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Introduction 
The New World is unusually rich in hallucinogenic plants (Schultes and Hofmann 
1980: 22). Ethnological research has well documented the ritual use of these 
substances by the inhabitants of the South American tropical rainforests (Wassen 
1965). While archaeological research has tended to concentrate on the great ancient 
American civilisations of the Incas, Aztecs and Maya, which also reveal ritual usage 
of mind altering substances (Furst and Coe 1977; Coe 1988: 222-235; Bruhns 1994: 
73-74, 215-216, 391), no comparable study or research has been undertaken for the 
pre-Columbian inhabitants of the Caribbean islands.    
 
This omission occurs despite accounts from early Spanish chroniclers (the cronistas) 
which detail the central role ritual intoxication played in the islanders’ lives (Bourne 
1906: 4; Keen 1959:167; Arrom 1992: 26, 280). Of course, the Spanish chroniclers 
were neither unbiased in their accounts nor necessarily able to understand all that 
they saw.  Christopher Columbus is known to have taken with him a Catalan friar, 
Ramon Pané, on his second voyage in 1493. He commanded Pané to live among the 
Indians to “learn their language and collect all their ceremonies and antiquities” 
(Bourne 1906: 4). It is from accounts like this and from the life of Christopher 
Columbus written by his son, Fernando (which incorporated parts of Pané’s 
Relación), that we can read of the world of the fast disappearing Indians, their 
animistic religious beliefs and the first descriptions of the ritual use of intoxicants in 
the cohoba ceremony.    
 
It should be noted that within an astonishingly short time of their encounter with 
representatives of the Old World the indigenous peoples of the Caribbean islands 
were all but wiped out, although various biological traits of these peoples survive, 
initially through the intermarriage of native women with Spanish men, 40% by the 
census of 1514 (Rouse 1992: 158). A scattering of “Caribs” also still occupy some 
remote areas of St Vincent and the Carib Territory of Dominica is home to an albeit 
mixed-blood population of some 3,000 people with a claim to Carib ancestry 
(Honychurch 1995: 161).  
 
The identification and study of nearly three hundred items of paraphernalia relating 
to intoxicant use and its associated ritual reveals these objects can be seen as 
reflections not only of ideological concepts, belief systems and social relations, but 
that they were also a major tool for constructing and transforming peoples’ 
perception of the world. A study of this surviving paraphernalia and, in particular, 
spouted ceramic inhaling bowls, enables us also to make comparison with material 
culture from the circum-Caribbean mainland. 
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  Basel, IV 241) 
Made in wood, stone, bone, ceramic and shell, a range of artefacts associated with 
the use of intoxicants has survived, despite the ravages of time, the effect of the sub-
tropical climate on organic materials and the systematic destruction of “idolatrous” 
artefacts by the early colonisers. The collections which are available for study today, 
however, are largely without provenance. They are, in many cases, the result of 
surface collection and donation predominantly since the 19th century rather than 
systematic archaeological excavation. Such collections therefore reflect biases in 
what has been considered collectable over the years – usually their “artistic” quality. 
They also reflect the relative local intensity of research interest. Due to the complex 
interactions involved in the colonisation of the Caribbean islands, artefacts have been 
scattered to collections in many different parts of the world. To this day many islands 
do not have legislation to protect their archaeology nor archaeological research 
facilities.  
  
Background to Caribbean prehistory 
Archaeological evidence supports pre-ceramic occupation of the Caribbean islands 
from c. 5,000 BC (Dacal Maure and Rivero de la Calle 1996: 14; Wilson 1997: 4-7). 
Archaeological evidence also confirms that around the last centuries BC early 
agriculturalists migrated from the Orinoco delta of Venezuela and travelled the South 
Equatorial current to the islands in their canoes, bringing their ceramic tradition with 
them, originating from the type site of Saladero. These Caribbean Saladoid ceramics 
continued to share strong similarities with those from the mainland well into the first 
centuries AD, to the point that it has been suggested that “we may be able to connect 
a sherd from Venezuela directly to another from Martinique” (Allaire 1997: 23). 
 
Alternative theories of the peopling of the islands, however, point to evidence for 
early inter-American contact, possibly through a network of maritime trade between 
Ecuador, the north coast of South America and Mesoamerica c. 1500 and 600 BC 
and between Ecuador and Costa Rica from 100 BC to 600 AD (Paulsen 1977: 141-
160). This contact is emphasised by the resemblance of the very early shaft-and-
chamber tombs, whose distribution is limited almost entirely to the Jalisco, Colima 
and Nayarit states of western Mexico, to those of the Cauca Valley and central 
Andes of Colombia. Small single and bifurcated plain, round bowled, ceramic 
inhaling vessels from this area of west Mexico (some deriving from these shaft-and-
chamber tombs) are very similar to vessels found in Costa Rica and also echo the 
forms of those found across the Caribbean islands (Figs. 1 and 2). Other parallels 
include red-on-buff painting and distinctive ceramic stirrup-spout vessels which 
occur at Capacha, Colima, west Mexico dating from c. 1450 BC whose first 
appearance is known in the Ecuadorian Machalilla phase, c. 1500-1000 BC (Porter 
Weaver 1981: 496; Anawalt 1998: 239; Furst 1998: 169-189). It has been suggested 
that this represents a well-established two-way trade in precious goods by south 
American shaman (Furst 1989: 189). 
 
Later Mesoamerican similarities occur with the finding of massive sculpted stone 
collars used in the playing of a ball game on central plazas or ball courts, mainly in 
the Greater Antilles, similar to that noted on the mainland in later contact period 
reports (Fewkes 1907: 167; Willey 1971: 371). However, support for the theory of 
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Mesoamerican cultural contact is weakened by the lack of monumental architecture 
in the Caribbean and an absence of trading goods or other evidence of regular 
contact (Alegria 1951: 348). 
 
