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Abstract

recovered on these islands this paper aims at shedding light on the nature of social, political, and economic phenomena that 

may have underlain the mobility of Amerindians who bore stylistically distinctive pottery both from the mainland coast to the 

islands and from one group of islands to another, during late pre-colonial times. The 16th-and 17th-century documentary data is 

also reviewed to assess how the arrival of the European colonizers impacted traditional Amerindian mobility and interactions in 

this region. The results of the research indicate that diverse social-political and economic strategies and negotiations were used 

by the late pre-Hispanic societies of the north-central Venezuelan mainland coast and from the islands of Aruba, Curaçao and 

Bonaire to gain access to the natural resources of these oceanic islands. They also suggest how the mainland polities controlled 

the access to the island territories through time. Two decades after the arrival of the Spanish conquerors, violent slave raids led 

permanently halted the traditional indigenous mobility that oscillated between the islands and between the mainland and the 

islands.

 islands of Venezuela, Valencioid 

archaeology, Dabajuroid archaeology, Southern Caribbean archaeology

Resumen

indican que las sociedades prehispánicas de la costa continental venezolana y de las islas Aruba, Curaçao y Bonaire utilizaban 
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continente y las islas.

Palabras clave  islas de Venezuela, arqueología 

Valencioide, arqueologia del Caribe Meridional

INTRODUCTION

Archaeology that has been advanced by the authors since 1982. To the present, more than 60 islands 

located off the Venezuelan coast have been surveyed and dozens of pre-colonial sites located. More 

than 900 m² have been excavated, distributed over 200 test pits and 14 trenches. At nine sites, 

2006, 2008, in press). 

This study focuses on the pre-Hispanic and early colonial archaeology of two small coral 

and to generate, from the insular perspective, hypotheses concerning the mobility of Amerindians who 

were the bearers of stylistically diagnostic pottery between the mainland coast and the islands. We also 

of islands. The last part of this paper is dedicated to discussion of a possible political and economic 

rationale lying hidden behind the pottery bearers’ movements in space and time. We envisage the 

role of this study as one stimulating and opening paths for future systematic research into the nature 

and dynamics of interisland and island-mainland sociocultural interactions, rather than one providing 

THE OCEANIC ISLANDS

The Southern Caribbean islands situated off the mainland coast of Venezuela are located within an 

arid belt stretching along the southern Caribbean and the northern part of South America (Trewartha 

and Curaçao (ABC islands) are largely calcareous formations. They are considered an independent 

between the Caribbean and South American plates’ (Silver et al. 1975). The igneous-metamorphic 

separated from the mainland by channels several hundred meters deep and by a distance of dozens 
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discussed here, can be considered ‘oceanic’ islands.

from deep waters) is composed of species settled by means of long-distance transoceanic dispersion 

Las Aves de Sotavento Archipelago 

east of the archipelago. It is partly covered by mangroves that surround an elongated inner lagoon. Ave 

Lobatus gigas), 

Weil 1985).

The Aves de Sotavento islands were mentioned in early 16th-century maps and documentary 

Figure 1.
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Las Aves de Barlovento Archipelago

marine birds, and these give the name to these islands. The overall environmental characteristics of 

archipelagos. The Aves de Barlovento islands are uninhabited. 

DOCUMENTARY ACCOUNTS

Before discussing the pre-Hispanic remains, we will review the documentary sources in search of 

It seems probable that some of the islands located off the central coast of Venezuela, including the 

suppose that even by 1528, when the Spanish Crown made the primitive territorial ordinance of this 

Figure 2. 

archaeological sites described in the text are located.
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part of the New World (Capitulación de los Welser

frenetically sought out in almost all the Venezuelan islands though without success (Arellano Moreno 

central Venezuela, stretching between Cabo Codera to the east and the village of Borburata, near 

Caracas and also the cultural and linguistic unity of its inhabitants (Biord 1995).

