curiosities’, which included American materials.*”

These patrons had connections spanning much of Europe, whence their collections were
amassed — from botanical and mineralogical specimens to Italian paintings, specially trans-
ported over the Alps for Rudolf’s cabinet. Indeed, links to early Italian collections have been
suggested for the belt, as it bears strong similarities to the cotton cemi and belt in the Museo
Nazionale Preistorico Etnografico Luigi Pigorini in Rome.#® The Pigorini cemi is a composite
sculpture consisting of an elaborate, figural top, positioned over an adult-sized belt, wrapped
around a wooden base.*® Stylistically, these three pieces — the Pigorini cemi/belt and the
Vienna belt — appear to suggest the same source, perhaps even the same maker,’® and may
also have shared a common history in European collections prior to being separated.’”
The Pigorini cemi/belt can be traced back to the 1680 inventory of Fernando Cospi’s
collection in Bologna, but not to the earlier 1677 catalogue, so it is probable that they entered
the Cospi collection between the years 1677 and 1680.>> And if the three beaded pieces
did indeed have a common early collection history, they may share an Italian provenance
pre-dating 1680.% At this time, Italian collections — notably those of the Medici — held
‘curios’ from the Americas, and these did include other Taino pieces.>* It is possible that the
three beaded pieces found their way to Italy through a myriad possible connections that may
have included the Spanish court and/or the Vatican. More detailed investigation is needed to
illuminate their histories — if, indeed, the documents survive to make this possible.

INDIGENOUS WEALTH

While a clearer placing of the Vienna belt in European collections awaits archival
research, the piece itself can inform us on a variety of issues — from the resources used in
its construction to when it may have been manufactured. It is made almost entirely out of
two key forms of indigenous wealth: cotton and a lavish quantity of shell and possibly seed
beads, conforming well to early cronista descriptions. The vibrant colours are natural to
the materials used: the white of Lobatus gigas (queen conch), reds from Chama sarda (the
cherry jewel box clam) and black from the seeds of vegetables or fruit.>> These strong,
contrasting colours enhance the rhythmic geometry of the designs — a fitting example of

47. Fucikova 1985.

48. Schweeger-Hefel 1952, 213-14; Feest 1991, 581.

49. Biscione 1997.

50. Vega 1987, 20, 28; Roe 1997, 167.

51. Schweeger-Hefel 1952; Feest 1991, 581.

52. Laurencich-Minelli 1982.

53. Ibid; Feest 1991, 581.

54. Ciruzzi 1983, 161; Feest 1991, 580.

55. Vega 1987, 18; Carlson 1993, 99. The attribution of the black beads to vegetable/fruit seeds —
first noted by Karl A Nowotny in Schweeger-Hefel (1952, 214) and later by Vega (1987, 18),
who based his assessment on X-rays taken of the piece — needs to be assessed in more detail. In
the belt, where the black beads are broken, they appear white inside, suggesting a layering of
colour that may or may not be natural.
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what the cronistas called a ‘kind of needlework’ in shell, done to ‘pleasing effect’.® The
angular designs are consistent on depictions of belts in other media — such as the belt
featured on a ceramic figurine (Fig 2) — as well as depictions of a wide variety of other elite
cotton regalia (such as headdresses and armbands) on large-scale sculptures and duhos.>”
The Vienna belt’s designs are precise, maintaining straight lines despite variation in the
size of the hand-made beads, which range from 0.6mm to 2mm in thickness (with an
average diameter of ¢ smm). To facilitate this, two thinner beads are occasionally woven
together to bring them in line with the thickness of other beads. The materials and
methodical approach to their layout and design parallel the treatment and finish of the
Pigorini cemi and belt.s®

A rough count provides an estimate of nearly 11,000 beads — some 1,200 on the central
figure itself and 9,500 on the straps to either side. When one considers that each bead was
individually made, the sheer volume emphasises the amount of labour that went into the
belt’s creation. Las Casas, in describing the manufacture of shell beads and supporting
cotton weave for Taino ornaments, notes:

two things are wonderous: the first, that [the beads] being so small [are made] ...
without iron instruments, without drills, without chisels, but only ... with a flint or
stone or with fish spine or bone, drilled with such subtlety and delicacy that it
seems an impossible thing. The other that must be considered is the durability of
the cotton thread, because they were so well sewn or set, and so firmly placed, that
these contecitas [shells?] or stones or argenteria [jewels?] lasted perpetually.®®

The seventeenth-century historian Sieur de la Borde noted that among the neigh-
bouring Carib/Kalinago (Lesser Antilles), shell beads were made by rubbing them on
stones ‘until they become round and about two lines in diameter and half a line in
thickness ... and they could not make one piece to perfection and pierce it with the tools
that they use in less than three days ... There are three to four thousand of these pieces in
a necklace’.%° Elizabeth Carlson, who excavated a bead-manufacturing site on Grand
Turk, Turks and Caicos Islands — where Tainos from Hispaniola would travel specifically
to utilise the shell resources for the manufacture of small beads — undertook replication
studies and notes that ‘making five beads in a day per person in a mass production
atmosphere would not be unreasonable. In a period of two months a person could
complete 300 beads ... Ten people could conceivably return home after one season with
3,000 beads’.®" This single belt would thus have constituted well over six months’ work
for ten specialists.