Relatively recent archaeological study has produced evidence, confirmed by the 
ethnohistorical records, which indicates the islands were generally at what is 
considered to be a pre-literate “Formative” stage of development when first 
contacted by Europeans. That is, the islanders lived in wooden structures in large 
permanent groups or villages, with knowledge of pottery and agriculture, under the 
rule of a chief (cacique) who was usually male but with instances of female cacicas 
also known (Rouse 1948: 507-546; Sauer 1966: 60).   
 
Until recently there was general support for the cronistas’ reports that the population 
as found in 1492 was the result of successive waves of immigrants, each one 
supplanting the other and of culture change only in response to external pressure. 
Recent works point out inconsistencies in the contact period reports in this respect 
and lack of archaeological corroboration. Various alternative theories seeking to 
explain the movements of peoples through the island chains have now been 
postulated (Hulme 1986; Keegan and Diamond 1989; Davis and Goodwin 1989).  
 
The cohoba ceremony 
Although Christopher Columbus wrote in the diary of his first voyage that he 
believed the “Indians” had no religious beliefs, nor were they idolators, Fernando 
Columbus relates a passage in which his father later described the following: “The 
kings…. have a house apart from the village, in which there is nothing except some 
wooden images carved in relief which are called cemis nor is there anything done in 
such a house for any other object or service except for these cemis. In this house they 
have a finely wrought table, round like a wooden dish in which is some powder 
which is placed by them on the heads of these cemis in performing a certain 
ceremony;  then, with a cane that has two branches, which they place in their nostrils, 
they snuff up this dust. The words that they say none of our people understand.  With 
this powder they lose consciousness and become like drunken men…” (Bourne 
1906: 4). Ramon Pané describes the reaction to the inhalation of the cohoba as “the 
house appears to be turned upside down and the people to be walking with their feet 
in the air” (Keen 1959: 167). A lucid fifteenth century description of hallucinatory 
disorientation. 
 
Far from having no religion or idolatry, later observation had revealed the Caribbean 
islanders’ religion was fundamental to their way of life, having many traits in 
common with the mainland of South America, with shaman occupying a central 
position in their society. As in all known Amerindian societies, the shamanistic 
function was to heal, divine the future, bedevil enemies, commune with ancestors 
and make contact with the gods. The religion was animistic, based on the spirits of 
natural phenomena, on “plant teachers” and of the departed dead, which were given 
residence by the manufacture of cemis (Oliver 1997: 140-153; Siegel 1997: 106-
111). Central to their beliefs was the power derived from the inhalation of highly 
hallucinogenic powders, the cohoba, taken ceremonially using specific 
paraphernalia.    
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The paraphernalia of intoxicant use 
In describing the use of cohoba the cronistas identified certain of the paraphernalia 
used in the ceremony. The range of artefacts specifically mentioned includes vomit 
spatulas, duhos (small ceremonial benches), cemis or idols, from the canopied heads 
of which the powder was taken, and the inhaling tubes through which it was snuffed. 
However, no mention was made by the cronistas of inhalation through the ceramic 
inhaling bowls referred to earlier (Figs. 1-2) and there is, therefore, no knowledge of 
the circumstances in which these were used. There is, however, general acceptance 
of these bifurcated vessels as inhaling devices (Wassen 1965: 25) and practical 
experiment by the writer can confirm their efficacy as a means of delivering snuff to 
the sensitive nasal membranes. 
 
Ritual purification through fasting and self-induced vomiting was a pre-requisite to 
participation in the cohoba ceremony. “In order to be purged in the way most 
agreeable to the deity, they put in their throat as far as the epiglottis, or even as far as 
the uvula, the spatula which every one carries always in the hand…they vomited and 
evacuated the stomach until there was nothing left” (Peter Martyr quoted in Alegria 
1981: 24). Carved from bone, shell, wood and with a few examples in stone, some 
spatulas also retain traces of inlay with gold and semi-precious stones. Figure 9 is an 
example of a decorative double bladed bone vomit spatula. 
 
Highly prized ceremonial seats (duhos) were used for participation in the ceremony.    
“He took his cohoba sniffing through the nose… sitting down on little stools, well 
engraved, called duhos…” (Las Casas in Veloz Maggiolo 1972: 189). Also 
constructed from wood or stone and found, in some instances, with gold inlay still in 
place, the seats take a high backed (Fig. 3) or a low backed form (Fig. 4). That these 
seats were held in high esteem is inferred by the restriction of their use to an élite on 
ceremonial occasions, as mentioned above. That Bartholomé Columbus was 
honoured with their presentation as gifts for him to take back to Spain specially 
chosen by the cacica Anacaona from her warehouse in Haiti (Sauer 1966: 60) could 
be seen as incorporating the Spanish king into the élite group and ritual hierarchy of 
Haitian society.  
 
Contemporary reference was made to forked tubes (Figs. 5 and 6) being used to 
snuff up the intoxicating material from a dish on the head of cemi or idol. These free 
standing cemi figures were manufactured from single blocks of either wood or stone, 
with an integral disc or canopy resting either directly on top of the head of the figure, 
defined as the “platter” type (Fig. 7) or supported by a projecting extension, the 
“extension” type (Fig. 8 – in this example lacking the dished canopy). 
 
As mentioned earlier, the majority of these paraphernalia have been collected as a 
result  of  surface  finds.  Study of the contexts of  find  sites  (where these are 
known)  
show that a high proportion of the wooden artefacts have survived the sub-tropical 
climate as a result of being secreted deep within the micro-environment of caves.  

  
































