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In introducing his study of the prehis-
toric Indian population of Puerto Rico,
the naturalist Agustín Stahl described
to his readers the wide range of sources
he had consulted: physical remains,
artifacts, indigenous words (vozes ind -
genas), comparative ethnographies from
the Caribbean, and the chronicles left by
sixteenth-century Spanish conquerors
and historians such as Peter Mártir and
Bartolomé de las Casas. Regarding the
chronicles, Stahl admitted their unrelia-
bility. They had been “informed by pre-
conceived judgements. Even those parts
that appear truthful make one vacillate in
accepting or rejecting them” (8). The

Cuban historian Antonio Bachiller y
Morales was more caustic in evaluating
European written sources. Concerning
Columbus’s accounts, he concluded:
“Columbus wrote not history but novels”
(341). This article will discuss how Puerto
Rican and Cuban historians evaluated the
written record of the Spanish conquest
and the alternative methods they devised
to write about the island’s preconquest
population and culture. It will also show
why this intellectual endeavor was so
urgent to them by examining the links
between the writing of history—especial-
ly “prehistory”—and national identity in
Cuba and Puerto Rico.1

[Columbus] brought with him ten natives with whose help it would be
possible to transcribe the language of all those islands. They call the
sky “turéi”, a house “boa”, gold “cáunis”, a good man “tayno” . . . .

(Mártir de Anglería 1:109)
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As several scholars have recently argued, the construction of Antillean prehistory
was a patriotic endeavor, an attempt to craft a national history and to create national
symbols (Haslip-Viera). Puerto Rican and Cuban historians undertook this project in
the face of a resurgent Spanish colonialism in the nineteenth century. Scholarship of
the last twenty years has drawn new attention to the complexity and dynamism of
Spanish colonialism in the Antilles after the Spanish American revolutions when Spain
lost the majority of its American empire to creole patriots. In response to revolution
and separation, the Spanish state and producers reconcentrated their interests on the
two remaining Caribbean colonies with a vengeance. However, it is clear that they did
so in part by making pacts with the Antillean elite over several issues, the most impor-
tant being slavery and the slave trade. Separatist movements emerged in the two
colonies in 1868, but for much of the century the Antillean dominant groups generally
collaborated with Spain as they preferred a status quo of class and racial hierarchies to
the uncertainty of armed violence and popular mobilization.2

Nevertheless, one aspect of the renewed colonial offensive from which creole elites
dissented aggressively was Spanish nation-building. Spanish colonialism in the nine-
teenth century was not based solely on coercive military and economic institutions.
There was also a significant Spanish effort to incorporate the colonial elite into the
Spanish “nation” as Spaniards, not as Cubans or Puerto Ricans. The origins of this
project were to be found in the Cortes of Cádiz (1810–14), when Spanish liberals
sought to reconstruct the legitimacy of the American empire on the basis of a transat-
lantic Spanish citizenship. The Cádiz project failed in most of Spanish America as cre-
ole patriots successfully asserted their own visions of the nation and citizenship.
Regarding Cuba and Puerto Rico, however, Spanish liberals kept this dream very much
alive: the two colonies were la Espa a ultramarina, transplants of Spanish civilization in
the New World. Explicit in that vision was the belief that the Spanish conquerors had
supplanted the Indians and remade the Antilles in their image (Fradera; Schmidt-
Nowara 2000; Serrano).

The work of the Spanish republican and abolitionist Emilio Castelar, was typical of
the nineteenth-century perspective. In a book published in 1892 to commemorate
Columbus’s first voyage, Castelar argued that the conquest of the Americas was the
founding act of modernity and it was Spain which was at the forefront: “If we recog-
nize that America signals a crucial starting point in the development of Humanity,
then our American brothers must recognize that all of modern culture and the vital
spirit of that culture originated in the people and the land of Spain” (7). The emphasis
was on “the people and the land of Spain,” not the people and the land of America. In
Castelar’s history, America appeared as an empty space filled in by the Spanish.
America was the “land of progress, of liberty, of democracy, . . . all more easily attain-
able in that Nature without ruins [escombros] and that society without memories than
in this overworked Nature where we carry within ourselves, in our spirit, so many
dead, as though we lived in an immense cemetery” (24). Even when he acknowledged
the violence of conquest, Castelar justified it as the necessary condition of human
development: “To want the discovery of America without war, war without conquest,
conquest without violence, violence without destruction, destruction without ruin
and desolation is like wanting birth without pain and life without death” (27). Spain’s
historic task was to vanquish the primitive Indian cultures and to erect a more perfect
European civilization that could freely grow in the New World.

But where Castelar saw “Nature” and emptiness, Antillean patriots saw Indian civi-
lization and a deep past. In response to the effort to subsume the Antilles into Spanish
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history, Puerto Rican and Cuban patriots crafted their own national histories and iden-
tities. This effort to differentiate themselves from the colonial overlord moved them
to identify potential symbols of national authenticity and peculiarity: what made
Puerto Rico and Cuba different from Spain? For instance, Francisco Scarano has
shown that in Puerto Rico, local elites embraced and embellished the j baro, the arche-
typal Puerto Rican peasant, as part of a “masquerade” that distinguished creoles from
Spaniards (Scarano 1996). Perhaps the most potent symbol of difference was the pre-
conquest Indian population. Here were a people and culture that could not be equat-
ed with Spain and Spanish rule. Moreover, patriots argued that the Indians had left
important traces of their culture on the language and customs of contemporary
Cubans and Puerto Ricans while their civilization continued to shape the very land-
scape of the two islands. In various ways, therefore, the Indians of the Antilles forever
differentiated Puerto Rico and Cuba from Spain because they represented a history
and culture that would always exceed the history that began with the Spanish con-
quests of the early sixteenth century. Prehistory became a space of national authentic-
ity and autonomy from Spain; thus follows the urgency of writing about prehistory and
the intense grappling with problems of interpretation and reliability that obsessed cre-
ole historians in the nineteenth century.3