The processing and weaving of the cotton was itself a considerable investment of
time: ‘[g]rowing, picking, ginning, carding and spinning cotton represented a substantial
part of the labour in cotton textiles ... These steps, plus dyeing and weaving ... form a
labour-intensive sequence that continually adds value’.®> Once sufficient quantities of
cotton were gathered and cleaned, additional materials (including animal hair) may have

56. Las Casas 1951, I, 272; Jane 1967, 162.

57. Eg, Brecht et al 1997, figs 7, 8, 16, 37, 44, 47, 109—10 and 123.

58. For interpretations of possible design significance, see Roe 1997, 167—9.
59. Las Casas 1967, 1, 317.

60. Roth 1924, 119.

61. Carlson 1993, 70.

62. Stark er al 1998, 10.
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Fig 4. Left: the largest of two "*C samples taken from the frayed end of the right

strap, showing fifteen twists; length 15mm (excluding frayed ends), diameter 1mm.

Right: a detail of the same sample showing dark hair-like material attached to the
surface. Photograph: author

been added to enhance the strength of the spun yarn or, alternatively, to enhance its
symbolic meaning, as may be the case with the Turin cemi.®3 In the samples extracted
from the Vienna belt, occasional dark fibres were also seen looped within the twists
of the yarn (Fig 4). The largest of the sampled yarns was two-strand, Z-spun and
S-plied with approximately twelve twists per inch (2/S/12 tpi). Z-spun, S-plied yarns
were also used in the Pigorini and Turin cemi,** suggesting a standard spinning tech-
nique. Yarn would have been spun and stockpiled in people’s homes or in cacical
warehouses, in preparation for such work — but given the day-to-day requirements, it
would have been in constant demand, and hence required a constant investment of time
and effort.

The belt itself is a solid, weighty construction. The shell beads add considerable
volume to the three layers of cotton weave that make up the belt’s base. Their integration
testifies to the weavers’ intuitive understanding of how to provide internal structure and
support for a functional object — essentially a wearable work of art. For example, the end
of the undamaged strap enters neatly between the outer (beaded front) and inner (back)
layers of the belt, acting as a reinforcement for this weak area while providing a seamless
appearance to the finished object (Fig 5). The fine mesh that supports the beadwork
designs consists of two threads criss-crossing below each bead (Fig 6), securing each
firmly in place and ensuring that, even if one bead is damaged, the others are unaffected
and that the textile remains tight. How this and other surface designs (hands, earflares,
etc) are all integrated within the interior of the first cotton layer is not visible, but Las
Casas, whose words reveal a deep appreciation for Taino weaving, notes that ‘the inside —
or reverse — where we expect [to find] all the cotton thread with which the [shell beads]
were positioned or sewn, reveals so many knots and turns, as if it had been painted’.’

63. Ostapkowicz and Newsom 2012, 307—9.
64. Biscione 1991, 81; Ostapkowicz and Newsom 2012, 311, 313.
65. Las Casas 1967, 1, 317.
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Fig 5. The left strap integrated into the terminal end of the belt, between the woven

cotton layers — a technique that reinforces this vulnerable area while providing a

seamless appearance. Photograph: author; courtesy of the Museum fiir Vélkerkunde,
Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

The quality of work suggests that the belt was meant for frequent and long use and was
created by a specialist of some skill and experience.

The belt’s composite nature is most clearly evident in the treatment of the head of the
cemi. Here the mask, earflares and hands appear to have been created as separate elements
that were then integrated into the main belt during its construction. A carved wooden
base, seen partially at the cemi’s mouth, gives structure and support to the cotton weave of
the face: a comparable wooden facial base in the collections of the Museum of the
American Indian® shows that these were relatively light structures, with shallowly carved
eyes and mouth. The back of the cemi’s head reveals a circular base weave similar to that
of the earflares, and its completeness suggests the separate weaving of these elements
before they were added to the belt. This is further supported by the presence of tightly
woven beads in relatively inaccessible areas — the transition between the chin and belt
base, for example (see Fig 12) — which would not have been possible if the cemi head and
belt were woven as one construction. The hands also appear to have been woven in the
round and added shortly before the completion of the belt. This treatment, as well as that

66. Acc. no. 98836.
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Fig 6. Damaged area between the eyes of the cemi, exposing the underlying layer of
cotton mesh that secures the beads in place individually. Photograph: author;
courtesy of the Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

of the belt’s flat weaves and the way the beads are secured to the surface, closely parallels
the weaving patterns and techniques used in the Pigorini cemi/belt.

Many aspects of the above weaving techniques are also consistent with those seen in
the Turin cemi recovered from a cave in the Dominican Republic in the late nineteenth
century.®” The Turin cemi dates to AD 1439—1522 (76.7 per cent probability), and provides
a good indication of the traditional techniques used in cotton sculpture.®® One such
example is the reliance on a framework to give structure and to facilitate weaving around
the cemi’s head — wood in the case of the Vienna belt and a human skull in the Turin cemi.
The use of liana-encased cotton to give three-dimensional definition to key areas, such as
the hands, is a technique featured in all three pieces (Pigorini, Vienna and Turin cemis), as
is the compact solid structure of the weave. Their composite nature — where different
body elements, such as the head, were made separately and then interwoven with other
elements during the construction — is also common to all three, and the belt shares with
the Pigorini cemi/belt the mesh technique of securing each bead individually, indicating
that the same process was used both for shell beads and later for European glass beads
(as seen in the Pigorini cemsi). In addition, all feature upturned palms (Fig 7), a stylistic

67. Ostapkowicz and Newsom 2012, 303.
68. Ibid, 30s5.
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Fig 7. Depiction of hands; left to right: Pigorini cemi; Vienna belt; Turin cotton cemi.