Relación de Nuestra Señora de Caraballeda y Santiago de León

Spanish Crown (Biord 1995: 107). The following fragment of the Relación

presence on these islands: 

“The islands that are facing this coast are located about 15 or 20 

Island, and also in the other islands, there are pearls. The caravel of 

por vía de naturales

reefs proved to be much more threatening than those of the Barlovento group. The quote above clearly 
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a person who ordered the rescue, the event must have happened between 1555 and the beginning of 

In another passage of the Relación,

central coast and both slopes of the Cordillera de la Costa were inhabited by the Caraca Amerindians 

Caraca 

Caraca

Guayquerí

Caquetío who inhabited the islands of Curaçao, 

Caraca 

and improved considerably the exactitude of the later Spanish maps of this region. In consequence, 

the information available to sailors in the New World seas from 1592 onwards was accompanied by 

coast but assisted by the Guaiquerí Amerindians from the Margarita Island to the east. Were these 

island visitors the remnants of the Caraca

Caraca have navigated to these islands so distant from their mainland homeland in the turbulent times 

of Amerindian presence on the islands off the central Venezuelan coast from the late 16th century 
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THE SURVEY 

archipelagos were again revisited in 2006, but no archaeological excavations were carried out on this 

occasion.

mesh) mainly designed to recover zooarchaeological remains was employed in the excavations at the 

the excavation of all other sites. In addition, comparative collections of local fauna were created and 

the islands of both archipelagos. To systematize the survey, an imaginary grid of parallel transects 

lines toward the center of the island. Special attention was paid to the observation of the island surface 

from the tops of storm terraces and higher dunes, since these topographic features offer the only 

informants. However, all conspicuous topographic features, changes in type, composition and density 

Test pits of 1 x 1 meters and 0.5 x 0.5 meters were excavated randomly in arbitrary levels of 

20 centimeters. This was combined with observation of natural stratigraphy. The pits were not only 

features were observed. They were also excavated intuitively in areas where no cultural material was 

found on the surface, and no natural indication of the potential presence of archaeological site was 

in that manner. The test pits excavated within the boundaries of archaeological sites only are listed in 

Tables 1 and 2, although many more pits were excavated during the survey.

all sites. The majority of island sites have great numbers of Lobatus gigas shells incorporated within 

their cultural deposits. It is noteworthy that a single adult shell could achieve a length between 25 and 

30 centimeters, and when disposed vertically in the cultural matrix, could extend beyond one layer of 

20 centimeters. In consequence, attempts to distinguish tiny layers within those deposits dominated by 

Lobatus gigas shells were often unrealizable.

Surface sampling was random, and assessment of the quantity and density of collected artifacts was 

largely intuitive. However, emphasis was placed on the exhaustive representation and documentation 

of the different types of cultural materials found at each site, their state of preservation, spatial 

associations, ecofacts when present, and the characteristics of the soil matrix on which they were lying. 

excavation in a process of a judgment or purposeful sampling (Redman 1979). We selected sites that 
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revealed quantitatively abundant and qualitatively diverse cultural remains. The deposits featuring 

stylistically diagnostic pottery, rich zooarchaeological remains and potential for recovery of activity 

areas were especially important. The possibility of obtaining good samples for radiocarbon dating was 

also an important criterion. However, several non-artifact and non-context-related criteria were also 

within the archipelago), its proximity to a good landing beach, and its ease of access to abundant and 

diverse marine or terrestrial resources, were also assessed. The site on Ave Grande Island was selected 

for extensive excavation because the test-pit sampling yielded, from the beginning, relatively diverse 

and abundant archaeological material. The potential for the recovery of activity areas at this site was 

also considerable. Additionally, this site was excavated due to its proximity to the most important 

THE SITES AND MATERIALS

Ave Grande (AG/A)

parallel to the beach stretches a coral reef of over 100 meters in length. Grasses and shrubs cover the 

Lobatus gigas shells covered 

by shrub. These scatters form an integral part of the site and the shells were collected and processed 

by the Amerindian occupants.

In the trench, the cultural deposit, characterized by grey-colored soil, begins between 10 and 15 

centimeters below the surface and reaches a maximum depth of 43 centimeters (Table 1). Six hearth 

preserved hearth measuring 50 centimeters in diameter with many fragments of Lobatus gigas shell 

Lobatus gigas shells are among the most numerous non-ceramic components of the cultural 

deposit of this site. They appear on the surface and below it. The shells are particularly abundant in the 

Table 1. .