Prehistory in the Nineteenth Century

Throughout the nineteenth century, scholars of prehistoric Cuba and Puerto Rico
generally concurred that only one people lived in the Greater Antilles at the time of
the Spanish arrival. Whether they referred to them as Lucayos or Arawaks, historians
agreed that the borincanos of Puerto Rico, the haitianos of Hispaniola, and the siboneyes
of Cuba, as well as the peoples of Jamaica and the Bahamas, shared a common culture.
In this paradigm of prehistory, the other inhabitants of the Caribbean were the Caribs
of the Lesser Antilles, cannibals and warriors who occasionally raided the homes of the
peaceful Lucayos, though some scholars believed that the cannibalistic Caribs were
figments of the European imagination. Much speculation focused on the arrival of
these peoples in the Caribbean. Though biblical history still figured into some eigh-
teenth-century histories, by the nineteenth most scholars argued that all Indians
migrated to the Americas from Asia while the Lucayos had come to the Greater
Antilles from Florida or Yucatan and the Caribs from South America.4

Twentieth-century archaeologists revised this vision of prehistory significantly.
Irving Rouse argues that at least five different civilizations inhabited the Caribbean
islands and that the inhabitants of the Greater Antilles migrated from South America,
as did the Caribs of the Lesser Antilles. Rouse divides the peoples of the Greater
Antilles into four distinct groups, three of whom bore common origins. Cuba was
inhabited by the Guanahatabeys, the least developed people of the region; the
Western Tainos, who also inhabited the Bahamas; and the Classic Tainos, in the very
eastern end of the island. The core of Classic Taino civilization, the most highly devel-
oped in terms of economic and political organization, was Hispaniola and Puerto Rico,
while the Virgin Islands were home to the Eastern Tainos (Rouse ch. I).

Despite changes in paradigms, it is apparent that in both the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries imperial sources—from different moments of conquest—inevitably
shaped the categories that organized knowledge of prehistory. For instance, it was not
until the twentieth century that the name “Taino” became generally accepted for the
peoples of the Greater Antilles, a shift that demonstrated the centrality of imperialist
ethnology—both Spanish and U.S.—in shaping historical knowledge. In the nineteenth
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century, the Cuban historian Antonio Bachiller y Morales had utilized the term Taino,
taking it from the works of the Spanish chroniclers who had reported that upon his
arrival in the Antilles, the Indians had greeted Columbus with the cry of “Taino!
Taino!” which they translated as meaning “peace” or “friends”, or as in Pedro Mártir’s
version cited above, “good man.” Bachiller used the term to distinguish the peaceful
inhabitants of the Greater Antilles from the more warlike Caribs of the Lesser
Antilles. In the early twentieth century, the North American ethnologist of prehistoric
Puerto Rico, Jesse Walker Fewkes, decided to use the same name for similar reasons:
“Since it is both significant and euphonious, it may be adopted as a convenient substi-
tution for the adjective ‘Antillean’ to designate a cultural type.” Following Fewkes,
another North American, M.R. Harrington, used the same categorization in his study
of prehistoric Cuba.5

While Taino is clearly the dominant term in present-day Puerto Rico and is consid-
ered as potent a symbol of Puerto Rican nationality as the j baro, one finds very little
trace of it in nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century Puerto Rican historical
discourse (Scarano 1996; Haslip-Viera). For instance, Cayetano Coll y Toste, in his
extensive dictionary of Indian words defined “Tayno” in the following fashion:

Good. Doctor Chanca says: “A boat landed to speak with them and
they said tayno, tayno, which means good.” Bachiller y Morales applies
this name to the Indo-Antilleans in general in contrast to Caribe. The
island Caribs are related to the Caribs of the Continent. The other
indigenes, who occupied the Antillean archipelago before the Caribs,
came from the Arawaks of Tierra Firme. Thus, it is logical to call them
island Arawaks and then to call them haytianos, quisqueyanos, ciguayos,
borique os, siboneyes, xamayquinos, etc., according to the island (Coll y
Toste n.d.: 253-54).

In nineteenth-century Puerto Rico, most scholars accepted “Boriquén” or
“Borinquén” as the island’s pre-Spanish name. Hence they called the Indians some
variation of “boriqueños” or “borinqueños.” “Siboney” was more widely accepted in
Cuba, though some used the Castilian spelling “Ciboney.”

The changing names of the prehistoric Indian population, and their origins in
Spanish, and later U.S., imperial sources, exemplify the dilemmas that confronted his-
torians. Though they sought to write an indigenous history that excluded the Spanish to
as great a degree as possible, they nevertheless had to engage with the works of the
Spanish conquerors because they were the most accessible and extensive source of
information; Mártir, Oviedo, Columbus, and Pané always intervened. Creole historians,
however, did not relent passively before the Spanish written record. They theorized and
developed diverse methods for approaching and knowing prehistory.6 Close scrutiny of
the chronicles was a major component of this work. Were the early Spanish chroniclers
reliable? What could be gleaned from their descriptions and histories? The study of spo-
ken language was another field as scholars compiled dictionaries of cubanismos and vozes
ind genas to demonstrate the persistence of prehistoric culture; place names, words
peculiar to Antillean Spanish, and incidentally preserved fragments of the prehistoric
Antillean language culled from sixteenth-century works were the most important
sources. Finally, the physical artifacts and remains of prehistory were key sources of
information. These collections grew over the course of the nineteenth century, as did
the battery of methods employed to interpret them. While these approaches were not
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mutually exclusive—for instance, one Spanish archaeologist happily cited Las Casas to
support his phrenological study of prehistoric skulls—they nonetheless engendered dis-
agreement and debate over the limits of historical knowledge.