Photographs: author; courtesy of the S-MNPE - L. Pigorini, Roma-EUR - su

concessione del Ministero dei Beni e della Attivita Culturali e del Turismo, 4190;

Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443; Museo di Antropologia ed
Etnografia di Torino

convention seen in many Taino ceremonial objects, including cokoba stands and vomiting
spatulas: the gesture probably had a ritual significance. These aspects, among others,
draw the three cotton sculptures together both technically and stylistically.

CHRONOLOGY

To establish when the belt was woven, three separate samples of cotton were extracted for
AMS radiocarbon dating from inconspicuous, frayed areas on the belt’s right side: a single
strand, roughly 2mg in weight (OxA-16918) and two small samples of cotton, collectively
less than smg in weight (OxA-14931-2). Cotton fibres (or ‘lint’) are produced on an annual
basis, and so are an excellent material for radiocarbon dating as they are not subject to
in-built age. Although the Taino stored both raw and spun cotton in cacical ‘warehouses’, as
well as their own homes, it is unlikely that they stored them for long given the constant
demand for cotton products — from naguas (women’s skirts) to hammocks. Hence the dates
are expected to provide a good indication of when the belt was constructed.

The results are summarised in Table 3. Two of the dates (OxA-16918, 322 * 27:
AD 1482-1645; OxA-14931: 293 * 35: AD 1484-1664) are very similar, although the third
(OxA-14932, 402 = 32: AD 1435-1628, at 95.4 per cent probability) is slightly older; as
a result, the three dates marginally fail to combine (x3, df=2, T=6.0 (5%, 6.0)).%°
However, given that there is no rationale for excluding the outlying determination, the
combined result will form the basis of discussion.”® This combined result of 340 * 18
years calibrates to AD 1475-1635 (95.4 per cent probability), but is bimodal with one peak
at AD 1475-1531 (33.3 per cent) and a second at AD 1540-1635 (62.1 per cent). The
imprecision of the determination is due to its position within a plateau in the calibration
curve in the sixteenth century (Fig 8). Although a post-1550 date cannot be excluded
solely on the basis of the radiocarbon (*#C) results, the dramatic cultural dislocation and
population losses that followed European contact make this unlikely: such an artefact was

69. Ward and Wilson 1978.
70. The samples were all taken from the same area, so there is no reason to suspect differential
contamination that might skew the date.
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Table 3. Radiocarbon dates for the Vienna belt

Lab no. “C Bp Error Cal ap (68.2%) Cal aD (95.4%) 813 values Sample

OxA-16918 322 27 151795 (54.9%) 1482-1645 (95.4%) —24 ¢ 2mg cotton
1619—38 (13.3%)

OxA-14931 293 35 1521-92 (47.1%) 1484-1664 (95.4%) —24 2.3mg cotton
162150 (21.1%)

OxA-14932 402 32 1442-94 (58.9%) 1435-1523 (75.5%) —24 2.2mg cotton

1602-15 (9.3%)  1573-1628 (19.9%)
Combined 340 18 1494-1631 (68.2%) 1474-1530 (33.4%)
1539-1635 (62%)
(x?, df=2, T=6.0 (5%, 6.0))

R_Combine(340,18)
95.4% probability
1474 (33.4%) 1530calAD
1539 (62.0%) 1635calAD

X2 -Test: df=2 T=6.0(5% 6.0)

500

400

300

Radiocarbon determination (BP)

200

1 1 1 1 1
1450 1500 1550 1600 1650
Calibrated date (calAD)

Fig 8. OxCal plot of the combined dates for the Vienna belt (Bronk Ramsey 2010;
Reimer er al 2009). The plateau in the calibration curve between 1475 and 1625 is
apparent

viable only within a context that maintained traditional values of meaning and reciprocity,
a context that came to an end shortly after the (forced) introduction of the encomieda
system along with Christianity and European social mores.”* Taking this into account, the
most likely date range is the earlier part of the bimodal, between AD 1475 and 1531. Given
the European goods present and, critically, assuming that they were integral to the belt’s
construction (see below), this may be constrained further, to post-1492. This actually
makes very little difference to the result, as the calibrated probability only extended back
to AD 1475. Alternatively, if the foreign objects are later additions, the full range needs to
be considered. In other words, while the "#C dates confirm a sixteenth-century attribution
for the belt, its placement within this century relies, first, on the interpretation of the
foreign items and, secondly, on our current understanding of the continuity of Taino elite
craftsmanship/artistry.

Previous scholarship has proposed that both the Pigorini cemi/belt and the Vienna belt
must have been made shortly after European contact, when traditional culture was still

71. Eg, Deagan 2004, 618; Guitar 1998, 423.
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intact and artistry was at its height — especially given the presence of imported materials
such as mirrors, jet beads and brass. Peter Roe, for example, places the manufacture date
as 1510-15 for the Pigorini piece, stating that ‘it must have been commissioned by a high-
ranking cacique favored by the Spaniards in the period after contact but before Taino
culture and its standards of craftsmanship dissolved’.”” If the Pigorini cemi/belt and
Vienna belt do indeed share a history, then this timeline could extend to both pieces.
Feest suggests a date of ¢ 1525-50 specifically for the belt, and Vega, outlining several
possible scenarios for when the pieces were produced, appears to favour a date between
1519 and 1558.73 Schweeger-Hefel provides the widest range for both Pigorini and Vienna
pieces, AD 1520-1600, based on the presence of convex mirrors and African materials that
she suggests were not available before the second quarter of the sixteenth century (but see
below); she sets the date of almost complete Taino cultural decline at 1610.7+ For the belt
specifically, she favours a date ‘just before or after 1550°.