Island Site code Site area
(m²)

Site max. 
depth
(cm)

Trench Total 
excavated

(m²)

Stylistic 

# m² # m²

Ave Grande 450 45 12 10.5 1 33 43.5
Dabajuroid
(Valencioid)

Ave Grande 43 2 4 - - 4 Dabajuroid

168 40-55 7 14 - - 14 Dabajuroid

375 45-50 5 5 - - 5 Dabajuroid

Curricai 450 45-50 9 12 - - 12 Dabajuroid

Total 1443 35 45.5 1 33 78.5
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western part of the trench but almost absent in its eastern part. The Amerindians discarded the majority 

of these shells after removing the meat. The shells exhibit circular opening holes in their spires which 

and adult shells with heavily battered apexes were found at the site. This suggests that they were used 

adult individuals of Lobatus gigas shells, were also found in the trench. In total, the trench yielded 397 

(MNI) Lobatus gigas

used not only the meat but also the shell of this gastropod. Non-Lobatus gigas shells were scarce and 

included Cittarium pica, Astraea, Chama, and Codakia

A few allochthonous mammal bone artefacts were recovered: one unipoint and another bi-pointed 

Figure 3. 

Table 2.

Site code Sample code Sample type, context, depth

(uncalibrated)

Curricai
Aves Sotavento

I-17,219 420 ± 80 1530

Ave Grande
Aves Sotavento

I-17,218 470 ± 80 1480

Ave Grande
Aves Sotavento

I-16,286 690 ± 80 1260

Isla del Tesoro
Aves Barlovento

I-16,278 420 ± 80 1530
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Figure 4. left to right, top to bottom): a stone 

Lobatus gigas -

Lobatus gigas 

outer lips and discoidal objects.
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Figure 5. left to right, top to bottom): 
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are bird remains. No other site on the islands of Venezuela surveyed by the authors has yielded such a 

elements of a bird, were found. Though bird remains were scattered all over the site, they were more 

frequent in the eastern part of the trench. In this sector, two small heaps were found separated by a 

distance of 1.7 m. They contained 860 and 625 bird remains respectively. Even though a detailed study 

of these remains is not available, the most abundant species are Sula sula and, much less commonly, 

 and . The birds seem to have been largely consumed 

in situ

were found. The proximal and distal fragments of these bones were discarded with one extremity 

Claw elements dominate the sample of crab remains. The most common species represented are 

Cardisoma guanhumi 

Grapsus, a common species in the area. The preliminary analyses of crab remains indicate the under-

representation or absence of such species as  and Carpillius coralinus. These 

crabs are valuable food resources, commonly caught by trap and bottom gill nets by the present-day 

et al. et al. 

The absence of head remains indicates that all turtle heads were cut off and discarded off-site, as may 

be suggested by ethnographic data and evidence from other sites in the Caribbean (i.e. Hamblin 1984: 

might have been present at the site. However, the action of large crabs on these bones should not be 

(Codakia shell), bone or stone cutting tools were employed in butchering was not determined. 

Balanus spp.) were also 

recovered. Whether the remains of these animals were collected ashore or captured alive and used as 

marginal food cannot be determined. The remains of lobsters are absent. 

exclusively in the ‘ordinary ware’ vessel types such as medium- and large-sized semi-globular and 

ollas with the mouth diameter ranging from 26 to 34 centimeters 
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least four such bowls were recovered. The most conspicuous among them is a medium-sized unrestricted 

bowl with shafted annular ring base, with internally and externally painted red on white lines, bands 

2
) 

freshwater sponge 

Figure 6. Bird ulnas (Sula sula and ) with one extremity severed and beads made from the 
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site, in the Barlovento region, in the north-eastern corner of the Valencioid Sphere of Interaction (see 

also Cruxent and Rouse 1958). Although this temper was considered as one of the characteristics of 

2000: 120). The Valencioids could have indeed introduced this temper to their Dabajuroid neighbors. 

its manufacture, most probably related to the distensions brought about by early colonial times when 

Figure 7. The most common decorated sherds are corrugated rims that range from one to six coils with or without 

thumb impressions. The corrugations occur in the medium- and large-sized semi-globular and hemispherical 

ollas
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Figure 8. An open bowl on shafted annular ring base, painted externally in lines and bands and with applied 

Archipelago.