Historians frequently bemoaned the fact that the Antilles had no Sahagún, no
“busybody [curioso] who wrote an embryonic DICTIONARY . . . ” (Pichardo 19:
emphasis in the original). Though two of the greatest Spanish chroniclers, Gonzalo
Fernández de Oviedo and Bartolomé de las Casas, spent their formative years in the
Caribbean, their preservation of native words was accidental rather than systematic.
The terms became buried fragments that nineteenth-century scholars had to unearth.
Both authors, though in quite different ways, were more concerned with chronicling
Spanish deeds rather than Indian history and language. Some interpreters nonetheless
relied heavily on Las Casas and Oviedo, as well as Fernando de Colón (whose work
included Ramón Pané’s study of indigenous religion), Pedro Mártir, Juan de
Castellanos, Francisco López de Gomara, and Antonio de Herrera for close accounts
of the Indians encountered by Columbus, Juan Ponce de León, and Diego Velásquez,
arguing that these descriptions were generally reliable and necessary. Moreover, bib-
liophiles like the Cuban Domingo del Monte and the Puerto Rican Alejandro Tapia y
Rivera compiled and published vast bibliographies and collections of historical docu-
ments so as to make the written record of Cuba and Puerto Rico available to histori-
ans, while Spain’s Real Academia de la Historia undertook a massive project of pub-
lishing manuscript sources in its archives, the most important for early Caribbean his-
tory being Martín Fernández de Navarrete’s collection of documents pertaining to
Columbus’s voyages (Tapia y Rivera; Fernández de Navarrete).

The Cuban historian José Antonio Saco was probably the foremost advocate of
using the chronicles as sources. His multivolume histories of African and Indian slav-
ery in Spanish America were based largely on the sixteenth-century chronicles of Las
Casas, Oviedo, and Pedro Mártir, as well as the later syntheses by Gomara, Herrera,
Juan Bautista Muñoz, and Martín Fernández de Navarrete. (The North Americans
Washington Irving and William Hickling Prescott also figured prominently in most
nineteenth-century Antillean bibliographies). Saco did not read these works with blind
faith; he constantly cross-checked them before reaching a conclusion and reflected on
the biases of the authors. His belief in the primacy of the chronicles was firm, howev-
er. For instance, he clashed with Spain’s Real Academia de la Historia over the publi-
cation of Las Casas’s major work, Historia general de las Indias, which he saw as the foun-
dational work in Spanish and Spanish American historiography.7

Later in the century, the Cuban scholar Manuel Sanguily published several lengthy
defenses of the chroniclers as useful historical sources, claiming that “those men saw
things as they were. If they made mistakes, it was not in what they saw but in their way
of understanding or interpreting it. Their testimony contains the truth even if some
points are exaggerated or enhanced” (109). In asserting the basic reliability of the
chroniclers, Sanguily’s main target was the Cuban Juan Ignacio de Armas. Armas had
published several scathing critiques of the chronicles, which he condemned as useless
and misleading. The work that incurred Sanguily’s wrath was an essay on Columbus,
the Caribs, and cannibalism. Armas argued that Columbus’s knowledge of cannibalism
derived not from eyewitness experience but from preconceived ideas about the cus-
toms of primitive peoples deeply ingrained in the medieval European mind. Indeed,
for Armas, Columbus’s journal and other sixteenth-century sources read not as
accounts of the Caribbean but as evidence of the “fables” (the term he used in the title
of his pamphlet) of late-medieval Europeans. In these sources, preconceptions always
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trumped the external world. The Puerto Rican José Julián de Acosta had reached a sim-
ilar conclusion several years earlier. In his revised edition of an eighteenth-century nat-
ural history of Puerto Rico, Acosta dismissed the lurid accounts of the Caribs’s canni-
balism. Quoting at length from Washington Irving’s life of Columbus, Acosta conclud-
ed that the classic accounts of cannibalism revealed more about European fears than
Indian diet and ritual life (Armas 1884; Abbad y Lasierra 152–53).

Armas expressed similar skepticism in his discussion of the origins of creole
Spanish. Unlike many Cuban and Puerto Rican scholars who believed that indigenous
words riddled their language, Armas argued that the Indian language had vanished
with the Indians: “The Antillean tribes gradually disappeared soon after the conquest.
With them disappeared their languages, one after the other, without leaving any
authentic trace” (Armas 1882: 10). The peculiarities in Antillean Spanish derived from
the novelty of New World conditions that the Spanish encountered in the sixteenth
century and the need to invent new words to name them. For instance, the first word
of creole Spanish was “indio” because it named a people the Spanish had never encoun-
tered in the Old World (19). Even supposedly Indian words like “Lucayos” handed
down to the nineteenth century by the early chroniclers were Spanish in origin. In the
case of “Lucayos,” Armas held that it was the Indians’s mispronunciation of “los
cayos.” Columbus and others then mistook that mispronunciation as an Indian word
for the islands (Lucayas) and their people (Lucayos) (12). The myriad “Indian” words
and names in the Antilles were nothing more than travestied Castilian or new words
invented by the Spanish. Armas thus concluded that the contemporary language of the
Caribbean owed nothing to the Indians; it was “the child of [the language] brought by
the discoverers, the conquerors of America” (5).

While some Antilleans shared Armas’s patronizing view of prehistory and his close
identification with the Spanish conquistadors (Saco was the most prominent), the
majority view was that the Indians of Cuba and Puerto Rico had indeed left important
traces behind them. Nowhere was this truer than in the area that Armas had explored:
language. While other scholars conceded Armas’s point that the Spanish chroniclers
had probably misunderstood many of the Indian words and misspelled them, they still
believed that some reconstruction and correction was possible.8

The Cuban Esteban Pichardo published four editions of his dictionary of “cubanis-
mos” over the course of the nineteenth century, a project first sounded by Havana’s Real
Sociedad Económica in the late eighteenth century and then actively promoted by
Cuba’s most prominent man of letters and collector, Domingo del Monte. Contrary to
Armas’s position, Pichardo insisted that “Indian words” (vozes ind genas) persisted in the
Antilles and accounted for the peculiarities of creole Spanish. Pichardo introduced him-
self to the reader as one especially qualified to study the prehistoric Antillean language,
having been born in the then Spanish colony of Santo Domingo before moving to the
“crioll sima city of Puerto Príncipe” as a youth, and having carried out his studies and
research throughout the islands of Cuba and Puerto Rico. In his extensive travels and
investigations in the Antilles, he found compelling proof that the Indian language lived
on, having decisively shaped the Castilian spoken in the Caribbean:

[n]owhere . . . did I hear the natives pronounce . . . the Castilian Z,
or Ce Ci, the Ll or the V, but always the S or B as is the case with
almost all Americans. The force of tradition had been such that even
Castilian words are pronounced in this way . . . (18–19).
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In Pichardo’s view, Spanish chroniclers in the sixteenth century had mistakenly spelled
many of the words spoken to them by the Indians; for instance, the correct spelling of
“Havana” was “Habana,” an Indian, not a Spanish, place name (19). The proof that ver-
ified prehistoric language, interestingly, was in the present as it was actually spoken by
Cubans and Puerto Ricans. Indeed, Pichardo even hinted that the some of the peas-
ants of eastern Cuba were mestizos, descendants of Spaniards and Indians. In other
words, the most creole segment of Cuban society not only spoke elements of the pre-
historic Indian language but also physically embodied prehistory, forming an especial-
ly powerful link between the present and the distant Cuban past (18–19).