The "#C dates presented here do not discount any of these possibilities, but they do
provide a range of dates that pushes the timeline for the belt back to the mid-fifteenth
century, while potentially extending the period to the late sixteenth century. A thorough
review of the European materials — as well as the adhesives used to secure them — may
assist in further refining the chronology.

POST-1492 ADDITIONS: THE ‘FOREIGN’ MATERIALS

The belt’s cemi mask features mirrors (Fig 9), jet beads’® and brass pins — each with
implications for the object’s history. Mirrors were introduced as items of exchange from
the time of Columbus’s first contact with the Taino: “The admiral gave to Guacanagari
many things from Spain, such as glass beads ... and mirrors.””® Coccio Sabellico noted
that the natives ‘eagerly loaded the sailors with gold, and they greedily took glass vessels in
exchange for it, along with ... mirrors’,”” a comment echoed by another Italian con-
temporary, Trevisan: “To those who offered a strap or a bell or a piece of mirror or some
other like thing, they gave the gold which they had.””® These accounts suggest that mirrors
were available to the sailors, which at this time would have been convex mirrors of thin
glass coated with lead, the most common mirror during the medieval and Renaissance
periods.”® In contrast, the flat, slightly thicker, tin/mercury-amalgam mirrors that revo-
lutionised the glass industry did not come into production until the sixteenth century,
with the first known manufacturer established in 1507.%° These later mirrors, which were

72. Roe 1997, 164.

73. Vega 1987; Feest 1991, 580.

74. Schweeger-Hefel 1952, 225-6; Feest 1991, 580.

75. Previously identified as black glass beads (Schweeger-Hefel 1952, 211) and black stones (Vega
1987, 19)

76. Biscione 1997, 163.

77. Symcox 2002, 68.

78. Ibid, 83.

79. Per Thorling Hadsund, pers comm 2013. Lead mirrors were made by blowing a large round
ball of glass, pouring molten lead into it to coat the inside with liquid metal and, when the glass
has cooled, cutting it into smaller pieces, many of which retained a slightly convex surface as a
result.

80. Hadsund 1993, 3—4.
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Fig 9. Left eye mirror, showing natural deterioration. Note the way it has been cut
and positioned within the cotton boundary, secured by reddish resins. Photograph:
author; courtesy of the Museum fiir Vélkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

larger and brighter than those of the medieval period, were the prerogative of the wealthy
in Europe: production was difficult, time-consuming and costly, and so these mirrors were
extremely expensive.?” As a result, demand for the cheaper lead mirrors continued, and their
manufacture was documented in Books of Trade well into the late sixteenth century.®?
Hence, if the mirrors in the belt are convex, as first suggested by Schweeger-Hefel,®3 their
period cannot be constrained to post-AD 1520 solely on the basis of mirror style, as convex,
lead-backed mirrors were popular in the late fifteenth century and continued to be made in
parallel with the flat tin-mercury mirrors. Without a study of the chemical composition of
the mirror’s backing, the problem ultimately comes down to a visual assessment of the
degree of flatness which, given the size of the eye inlays, is difficult to determine.
Mirrors are mentioned only in passing in Deagan’s comprehensive study of artefacts
from colonial Spanish sites in Florida and the Caribbean,®* mainly because so few

81. Ibid.

82. Per Thorling Hadsund, pers comm 2013. They continue to be made in a similar way in some
parts of the world: Kock and Sode 2002.

83. Schweeger-Hefel (1952, 226) suggested that the belt incorporated ‘convex’ mirrors which, given
their type, ‘could not be made before [the] 16th century’ (the basis for which is not explained);
taken together with the decline of Taino artistry after the European invasion, a date of 1520-50 is
suggested for the belt; cf Feest 1991, 581, and Vega 1987 for comparable time frames.

84. Deagan 2002.
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examples survive archaeologically. There is only one known sixteenth-century example
from an archaeological context in the south-eastern United States,®> suggesting that their
export to the Americas remained relatively rare (and that they probably had a long period
of reuse) in the early contact period. It was not until 1563 that Spain decreed that
colonising expeditions to the New World had to take goods for trade, including mirrors.5°
What this suggests is that if the mirrors were added to the belt shortly after contact, they
were rare items for the time, which in turn suggests that the cacigue who possessed this
piece was a person of means and connections.