Figure 9. A medium-sized unrestricted bowl (mouth diameter 28 cm) with shafted annular ring base, with externally 

painted red on white lines, bands, the radial ‘sun’ motif, and small protuberances disposed symmetrically on its 

de Sotavento Archipelago.
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the traditional Amerindian conditions of pottery manufacture were disrupted. The deformation of the 

The plastic decoration of the pottery recovered at this site, combined with painting, is expressed in 

the form of small protuberances applied on the external walls of vessels, on shafted annular ring bases, 

Figure 10. left to right, top to bottom
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to note that each of these generally similar decorations has a different row of incisions above the 

The lower half of one globular olla with everted rim was externally red-slipped. Annular bases, 

vertical strap handles of different sizes and four fragments of griddle were also recovered at this 

perishable bottle gourd containers might have been used for water storage in this island environment.

of painted open bowl with shafted base featuring a thin (lenticular in cross-section) ‘ring’ was present 

However, fragments of rims decorated with motifs of human faces found at this site are typical 

Figure 11. Three open bowls red-slipped in zones with rims decorated with motifs of vertically compressed human 
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2: 28). The ‘coffee-bean-eyes’ are also typical Valencioid traits. All these Valencioid rim sherds are 

that yielded the artifacts of the Cementerio de Tucacas style, limits the inferences that can be made 

The admixture of Dabajuroid and Valencioid elements in the Cementerio de Tucacas site may be 

attributed to—probably non-coercive—‘marginal contacts’ in which the bearers of these potteries 

maintained their distinctive cultural characteristics on top of their ethnolinguistic differentiation: 

recovered associated with Valencioid sherds (Morales 1984). The same combination was observed at 

sites also yielded admixtures of late pre-Hispanic pottery, and this fact indicates the existence of a 

dynamic and multifarious interrelationship of the people along the coast with those situated between 

is that during late pre-Hispanic times, groups of the bearers of Valencioid and Dabajuroid pottery 

the social-political interaction through intermarriage and ritual exchange. The presence of Valencioid 

sherds in the Dabajuroid assemblage of Ave Grande Island can be considered a result of some of 

Ave Grande (AG/B)

throughout the year. A few eroded sherds and chiton plaques were recovered from the surface of 

the site. Several sherds were found clustered on the surface, close to the dunes, and permitted the 

reconstruction of a large globular olla 

The grey-colored soil layer begins about 12 centimeters below the surface, and the bottom of the 

cultural deposit was reached at the depth of 45 centimeters. In these pits the water table level was 

found between 120 and 130 centimeters. At the depth of 43 centimeters, one well-preserved hearth 70 
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Lobatus gigas shells, a great many fragments of the same shells, and several sherds and fragments 

observed lying at a depth of 10 and 27 centimeters beneath the surface. Both of them contained charred 

soil, pottery, charcoal, and Lobatus gigas shell fragments and bone debris. All the hearths were well-

preserved. Their differential vertical distribution, as well as refuse areas associated with them, may 

indicate a few brief reoccupations of the site, probably to search for potable water.

The only decorated sherds recovered at this site are four corrugated rims with thumb impressions. 

These decorations, as well as forms of the ‘ordinary ware’, can be related to the Dabajuroid assemblage 

masato (manioc beer), while water could have been transported by canoe in light and versatile bottle 

Isla Palmeras (IP/A)

shore and 80 meters from the small sandy beach on the western shore. About 110 meters separate the 

Lobatus gigas shells, 

Figure 12. 

reconstruction of a large globular olla 
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The site was located in 1988 and excavated in 1992. The cultural deposit extends from the 

surface to a maximum depth of about 45 centimeters where the sterile stratum begins. Apart from the 

omnipresent Lobatus gigas shell fragments and few long turtle bones, other faunal remains include 21 

chiton plates and 19 Cittarium pica shells. 

sandstone ‘sheets’ beveled on one of their borders, one petaloid axe with polished surface, beveled 

The raw material of all these artifacts is of allochthonous origin.