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Cuban and North American
archaeologists and anthropologists carried out research in the area indicated by
Pichardo, especially in the environs of El Caney (a name with potent historical conno-
tations; it was the indigenous word for a ruler’s dwelling, and it was the site of Spain’s
most serious military engagement with the United States in 1898), in the belief that the
local inhabitants were descendants of the prehistoric Cubans. M.R. Harrington
included photographs in his important study as conclusive evidence of the persistence
of the local Indian population, though the skeptical viewer would be hard pressed to
admit any difference between these mestizos and the other Cubans photographed for
Harrington’s study. In Cuba before Columbus, Harrington stated that “much may also be
learned from the objects of aboriginal character still made and used by the mixed-
blood descendants of the aboriginal Cubans.” His guide in this research was the Cuban
anthropologist Carlos de la Torre y Huerta, who carried out research around El Caney
and Baracoa. His textbook on Cuban history, written soon after Cuban independence,
also emphasized the persistence of Indian words, tools, and blood.9

Even the most robust advocate of linguistic and genetic continuity, however, pre-
ferred physical artifacts as reliable sources. De la Torre y Huerta and Harrington, for
instance, built their arguments upon a growing collection of physical artifacts com-
piled throughout the nineteenth century. The physical artifacts of the Antillean
Indians were the most suggestive and compelling pieces of evidence for scholars, espe-
cially as the nineteenth century progressed and the disciplines of anthropology and
archaeology took on greater prestige. Indian statues, pots, ax heads, skulls, and bones
littered the Antillean countryside and filled collectors’ cabinets. For scholars, the
physicality of these objects, their apparently unmediated passage through time from
the Indians to the Cubans and Puerto Ricans of the nineteenth century made them
more authentic and reliable data than the chronicles or spoken language, both of
which were more subject to the partiality of human perception and practice. 

For instance, Manuel Sanguily, a defender of the chronicles, nonetheless pined for
more physical evidence of prehistoric society. In his view, knowledge of the Indians
was static until new sources materialized: “We need huge efforts, serious and continu-
ous research, and more than anything, a series of skulls . . .” (134). The Puerto Rican
naturalist Agustín Stahl relied on a wide variety of sources in his study of Puerto Rican
Indians—chronicles, language, comparative ethnographic studies of other American
Indians—but considered physical artifacts (such as pottery, small statues, and human
remains), of which he had collected and catalouged more than 800 examples in his
study, as the most valuable: “These objects are the Ariadne’s thread for the researcher.
They guide him through the intricate labyrinth and allow him to make judgements, if
not exact then approximate and hypothetical, about the character and conditions of
these peoples” (8). Havana’s Anthropological Society, founded in 1877 as a branch of
the Madrid Society, advertised for the physical remains of Indians, an announcement
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worth quoting at length because it indicates the intense interest in artifacts and human
bones as proof of the past:

The Director of this publication . . . . requests in the name of the
Society’s members that those persons who possess Indian relics noti-
fy us of them and that they send us either a description of them or the
objects themselves which will be returned as soon as the necessary
description has been made and filed.Aboriginal cranea are of particu-
lar interest as are any authentic bones . . . . 
There are many people in possession of objects of incalculable archae-
ological value without knowing it or who do not realize their origin.
With the help of enlightened people, the Society can obtain if not the
object itself (which is preferable) then its description which is also
valuable (Bolet n 72).

As the announcement implied, many of these artifacts resided in private collections,
though many made their way to museums in the later nineteenth century. Some were
discovered by anthropologists and archaeologists, such as the Spaniard Miguel
Rodríguez-Ferrer, who had carried out investigations in eastern Cuba and donated his
findings to the University of Havana and to the Gabinete de Historia Natural in
Madrid (Rodríguez-Ferrer ch.1). Agustín Stahl’s collection ended up in New York’s
Museum of Natural History (Fewkes 22). José Julián de Acosta relied on artifacts in his
own private collection, particularly cem s, statues representing the deities of the pre-
historic Puerto Rican Indians. He also consulted the collection in the Museo de
Artillería in San Juan and the large private collection of Jorge Latimer, the North
American merchant resident in Puerto Rico, who later donated it to the Smithsonian
Institution in Washington (Abbad y Lasierra 51; Mason) Part of his own collection
came to him by an accident that allowed him to reflect on the different layers of civi-
lization that made up nineteenth-century Puerto Rico:

One day some slaves were planting cane in the fertile plane of Ponce
(the hacienda of Don Juan de Dios Conde) when an unhappy black’s hoe
popped loose from the ground a carved stone that grabbed his atten-
tion. How singular an image: the Indian fetish in the hands of a savage
African who had been transported to America! (Abbad y Lasierra 50)