Beads, particularly glass beads with their bright, lustrous surfaces, proved popular
among the Taino — as they did among most indigenous communities in the Americas —
and shipping records indicate that between 1511 and 1526 roughly 179,000 beads were
shipped to the Spanish colonies, reaching 10 million between 1583 and 1613.%7 Las Casas
notes that glass beads, ‘having the further merit of novelty and rarity, were added to the
conch disks and to the cibas, coloured stones, held in high regard, as gifts worthy of a
cacique’.®® In contrast, jet beads are not known as a late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-
century exchange commodity in Spanish/Taino interactions. Generally, they are rare in
the Caribbean during the sixteenth century, perhaps because they were more expensive
than glass, and had a religious resonance with the Spanish, who used them predominantly
in rosaries and amulets.®® For example, shipping records indicate that 107 jet rosaries
were exported to the Caribbean between 1526 and 1618 — in contrast to 240 made of glass,
plus the bulk quantities of glass beads noted above. Although these numbers probably
under-represent the actual quantities, as materials were infrequently recorded, this still
serves as an indication of the comparative rarity of jet beads during this period, something
further supported by the archaeological record.®® Jet imports increased post-1590, and jet
beads — for both necklaces and rosaries — are more frequently encountered in Spanish
colonial sites by the mid-seventeenth century.®’ Placing the belt’s jet beads chrono-
logically is difficult because of the much smaller dataset available for the purposes of
comparison, and because jet beads were cut by hand and so quite individual in style. To
date, it has not been possible to find an exact match for the two styles seen on the belt.
The two jet beads on the head of the cemi (Fig 10) are broadly comparable to facetted
ornaments recovered from Santa Elena (South Carolina) and St Augustine (Florida),
dating to the last quarter of the sixteenth century.”? The single, small faceted jet bead
placed in the right earflare (Fig 11) is reminiscent of beads dating to 1650-1700, although
these are substantially larger (¢ 11-13mm) than that on the belt (4mm).?> Given the
above, there is no firm way to establish the dates of the beads on style alone, and although
it is possible that they date to the sixteenth century, the general rarity of jet in the
Caribbean at this time make their incorporation into the belt even more extraordinary

85. Bayview site, dating from ¢ 1560s: Jeffrey Mitchem, pers comm 2012.

86. Newson 1976, 97.

87. Deagan 2002, 109—20.

88. Biscione 1997, 163.

89. Deagan 2002.

90. Ibid, 67; Deagan and Cruxent 2002, Appendix 7. The few examples of jet that survive are
confined to late 15th-/early 16th-century Spanish settlements such as La Isabela, Puerto Real
and Concepcion de la Vega.

91. Deagan 1987, 182; Jeffery Mitchem, pers comm 2005.

92. Kathleen Deagan, pers comm 2005; Deagan 2002, 94.

93. Ibid, 70, fig 4.29.
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Fig 10. Six-sided jet bead secured with brass wire, possibly from a belt buckle. Jet
bead length 12.5mm, width 7.3mm (max); width of central hole 4.2mm. Photograph:
author; courtesy of the Museum fiir Vélkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

than the mirrors (where cronista documentation exists for their direct exchange with the
Taino). The only other example of jet associated with an indigenous artefact comes from
Burial 84 (**C dated to AD 1475-1690, 88% probability) at the site of El Chorro de Maita,
Cuba, consisting of a necklace of white coral beads strung with one spherical jet bead, for
which the researchers suggest a late sixteenth-century date based on style.*

Only the tips of the brass pins securing the jet beads on the head of the cemi are
visible (Figs 10 and 14), so without a computerised tomography (CT) scan to determine
their full length and shape it is difficult to gauge what these may have been originally.
It is possible that they were taken from buckles — perhaps the ‘ring and pin’ buckle style
given the shape of the pin’s head. This style of buckle appears in the first half of
the sixteenth century on Spanish sites, although ‘buckles are generally more useful for
suggesting function rather than chronology’.?> Brass is known to have been of particular
interest to the Taino — brass imports such as aiglets (rolled metal lace-ends) were sought
in exchanges because of the metal’s similarity to guanin, which was valued above gold by
the Taino.%®

Aside from the European goods, there has been a suggestion that the shells used for
the teeth of the cemi are West African Marginella sp., specifically Marginella monilis Laur.,

94. Valcarcel Rojas 2012, fig 31, table 31.
95. Deagan 2002, 180-1I.
96. Martinon-Torres et al 2007.
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Fig 11. Right earflare. Inner diameter of earflare 15.2mm; jet bead diameter 4mm.
Photograph: author; courtesy of the Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

now Prunum monilis) (Fig 12).°7 However, it is unclear how both the identification and the
assignment of an African provenance were made, given that the shell’s aperture, a key
diagnostic feature, is not visible. Marginella is a genus of over 650 species, many of which
are West African, but it also occurs in tropical seas worldwide, including the Caribbean
and the Americas.”® Equally, there are a number of other small, white shell species from
the Caribbean (such as Volvarina lactea, Hyalina lucinda) that could also be candidates,
and it would be important to revisit this issue in future research. Apart from the issues of
identification and provenance, the insertion of separate shells to represent individual teeth
is not typical of Taino art: these are normally depicted with a single large inlay of carved
shell®® or simply as a sheet of gold or guanin.’°® The only extant Taino sculpture featuring
individual teeth is the Turin cotton cemi, where the teeth are those of the actual human
maxilla and mandible — but even here, the teeth are tightly bound with vegetable fibre
cords, which in turn are well integrated into the wider cotton structure:'°’ no such

97. Christian Feest, pers comm 2011; Feest 1991, 581, based on the original identification by
Strouhal in Schweeger-Hefel 1952, 210, 214-15. However, Strouhal also identified Marginella
as the source for the shell disc beads that cover the front of the belt (which others have
identified as Lobatus and Chama sarda), so there is some question over the criteria used for the
identifications.