In the main pit (eight square meters) 58 lips separated from the shells of adult and old Lobatus 

gigas individuals, often deposited in groups of two to six, were recovered. Both the large quantity and 

the spatial clustering of these lips indicate that they were intentionally separated from the shells in 

situ 

separate the lip of the Lobatus gigas shell, it is not necessary to crush the entire shell. The separation 

Lobatus gigas shell can 

even successfully substitute a hammerstone during this process, if the latter is not available. If the 

lip separation process does not account for such a high quantity of small shell fragments at the site, 

three alternative explanations can be proposed: 1) crushing the shells was not a lip separation but a 

the latter two hypotheses even though we are fully aware that only new problem-oriented contextual 

excavations can shed light on this issue. It should be noted that complete shells and large fragments 

are predominant in the deeper levels (20 to 40 and 40 to 60 centimeters) of the site. In the level of the 

intrude into the site occasionally during storms, and can be cautiously suggested as responsible for this 

‘reverse sieving’ effect.

pit at a depth of 35 centimeters. This evidence, together with the low abundance and diversity of 

faunal remains, seems to indicate that the site was not a multifunctional campsite where Amerindians 

Figure 13.

a close up of a scatter of Lobatus gigas shells crushed into pieces typical at this site.
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ollas

the surface. However, these are of low diagnostic value and can be considered either Valencia-related 

intrusions or Dabajuroid imports.

cultural relationship between these two sites, despite the low diagnostic value of corrugated rims. 

considered part of the Valencioid component which dominates this site, or demonstrates an independent 

density, in part dedicated to the rough processing of Lobatus gigas shells. The occupants of the site 

shell deposit, remain to be elucidated. 

Isla Palmeras (IP/B)

are clearly visible on the surface of the site and semi-buried Lobatus gigas shells are scattered among 

whole except for the opening holes in their spires which indicate the technique of meat removal. 

The cultural deposit begins only a few centimeters below the surface and ends at a depth between 

Lobatus gigas shells are scarce at this site and 

Cittarium pica, Codakia orbicularis 

and Strombus costatus Scarus guacamaya 

were also recovered. Although carbonized organic particles are scattered throughout the deposit, no 

ollas

considered as a typical locus for queen conch meat extraction and, probably, processing. The ceramic 

chronological and functional relationship between these sites has to remain, for now, undetermined.

Curricai (CU)

in the western part of the island, about 10 meters from the coast well protected by patches of reefs 

the surface nor did changes in topography, soil color or vegetation indicate the existence of cultural 

deposit beneath the surface. 
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faunal remains were loosely distributed both vertically and horizontally in the sandy matrix. Turtle 

remains, chiton plates and Scarus spp

35 centimeters in diameter was located at a depth of 40 centimeters in what seemed to be the central 

The pottery found here is coarse, and one large open bowl of rough manufacture especially attracts 

vessels’ forms and the manufacturing process on one side and the early colonial impacts, on the other 

size. The site can be considered a low occupational intensity campsite, probably culturally related to 

Caquetío Amerindias.

Isla del Tesoro (IT/A)

area in the narrow central-eastern part of the Isla del Tesoro in the Aves de Barlovento group (Table 3). 

Sula sp.) are scattered on the surface and the 

uppermost 20 centimeters are densely covered by guano.

The cultural deposit reaches a depth of 57 centimeters and is composed of potsherds, quartzite 

vertebrae and bird bones were also recovered. Among 118 shells are 49 Cittarium pica fragments 

(16 MNI), 42 Lobatus gigas fragments (7 MNI), three Strombus raninus fragments (2 MNI), and 

representatives of the Astraea (14 MNI), Conus (9 MNI), Fissurella (5 MNI), and Voluta (2 MNI) 

specimens of Scarus guacamaya 

Figure 14. 
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Nine lips separated from Lobatus gigas shells, three of them deposited together and retouched as 

preforms for celts or pendants, 

contains many carbonized particles.

ollas

thumb impressions. Two pedestal bases were also found.

Two hearths were recovered at the site. The lower one rests at a depth of 57 centimeters. This 

shallower hearth lay at a depth of 38 centimeters.

The site can be interpreted as a campsite reoccupied over time by small groups of people, probably 

bearers of Dabajuroid pottery. It is noteworthy that the emphasis on Lobatus gigas lip separation and 

the presence of corrugated rims, combined with the radiocarbon dates, suggests a cultural-functional 

Isla del Tesoro (IT/B)

The second archaeological site on Isla del Tesoro is located about 500 meters to the southwest of 

the surface and becomes sterile at a depth of 45 centimeters. Ceramic sherds, stone artifacts and faunal 

remains are loosely scattered vertically and horizontally within the sandy matrix. 

ollas

rim’s top. A few sherds permitted the reconstruction of an open bowl with a shafted annular ring base 

Table 3.