What did these physical sources reveal to the researcher? By the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, they allowed most historians to place the Antillean Indians in the deep history of
humankind. Eighteenth-century historians had still thought in terms of biblical history;
human history, which began with the Creation, could be no longer than 6,000 years,
even if the earth itself were older. Moreover, all humans descended from common ori-
gins. For instance, the Cuban historian Ignacio José de Urrutia y Montoya argued that
the Indians were children of Ham, Noah’s son who had been cast out for mocking his
father’s drunkenness and nudity (Urrutia y Montoya 58–60). In the nineteenth century,
though, historians relied on an amalgam of social science approaches derived from nat-
uralists like Humboldt and Darwin and from Enlightenment historians like William
Robertson. In this more secular view of history, all human societies passed through the
same stages of civilization, though at different times: for instance, in the categorization
of Robertson, savage, barbarian, and civil society. Most historians agreed that the
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Antillean Indians were “barbarians” who had attained some level of sedentary agricul-
ture and political organization (Mason 391). Increasingly, historians like Acosta, Stahl,
and Sanguily showed the influence of Darwin. These scholars thought in terms of deep
historical time and the varieties of humans that could have evolved in isolation from one
another. In other words, human history was much longer than 6,000 years, and human-
ity did not share a common biblical ancestry.10 Acosta, for instance, considered the
Puerto Rican Indians to have attained the “second period of the stone age,” a level
which was indicated by the ornate nature of the cem s and other carved stone (Abbad y
Lasierra 51). Coll y Toste concurred, like Acosta reading the Indians’s level of develop-
ment off the stone remains encountered in the Puerto Rican landscape:

The characteristic cuneiform instrument of that epoch is the stone ax
that the borinque o possessed in abundance. The indo-borinque o had
abandoned the cave and built huts. From being a wandering hunter
and fisher, he had become an agriculturalist. From the horde [horda]
and the primitive family, he had advanced to the tribe or clan. He had
chiefs and a priestly caste (Coll y Toste 1907: 47–48).

Stone artifacts and human remains told historians about the social or evolutionary stage
of the Antillean Indians. They also potentially told them how old these civilizations
were, giving them the sense of a long history that preceded the Spanish conquests in the
Caribbean. As we will see in the next section, that sense of time shaped a historical nar-
rative that transcended the particularities of method, sources, and interpretation.

The Place of the Nation

From birth tobacco was, and was called, tobacco. This was the name
the Spaniards gave it, using the Indian word; so it is called in the world
today, and so it will be known always (Ortiz 1995: 42).

Fernando Ortíz identified tobacco with pre-Colombian America and implied an
unbroken history from the Cuban Indians to the present, a history embodied in the
tobacco plant, especially in its name. In contrast to sugar, a European import worked
by imported slave labor, tobacco was an original and authentic product of the Cuban
countryside. Ortiz’s counterpoint used tobacco and the Indians as metonyms for the
Cuban nation, a familiar rhetorical device in Antillean letters already in the nineteenth
century. The place of the Cuban and Puerto Rican nations was the countryside, their
temporal origins in the prehistory of the Antillean Indians. Tobacco, cem s, and human
remains were a loosely knit family of symbols that referred to an authentic Antillean
past. They were all rooted in the land in one way or another, either as organic products
of Antillean agriculture, like tobacco, or as buried memories of Antillean history. The
land, the primordial countryside, then, was the medium that united and gave birth to
the disparate symbols that composed Puerto Rican and Cuban nationality.11

In Puerto Rico and Cuba, the “uses of the Amerindian past” were unevenly con-
nected to those of the old imperial centers, such as Mexico and Peru. Anthony Pagden
has argued that Mexican creoles like Mario Sigüenza y Góngora in his Theatro de vir-
tudes pol ticas and Francisco Javier Clavigero in his Storia antica del Messico, written in the
late seventeenth and the late eighteenth centuries respectively, had sought to endow
the Aztec empire with a biblical past and to reinvent it as a classical precursor to the
contemporary Mexican patria: virtuous rulers, a strong state, and highly developed
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commerce and culture were the Aztec legacy that lived on in Mexico (Pagden).
Cubans and Puerto Ricans, however, did not have a powerful empire to refer to, but

rather the less developed cultures of the boricanos and siboneyes which had left behind
bones, place names, and a few artifacts, despite a University of Havana professor’s mid-
century argument that the great civilizations of Mexico, the Maya and the Aztec, were
descendants of the Cuban Indians who had migrated to the mainland sometime dur-
ing the prehistoric period (Valdés Aguirre). In contrast, one of the major scholars of
Antillean prehistory, Alvaro Reynoso, saw no need to link the first Cubans to Mexico
and Peru because they had created an almost perfect society by themselves. Reynoso
expounded this view in curious fashion. In his influential study of Indian agriculture,
Reynoso praised the Indians’s ingenuity but also spelled out to the reader the impossi-
bility of using it as a model in the present. In the body of the text, he said that there
was no reason to give up modern technological gains: “In the century of steam and
electricity . . . when progress seems to us to be infinite, we cannot regress and use the
defective means that functioned well enough for the gentle siboneyes and hait es as they
worked the land” (52).

Yet in a lengthy endnote attached to that section of his study, Reynoso eulogized pre-
history with intense nostalgia and desire. In many ways, his was a classically antinomic
sensibility of Cuban history, contrasting the world of “steam and electricity,” which in
Cuba meant the world of the sugar mill, the site of Cuba’s most sophisticated techno-
logical development, to the primitive yet organic and authentic landscape of the
Antillean Indians.12 In his rendering, prehistory was quite literally the Garden of Eden:

The siboneyes and hait es stood out from other Indians. Quite possibly,
there has never existed in any country in the Universe a similar social
state, so perfect of its type. Certainly they cannot be compared in
terms of the development of general civilization with the Mexicans
and Peruvians, nor with earlier peoples whose history resides mysteri-
ously in the ruins of awesome monuments.

But in terms of human happiness, their existence was without a
doubt superior to the condition of the Mexicans and Peruvians. If
Milton had lived in that time . . . he could have celebrated an actual
paradise (101).

In describing this Eden, Reynoso imagined a world in which desires and necessities
were simple and always met. It was a self-contained world of rich gardens, frugal
homes, and benevolent deities that the author himself seemed to long for: “Living in
the most beautiful country in the world, with an extraordinary fertility, under the
influence of the most clement and gentle climate, in the seat of abundance, how could
they not be completely happy . . . ?” (103).