98. Ian Wallace, pers comm 2006; Oliver 1980.

99. For example, Brecht et al 1997, figs 1, 7, 45, 54, 79.

100. Ibid, fig 16.
101. Ostapkowicz and Newsom 2012, fig 9.
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Fig 12. Individual shell teeth set against an internal wooden framework. Note the

yellow resin adhering to the wood where two teeth (now lost) were previously

attached (cf Schweeger-Hefel 1952, figs 1-2). Photograph: author; courtesy of the
Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

approach is seen in the Vienna belt. What is also curious is the unfinished appearance of
the wood surface below the teeth. If the centrally excavated area was meant to be on view,
giving the mouth a more three-dimensional appearance by receding into the background
when framed with the teeth, its unfinished ‘raw’ appearance is at odds with the overall
quality of the belt — and with the typical excellence of wood-carving in the region.™?
Normally, these types of recessed mouths were never meant to be visible; they were
carved specifically to lodge a single inlay more securely in place, the latter sometimes
having a custom-made ridge fitting neatly within the mouth’s groove. There are also no
remnants of original resins on the visible wooden base of the mouth, whereas one would
expect some sort of adhesive, given that the cotton ‘lips’ would do little to hold the
individual shells in place. Failing to secure an area so critical to the depiction and visual
impact of the cemi — certainly if it contained such exotic foreign ‘wealth’ as African shells —
goes against the care and attention that went into the creation of the rest of the belt. There
is, however, some red staining to the cotton around the mouth, and some red resin,
similar in appearance to that used in the eyes, is lodged deeply within the lip grooves,
holding the Marginella in place.’®3 If the cemi ever held a single inlay in the mouth, it is

102. Ostapkowicz 1998.
103. Schweeger-Hefel (1952, 210) first drew attention to this, and also noted the red staining to the
wood base, which may, in part, also derive from the natural colour of the wood.
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Fig 13. The underside of the chin of the cemi, featuring tightly woven beadwork
disappearing against the belt base, and the mouth, featuring rounded gaps where
three shell teeth were once set. The way that the cotton has moulded around the
shape of the now missing teeth suggests some age to their placement. Phorograph:
author; courtesy of the Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

possible that the resins within the mouth groove were removed, perhaps to refresh the
area with the Marginella, but judging by the gaps in the mouth — specifically the way that
the cotton has moulded around those shells that are now lost (Fig 13) — it is clear that this
was done quite some time ago.

Indeed, a closer inspection of the resinous substances on the surface reveals that
a number of different materials were used on the cemi, suggesting different treatments
over time. There is the thick, opaque red resin visible within the eyes, remnants of which
are also deeply embedded in the mouth. Intriguingly, this red material is reminiscent
of the resin present on the large Taino feast dish in the collections of the Museo di
Antropologia e Etnologia in Florence, which has been identified as pine resin and AMS
radiocarbon-dated to AD 1445-1628 (95.4 per cent confidence)."®* These red resins could
be original to the Vienna belt, or at least contemporaneous with its radiocarbon deter-
minations (AD 1475-1635). In contrast, a yellowing adhesive, probably a recent addition, is
present in the mouth, apparently used to secure the teeth, perhaps after they had become
loose. A comparison of the current belt with photographs in Schweeger-Hefel’s 1952
publication clearly shows that an additional two lower front teeth were once present, yet
the yellowing residue is present in the gaps that remain, suggesting that this treatment

104. Ostapkowicz et al 2011, 953—4.
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Fig 14. Waxy residues below the jet bead on the head, covering the surrounding
damaged areas with missing shell beads. Photograph: author; courtesy of the
Museum fiir Volkerkunde, Vienna, inv. no. 10.443

pre-dates 1952.°° Another substance — clear and glossy — covers part of the jet bead and
surrounding cotton in the right earflare and has the appearance of gelatin, isinglass or a
synthetic adhesive.’®® The small jet bead is slotted into a much larger cotton framework,
which seems to have been made to hold a large disc of inlay, suggesting that the earflare
was not custom-made to house the bead. Lastly, there is a waxy substance below the
larger jet beads on the head of the cemi, suggesting the material was added to the surface
to secure them — and possibly consolidate the surrounding damaged area — after the shell
beads had been woven in (Fig 14). These could all be treatments that date from the belt’s
later history, raising questions over the security of association between the jet beads and
shell teeth with the original (indigenous) framework for the belt. Further work is needed
to resolve these issues, and could usefully include a detailed chromatography mass
spectrometry (GC/MS) study of the adhesives and, if appropriate, their radiocarbon
dating, alongside taxonomic identification and isotopic analyses to help determine the
provenance of the shells.

The key issue, for understanding both the object and the dates, revolves around when
the exotic materials were added to the belt — whether they were part of the indigenous

105. A further tooth from the upper right side was lost at some point after 1973; when Vega (1987, 18)
published his study of the belt, it included photographs showing the belt with four upper right
shell teeth.