Reynoso’s praise and desire for the indigenous past was exceptionally explicit but
expressed the muted utopian (and dystopian) impulses at work in many Cuban and
Puerto Rican studies of prehistory.13 Moreover, what Reynoso shared with other
Antillean scholars was the focus on the land, in his words “the most beautiful country
in the world, with an exceptional fertility.” In general, historians refrained from nos-
talgic longings for a lost Eden ruined by conquest. For most creole patriots, the “ven-
eration of the trace” (Nora 13)—the careful study of bones and primitive artifacts—was
more than enough to craft a national history that linked the present and prehistory.
Their purpose in studying the pre-Colombian population was not to seek glorious
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predecessors, a model for contemporary civilization; Hatuey was not necessarily
another Moctezuma. Manuel Sanguily, for instance, a convinced patriot who took up
arms against Spain, referred to the Antillean Indians as “gentle and . . . cowardly,” as
opposed to the “bellicose and independent” Caribs (132). 

Instead of precursors or objects of desire, scholars looked for markers that made
Cuba and Puerto Rico distinctive places with a history that exceeded that of Spanish
colonialism: Cuba and Boriquén, the Indian names for the two islands, could not be
reduced to the history of conquest and colonization. The presence of the past in the
bones and pottery of the siboneyes and boricanos, in names like El Caney and Habana,
indicated that these were lands with peculiar histories that ultimately separated them
from Spain. The nation in this rendering, then, was not only a community joined by
language, religion, and history but a physical place—a place that had preceded the
Spanish and would also outlast them.

An outstanding example of this perspective can be found in the work of the Puerto
Rican naturalist, Agustín Stahl. In addition to a multi-volume study of the flora and
fauna of Puerto Rico, Stahl wrote a sophisticated study of “los indios borinqueños,”
published in 1889, which he dedicated to the “men who love this soil [suelo]” (VII).
Stahl mobilized various types of sources for his study—chronicles, physical artifacts,
contemporary language, and comparative studies of American Indians—and reflected
at length on what each could tell the historian about Antillean prehistory. Overarching
these different methods, however, was the physical place of prehistory, the land, the
medium that connected the Puerto Ricans of the past and present:

After a long and careful study of the mysterious race of dead Indians
who hardly 400 years before inhabited the soil [suelo] of our Island,
unaware of the undeserved turn of events that would quickly bury
them in the mists of the past, I propose in this modest work to awak-
en their remembrance in the memory of scholars and of the borincanos
who have replaced them (V).

Indeed, the land led him to ponder the links between borincanos of prehistory and
those of his own day. The trigger for these reflections was a visit to his mother’s grave
in his hometown of Aguadilla, a place that forced him to draw a series of connections
between the living and dead, between himself and his mother, between the present of
Puerto Rico and the many layers of its past: 

Aguadilla, the picturesque region where I was born and to which I am
bound by fond memories. It was also the place where Christopher
Columbus landed on the 18th of November, 1493, on his second voyage
of discovery. Avid and possessed by a restless spirit, I have frequently
wandered those pleasant and peaceful beaches that are kissed by the
gentle waves that lightly slip over the white sand, leaving arcs of foam
that in turn are renewed by playful new waves. In the same way my pro-
found affection for that enchanting landscape is renewed (4).

His dead mother, the first borincanos, Columbus, and Stahl himself were all joined in
Stahl’s meditation on his native landscape. The waves of history were ephemeral
(though unending), but the beach, the land itself was constant, an eternal verity that
unified the disparate and peculiar elements composing Puerto Rican history. The
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image of his mother’s grave implied that Stahl and his fellow borincanos—past and pres-
ent—were children of the land: Puerto Rico/Borinquen was their common mother. 

Stahl was not alone in his meditations. Acosta, too, had implied the constancy of the
land underneath the layers of human history through his expression of wonder at the
image of the African slave working on a plantation and puzzling over an Indian cem
(Abbad y Lasierra 50). The collector/merchant Jorge Latimer had apparently discov-
ered most of his pieces—cem s, celts, collars—in similar fashion. His nephew reported
to the Smithsonian that “some of the specimens were found in caves, but the greater
part were turned up by the plow and hoe, when new lands were put under cultivation”
(Mason 391). Reynoso, in his study of indigenous agriculture, had concluded that the
origins of modern agricultural techniques were to be found in the Indian use of the
land because the Indians, “relative to the plants they grew, essentially carried out the
procedures today considered most perfect” (64). The land, the bearer of Indian
remains, Indian names, and Indian products like tobacco, was also the repository of
the Antillean nations. This countryside transcended the ephemeral stages of human
development and joined its inhabitants in a timeless and autonomous community of
nationality, one that antedated the Spanish conquest and implicitly exceeded it.

Conclusion

One recognizes the temporal and spatial contours of the nation in these histories.
As Benedict Anderson has argued, patriotic history is one of deep linear time that
unites the nation across the past, present, and future (Anderson 187–206). Prehistoric
Puerto Ricans and Cubans had left their stamp on the landscape, the spoken language
of the Antilles, and in the view of some historians, on the very genetic basis of con-
temporary Puerto Rico and Cuba.14 Indian relics in the land and vozes ind genas thus
became monuments that represented what the French historian of nationalism, Pierre
Nora, has called “illusions of eternity” (12).

While the time of the nation is open, the nation’s space is clearly delimited (though
not necessarily physically so), a feature that Francisco Scarano and Partha Chatterjee
have explored in the case of nation-builders living under colonial regimes. They argue
that patriots strive to carve out a physical and psychological space that preserves
national authenticity and purity from the corrupting effects of colonial rule
(Chatterjee 3–13; Scarano 1996). In nineteenth-century Puerto Rico and Cuba, patriots
created that space in a variety of ways, whether through the idealization of the jíbaro’s
rural idyll or, paradoxically, by borrowing baseball from Spain’s imperial rival, the
United States (Pérez; Scarano 1996). The peasant’s home or the baseball diamond came
to represent the national space in miniature, an autonomous sphere that Spanish colo-
nialism could not penetrate. The same could be said of the land in general. Repository
of human remains and agricultural products like tobacco that antedated the Spanish
conquest, the land of Puerto Rico and Cuba became an irreducible national space
despite its occupation by the Spanish conquerors.

The time and place of the Antillean Indians were perhaps the most potent symbols
of national authenticity and autonomy. Examining the nation-building project
inscribed in Puerto Rican and Cuban studies of prehistory helps us to understand why
historians struggled so persistently with problems of interpretation. The choice of
method was potentially a political one, a subtle rejection of the Spanish colonial
regime through identification and affiliation with the victims of the Spanish conquest.
For Puerto Rican and Cuban patriots, the effort to circumvent the written legacy of
conquest and colonization was also an endeavor, frequently frustrated, to liberate
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themselves, if not from the political and economic institutions of colonialism, then
from the categories of imperial knowledge. If the Antillean nations did not exist as
independent states, historians could strive to endow them with their own authentic
and autonomous pasts and, perhaps, futures.

S
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N OT E S

This work has benefited greatly from conversations with numerous scholars. Thanks to
James Amelang, Jorge Duany, and Joshua Goode for careful comments on a longer version
of this paper. Thanks also to Gabriel Haslip-Viera, Félix Matos-Rodríguez, and Francisco
Scarano for insights and tips on sources. I would like to express my gratitude to Miriam
Jiménez Román and two reviewers for CENTRO for helping me clarify my arguments and
style. Finally, this article is dedicated to the memory of Carlos Serrano.
1 “Prehistory” referred to the pre-European period and to a period of history for which
there existed no written documents. For instance, see Coll y Toste 1907: 28–29.
2 This literature is now extensive. Among many works, see Scarano 1984; Scott; Cubano
Iguina; Bergad; Ferrer; Fradera; Schmidt-Nowara 1999. For a recent overview, see Scarano 1998.
The recasting of Spanish colonialism in Cuba and Puerto Rico, I believe, made the politics
of writing prehistory different from those in other Caribbean islands, including the
Dominican Republic where the question of foreign rule (including the Spanish occupation
between 1861 and 1865) was indeed pressing, and analogous, but nonetheless distinctive.
3 On creole nationalism in Puerto Rico and Cuba see especially Moreno Fraginals;
Scarano 1996; and Haslip-Viera. For comparative perspectives on nationalism in a colonial
context, see Anderson; Chatterjee.
4 Useful surveys of nineteenth-century thought include Fewkes; Harrington; Ortiz 1936; Lewis.
5 Bachiller y Morales 338; Harrington vol. 2: 412–13; Fewkes, 26.
6 This was a familiar debate in Spanish American and Spanish historiography regarding
the use of the chroniclers and sources. See Cañizares Esguerra. See also the seminal article
on European historiography and antiquarians by Arnaldo Momigliano, “Ancient History
and the Antiquarian” (Momigliano 1–39).
7 Completed shortly before Las Casas’s death in 1566, the Historia general languished in
archives until finally published by the Real Academia de la Historia in 1875. On the manu-
script’s history, see Hanke.
8 Pichardo 19; and Stahl 136. Other important collections of vozes ind genas include
Bachiller y Morales and Coll y Toste.
9 Harrington 1:19; de la Torre y Huerta et al. 5: chapter 3. Havana’s Anthropological Society
had urged investigation of those regions in the 1870s because of the mestizo population.
10 On the revolutionary impact of Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859) on historical con-
sciousness, see Grayson. On the spread of Darwin’s thought, see Glick.
11 It also distinguished the nationalities of the Greater Antilles from one another. While
Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Dominicans, and Haitians admitted a common prehistoric culture,
they found differences that were grounded in the land. Thus, while all the Indians of the
Greater Antilles were “Lucayos” or “Arawaks” (and later Tainos), they were also borincanos
or hait s because of their specific interactions with the land.
12 That elite Puerto Rican and Cuban patriots intentionally excluded the plantation,
slaves, and free blacks from their nation-building project in favor of the Indian is well
established. By writing an “indigenous” Puerto Rican or Cuban history, patriots were writ-
ing a history that was not only not Spanish, but also not African. On Puerto Rico, see Jorge
Duany, “Making Indians out of Blacks: The Revitalization of Taíno Identity in
Contemporary Puerto Rico” (Haslip-Viera 31–55). On Cuba, see Moreno Fraginals.
13 For a similar Puerto Rican expression of utopian desire, see the anonymous poem
“Agueinaba el bravo,” El Ponce o (Ponce), June 17, 1854.
14 While this bundle of evidence has remained stable over the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, the supposedly genetic basis of the nation has taken on greater urgency in the
present as the contributors to an important study of the “Taíno revival” have recently
noted. See Haslip-Viera.

CENTRO(Spring2001)final.qxd  7/22/07  2:34 PM  Page 18



R E F E R E N C E S

Abbad y Lasierra, Fray Iñigo de. Historia geogr fica, civil y natural de San Juan Bautista de
Puerto Rico. Nueva edici n, anotada en la parte hist rica y continuada en la estad stica y
econ mica por Jos  Juli n de Acosta y Calbo. Puerto Rico: Imprenta y Librería de
Acosta, 1866.

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism.
Rev. ed. London: Verso, 1991.

Armas, Juan Ignacio de. La f bula de los Caribes. Havana: n.p.: 1884.

_____.  Or genes del lenguaje criollo. Havana: Imprenta de la Viuda de Soler, 1882.

Bachiller y Morales, Antonio. Cuba primitiva: or gen, lenguas, tradicciones e historia de los indios
de las Antillas Mayores y las Lucayas. Second ed. Havana: Editor Miguel de Villa, 1883.

Bergad, Laird. Cuban Rural Society in the Nineteenth Century: The Social and Economic History
of Monoculture in Matanzas. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990.

Bolet n de la Sociedad Antropol gica de la Habana. Havana: Establecimiento Tipográfico de
Soler, Alvarez y co., 1885.

Cañizares Esguerra, Jorge. “Spanish America in Eighteenth-Century European Travel
Compilations: A New ‘Art of Reading’ and the Transition to Modernity.” Journal of
Early Modern History 2 (1998): 329–49.

Castelar, Emilio. Historia del descubrimiento de Am rica. Madrid: Establecimiento tipográfico
“Sucesores de Rivadeneyra”, 1892.

Chatterjee, Partha. The Nations and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1993.

Coll y Toste, Cayetano. Prehistoria de Puerto Rico. San Juan: Boletín Mercantil, 1907.