106. Tracey Seddon, pers comm 2011.
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manufacture sequence or later additions in the history of the piece, either within a Taino
context or to enhance the object for display in Europe. The latter would not have been an
isolated occurrence. Although it is clear that the Taino desired exotic imports, which they
quickly assimilated into their own scales of value,’®” we must not underestimate the keen
interest in Europe for objects from newly discovered lands, especially the drive of some of
the ruling elite to acquire pieces for their private museums.’®® By far the most desirable
objects to display in these museums were ‘wonder-provoking items: spectacular or
ingeniously created things, and curious or strange artifacts that had no resemblance to
European productions’.’®® Indeed, some early Mexican stone carvings in the Schloss
Ambras collections were ‘enhanced’ specifically for display in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, while one piece of Mexican featherwork was restored after 1519 with stylistically
atypical ‘Aztec’ iconography and foreign dyes."’® Others, such as the ‘Xolotl’ figure in
Vienna’s Museum fiir Volkerkunde, may have been made specifically as curios designed to
appeal to the early post-Conquest Spanish market.""* The Pigorini cemi/belt, the object
that most likely shared a history with the Vienna belt, has a turned wooden base to which
the beaded cemi figure and separate belt were nailed. This appears to have been done
some time ago — the nails are hand-cut, and now quite rusted. The presence of both these
hand-cut nails and the wooden base suggests the mounting of the two objects for display.
The incorporation of a carved rhinoceros-horn mask into the weave of the Pigorini cemi —
first identified at the turn of the twentieth century''?> — has also raised some questions:
Asian and African horn was an extremely valuable commodity in the sixteenth century,**3
and so would be an unusual item to export to the Americas, where the demands for basic
European necessities (clothing, food and wines, livestock) during the early settlement
period outstripped the need for such unusual luxury commodities. Nor would it have
been the kind of possession West African slaves would have been able to take with
them."™* It has therefore been suggested by some that the Pigorini cemi is a pastiche that
may have been among the items made in Europe, ‘not as forgeries but to create and
present even more attractive and wonderful curiosities’."*

If doubts can be raised over a material that is actually woven into the structure of the
Pigorini cemi, then materials simply adhering to the surface require particular scrutiny.
The features that hold the mirrors and jet beads in the belt would have traditionally held
gold/guanin or shell inlays. As is clear from the 14956 inventory, any goldwork on belts
was noted down with particular interest, and probably did not last long in Spanish hands,
especially given their tendency to melt down much of the goldwork taken from the
Americas.”™ Indeed, there is damage to the nasal area on the belt’s cemi that suggests

107. Eg, Martinon-Torres et al 2007.

108. Heikamp 1976, 457; Bujok 2009, 17.

109. Kenseth 1991, 91.

110. Feest 1985, 237, 239.

111. Feest 1990; Kelker and Bruhns 2010, 203.

112. Biscione 1997, 162.

113. Tudela and Gschwend 2001, 15.

114. Roe 1997, 164.

115. Scalini 2001, 129—32, 142. The influential Caribbeanist Irving Rouse (1992, 159) also raised
concerns about the authenticity of the Pigorini cemi/belt and the Vienna belt: ‘I know of only
two [pieces] that may combine Taino and foreign traits, and both are questionable because we
do not know their proveniences.’

116. Duncan 1996, 158.
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other materials — possibly a guanin nasal ring (known to have been worn by the Taino) — may
have also been present at one point. If the mirrors, jet beads and shell teeth are not additions
made by the Taino themselves — perhaps added when repairing an older piece with new
foreign valuables or after having exchanged or traded the guanin inlays to meet Spanish
demands — then it is possible that they were added in Europe to make the piece more
attractive for display once the goldwork had disappeared. Given the relative scarcity of
mirrors and jet during the early colonial period, as discussed above, and the belt’s
undoubtedly long collection history in Europe, this is a possibility that needs to be con-
sidered. As exotics, ethnographic materials had a value in private museums. Further analysis
is needed to determine whether the foreign materials have a secure association with the belt.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This unique object, straddling a critical period in Taino/European interaction, raises
questions not only about rare Taino valuables and their use and meaning but how these
elite objects, still conforming to the canons of Taino art, may have been altered to
function in different contexts. Among the Taino, belt exchanges smoothed the way for
socio-political manoeuvring: lavishly decorated with valuables including shell beads and
guanin, these ‘badges of distinction’*'” were fitting gifts between one cacique and another,
and, when the time came, this honour was extended to high-status foreign visitors.
Columbus’s earliest encounters with Hispaniolan chiefs hint at the established protocols
for this type of exchange, where, on behalf of the cacique, a high-ranking member of his/
her cacicazgo presented the belt as an invitation/incentive to further interaction. While it is
not possible to sustain the attribution of the Vienna belt to specific individuals such as
Guacanagari™® or Caonabo,™® it was undoubtedly the prized possession of a cacique of
means and connections.

In its style the Vienna belt conforms to depictions of belts on Taino ceramics as well as
early sixteenth-century descriptions of examples brought back to Europe. It is clear from
the inclusion of the cemi, the elegant geometry of the shell beadwork and the tight cotton
weave that this was a prize of Taino artistry, in keeping with established aesthetics. Indeed,
as Vega first noted,">° such features would be hard to imitate in Europe (in the sense of
early forgeries specifically made for European collections) as the aesthetic sense and
techniques employed would be completely foreign. Even the added mirrors, jet beads and
brass appear to maintain these aesthetics, applied as they are to areas where inlays would
originally have been featured, or ornaments would have hung — facts that argue for this to
be the work of indigenous hands. If, on the other hand, these were additions incorporated
to cover up the loss of original guanin or shell inlays (in efforts to make the object appear
more complete and so more desirable for an important private collection) then they are very
subtle additions done in the spirit of the original. Unlike the dramatic alterations made to
some early Mesoamerican artefacts for the purposes of display — such as the creation of
elaborate scenes on baroque mounts crafted in precious metals™®* — the additions to the belt

117. Sauer 1992, 61.

118. Wilson 1990, 65.

119. Alegria 1995, 298.

120. Vega 1987, 28.

121. Eg, Heikamp and Anders 1970, 211; 1972, 22.



THE CONTEXT, MANUFACTURE AND HISTORY OF A TAINO BELT 313

conform to the shapes of the original materials that may have been lost and echo their
qualities (especially their bright, reflective surfaces). This is not out of context with the
treatment of other early artefacts that were ‘enhanced’ or reworked to maintain the style of
the originals,"*? or produced specifically by colonial artists for European collections**? to
keep up with the demand for antiquities from newly ‘discovered’ lands.