_____.  Prehistoria de Puerto Rico. Bilbao: Editorial Vasco Americana, n.d.

Cubano Iguina, Astrid. El hilo en el laberinto: claves de la lucha pol tica en Puerto Rico siglo
XIX . Río Piedras: Ediciones Huracán, 1990.

De la Torre y Huerta et al. Manual o Gu a para los Ex menes de Maestros Cubanos. Vol. 5.
Havana: Imprenta “La Moderna Poesía,” 1904.

Fernández de Navarrete, Martín. Colecci n de los viajes y descubrimientos que hicieron por mar
los espa oles desde fines del siglo XV. 5 vols. Madrid: Imprenta real, 1825–37.

Ferrer, Ada. Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, and Revolution, 1868 1898. Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1999.

Fewkes, Jesse Walter. The Aborigines of Porto Rico and Neighboring Islands. 1907. New York:
Johnson Reprint Company, 1970.

Fradera, Josep M. Gobernar colonias. Barcelona: Ediciones Península, 1999.

Glick, Thomas, ed. The Comparative Reception of Darwinism.Austin: University of Texas Press, 1972.

Grayson, Donald K. The Establishment of Human Antiquity. New York: Academic Press, 1983.

Hanke, Lewis. Bartolom  de las Casas, Historian. Gainseville: University of Florida Press, 1952.

Harrington, M. R. Cuba before Columbus. 2 vols. New York: Museum of the American
Indian, Heye Foundation, 1921.

Haslip-Viera, Gabriel, ed. The Taino Revival: Critical Perspectives on Puerto Rican Identity and
Cultural Politics. New York: Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños, 1999.

Lewis, Gordon. Main Currents in Caribbean Ideology. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1983.

[ 19 ]

CENTRO(Spring2001)final.qxd  7/22/07  2:34 PM  Page 19



Mártir de Anglería, Pedro. D cadas del nuevo mundo. 2 vols. Intro. Edmundo O’Gorman.
Trans. Agustín Millares Carlo. México: José Porrua e Hijos, Sucesores, 1964.

Mason, Otis T. The Latimer Collection of Antiquities from Puerto Rico in the National Museum
at Washington, D.C. From the Smithsonian Report for 1876. Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1877.

Momigliano, Arnaldo. Studies in Historiography. New York: Harper, 1966.

Moreno Fraginals, Manuel. Jos  A. Saco. Estudio y bibliograf a. Santa Clara: Universidad
Central de Las Villas, 1960.

Nora, Pierre. “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de M moire.” Representations 26
(1989): 7–25.

Ortiz, Fernando. Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar. 1940. Trans. Harriet de Onís.
Durham: Duke University Press, 1995.

_____.  Historia de la arqueolog a indocubana. Havana: Cultural, s.a., 1936.

Pagden, Anthony. “From Noble Savages to Savage Nobles: The Criollo Uses of the
Amerindian Past.” In Spanish Imperialism and the Political Imagination. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1990, 91–116.

Pérez, Louis A. Jr. “Between Baseball and Bullfighting: The Quest for Nationality in Cuba,
1868–1898.” Journal of American History 81(1994): 493–517.

Pichardo, Esteban. Diccionario provincial casi razonado de vozes y frases cubanos. 1875. Fourth
ed. Havana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 1985.

Reynoso, Alvaro. Notas acerca del cultivo en camellones. Agricultura de los ind genas de Cuba y
Hait . Paris: Ernesto Leroux, Editor, 1881.

Rodríguez-Ferrer, Miguel. Naturaleza y civilizaci n de la grandiosa isla de Cuba. Madrid:
Imprenta de J. Noguera, 1876.

Rouse, Irving. The Tainos: Rise and Decline of the People Who Greeted Columbus. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1992.

Sanguily, Manuel.“Los Caribes de las Islas.” Obras de Manuel Sanguily. Vol. 5. Havana: A.
Dorrbecker, 1927.

Scarano, Francisco. “The J baro Masquerade and the Subaltern Politics of Creole Identity
Formation in Puerto Rico, 1745–1823.” American Historical Review 101 (1996): 1398–1431.

_____.  “Liberal Pacts and Hierarchies of Rule: Approaching the Imperial Transition in
Cuba and Puerto Rico.” Hispanic American Historical Review 78 (1998): 583–601.

_____.  Sugar and Slavery in Puerto Rico: The Plantation Economy of Ponce, 1800–1850.
Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1984.

Schmidt-Nowara, Christopher. Empire and Antislavery: Spain, Cuba, and Puerto Rico 1833 1874.
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1999.

_____.  “Speaking through Las Casas: José Antonio Saco and the Construction of the
Spanish Empire.” El siglo de Carlos V y Felipe II: La construcci n de los mitos en el siglo
XIX. José Martínez Millán and Carlos Reyero, eds. Madrid: Sociedad Estatal de la
Conmemoración de los Centernarios de Felipe II y Carlos V, 2000: Vol.2, 351–64.

Scott, Rebecca J. Slave Emancipation in Cuba. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985.

Serrano, Carlos. El nacimiento de Carmen: S mbolos, mitos y naci n. Madrid: Taurus, 1999.

Stahl, Agustín. Los indios borinque os. Estudios etnogr ficos. Puerto Rico: Imprenta y Librería
de Acosta, 1889.

[ 20 ]

CENTRO(Spring2001)final.qxd  7/22/07  2:34 PM  Page 20



[ 21 ]

Tapia y Rivera, Alejandro. Biblioteca hist rica de Puerto Rico que contiene varios documentos de
los siglos XV, XVI, XVII y XVIII. Puerto Rico: Imprenta de Márquez, 1854.

Urrutia y Montoya, Dr. D. Ignacio José de. Obras del Dr. Ignacio Jos  de Urrutia y Montoya. Vol. 1.
Havana: “El Siglo XX,” 1931.

Valdés Aguirre, Fernando. Apuntes para la historia de Cuba primitiva. Paris: Impreso por E.
Thunot y ca., 1859.

CENTRO(Spring2001)final.qxd  7/22/07  2:34 PM  Page 21