A number of possibilities can be proposed for the history of the belt within the context
of the "#C dating results (AD 1475-1635) and the material studies thus far completed. For
example, the belt could have been woven prior to, or within the first few decades of,
European contact, and its mask inlaid with guanin or shell, entirely within indigenous
traditions. Like other Taino sculptural arts, it was carefully curated over its years of use.***
With the influx of European goods, the original inlays may have been renewed, a practice
that is also suggested by recent research on inlays in Taino wood carvings. It may then
have been given, traded or looted, entering Europe to circulate in private hands before its
eventual documentation in the Schatzkammer inventory of 1877. This assumes that the
object was moulded solely by indigenous hands, which may or may not be correct given the
unusual nature of some of the European additions. A number of variations on this scenario
are equally possible: for example, the belt, once in European hands, may have had any
guamin inlays extracted, or may have lost its shell inlays if these were present. This did little
to diminish its value given its historical significance and exotic cachet, and so it entered
various private collections, where at some early point materials were added to enhance its
appearance for display. Sixteenth-century European ports did a bustling trade in exotics,
importing everything from African rhinoceros horn and shells to New World curios."??
In the hands of an entrepreneur these diverse materials may have coalesced in the merging
of an original Taino belt with European mirrors, jet, brass and, possibly, African shells.

There is also the possibility — as suggested by previous researchers’?® — that the belt
was created by a Taino artisan specifically to accommodate freshly acquired European
goods, and so must post-date 1492. However, some of the inlays give the appearance of
surface additions, not fully integrated into the belt, which is somewhat at odds with the
overall quality of the piece. Although the mirrors are cut specifically to the dimensions of
their cotton frames, the earflare’s jet bead is dwarfed by the cotton framework that sur-
rounds it, and the shell teeth have clearly come loose, requiring what are almost certainly
modern adhesives to keep them in place. Given that the belt was made to be worn and to
be long lasting, one would expect that these exotic and highly valuable additions would be
better secured within the weave, as is seen in the care taken over the shell mesh keeping
each bead in place. Unfortunately, the method of attachment of the jet bead in the
earflare is not visible because of the later glue covering the area. If it is indeed attached
with cotton yarn and integrated into the framework of the earflare then this would provide
some security of association. Alternatively, could the same resinous material used for the
eye inlays be lodged deeply in the earflare, suggesting that they were added at the same
time? And is this resin contemporaneous with the cotton? Only through linking up the
various strands will it be possible to confirm associations between the ‘exotics’, and
between them and the belt, and in so doing explore the belt’s history in greater detail.

122. Feest 1985, 237, 239.

123. Heikamp and Anders 1970, 211; Feest 1990; Kelker and Bruhns 2010, 203.
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RESUME

Le Museum fiir Volkerkunde de Vienne posséde dans ses
collections une ceinture en coton de Taino trés rare du
xvi© siécle provenant d’Hispaniola (aujourd’hui divisée
entre la République dominicaine et Haiti) — 'un des deux
seuls objets en coton de Taino ayant survécu a présenter
des aspects européens « exotiques », y compris des
miroirs, des billes de jais et du cuivre. Cette structure
tissée complexe — une ceuvre d’art a porter — offre un rare
apercu sur I’'un des objets précieux les plus prestigieux de
Taino, un ornement personnel qui conférait a son pro-
priétaire richesse, statut social et pouvoir spirituel.
L’article, qui expose le contexte et 'utilisation originaux
des ceintures de Taino, relate un récit détaillé sur cette
ceinture de Vienne, sa fabrication et son positionnement
chronologique (que le carbone 14 situe vers 1475-1635).
Comment et quand ces matériaux européens ont-ils été
intégrés a la ceinture, c’est ’objet d’une étude qui tente
de déméler d’un point de vue critique les histoires qui
leur sont associées.
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ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

In der Sammlung des Wiener Volkerkundemuseums
befindet sich ein seltener Taino- Baumwollgiirtel aus
dem 16. Jahrhundert aus Hispaniola (der heutigen
Dominikanischen Republik/Haiti). Er ist eines von nur
zwei erhaltenen Artefakten der Taino aus Baumwolle, die
europdische “Exotika”, wie Spiegel, Jett und Messing
enthalten. Die komplexe Webstruktur, die man als ein
tragbares Kunstwerk bezeichnen kann, bietet uns einen
seltenen Einblick in einen der prestigetrichtigsten
Wertgegenstinde der Taino, ndmlich ein personliches
Ornament, das den Triger buchstiblich in Wohlstand,
Status und spirituelle Macht hiillte. Die Abhandlung
erfasst den urspriinglichen Kontext und die Verwendung
der Taino-Giirtel und bringt eine ausfiihrliche Dar-
stellung von Geschichte, Aufbau und chronologischer
Platzierung (mittels AMS-Radiokarbondatierung in die
Zeit von 1475-1635 platziert) der Wiener Glrtelsamm-
lung. Die Frage, wie und wann das europdische Material
in den Girtel aufgenommen wurde, wird untersucht und
die verwickelte Geschichte der Beziehung zwischen beiden
— Europa und Taino — wird kritisch ausgeleuchtet.