Island Site code Site extension
(m²)

Site max. depth 
(cm)

Stylistic 

# m²

Isla del Tesoro 60 57 10 8.5 Dabajuroid

Isla del Tesoro 340 45 13 23.5 Dabajuroid

250 35 10 10.0

0 - - Dabajuroid

Total 650 33 42
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vertical strap handles and three fragments of pedestal bases were also recovered. No griddle fragments 

were found.

roughly made medium-sized hammerstones. Two bone artifacts were recovered: one unipoint, probably 

an arrow head and the other a possible spatula fashioned from a large mammal bone—possibly a deer—

Cittarium pica Lobatus 

gigas, Arca zebra and Chama, Codakia and Spondylus species are present. 

The relatively narrow range of the vertical hearth distribution, as well as spatial horizontal clustering 

suggest that this site was not as frequently reoccupied over long time periods as were other insular 

sites. Given its size, it also seems to have been occupied by a small group of persons, perhaps just one 

canoe crew.

C-67M, C-17). The forms, especially the bowls with shafted annular ring bases, also have their ‘twin’ 

the Dabajuroid ceramic assemblages from Bonaire and Curaçao (Haviser 1991).

Isla del Faro (IF/B)

This site is situated adjacent to the tiny sandy beach on the northern coast of the island. This beach 

is one of two or three natural openings in the line of mangroves that today cover the major part of the 

small and heavily eroded sherds were observed on the surface of this site.

Figure 15. 

fragments of an open bowl with a shafted annular ring base which originally featured, probably, bands of red paint 
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loosely both horizontally and vertically. Sixty-seven plain sherds correspond to medium and large 

ollas, and only three sherds are decorated with corrugated rims. Hearths were not 

their original existence at the site. This ephemeral site can be tentatively related to the Dabajuroid sites 

from Isla del Tesoro.

DISCUSSION: 

not frequented by indigenous people until late ceramic times (see Versteeg et al. 1990 for the earliest 

1997) and the succeeding Savaneta style are in close stylistic relationship (if not equivalence) to the 

ethnohistoric data indicate close relationships between the Dabajurans from Aruba and their ancestral 

De Savaan styles of pottery, which he portrayed as unique to Bonaire and Curaçao. The painting 

Haviser (1991: 54, 61, 65) argued for a pre-Dabajuroid early ceramic tradition on Bonaire and Curaçao 

of the Wanapa style’s appearance on Bonaire, as proposed by Haviser (1991), rather than this style’s 
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related to a Dabajuroid deposit. He argued that both samples could not be related to Dabajuran deposits 

and other offshore Venezuelan islands. This is because Haviser (1991: 53) stated that the only ceramic 

(Haviser 1991: 65). He further argued that this ‘early component’ could be indicative of an earlier 

n consequence, 

these sherds could not be stylistically related to the painted pottery of the Wanapa and De Savaan 

during the late pre-Hispanic or early colonial times or both. The same routes were suggested for 

A possible chronological indicator, derived from the insular pottery analyses, should also be 

ceramics underwent declines in quality, design, and variety. The hollow rims, which are typical of 

assemblages. If this phenomenon is not a result of the purposeful selection of the poorest (in qualitative 

terms) mainland pottery for island use, then it may serve as further evidence supporting the late pre-

Hispanic origin of the insular Dabajuroid assemblages. 

assemblages, few if any changes in their forms and ceramic quality can be observed during the ca. 350 

ware’) recovered on the islands, any attempt to determine whether the ceramic assemblages from both 

1997a) remains open to debate. 
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associated to possibly Dabajuroid corrugated (coiled) rims, with or without thumb impressions, were 

between the bearers of these ceramics, interaction the origins of which can be traced to the mainland. 

corrugated rims, the possibility of Dabajuran direct presence may also be cautiously considered.

It must be stressed at this point that, even though the corrugated rims are numerous throughout the 

majority of the Dabajuroid sites (both on the islands and on the mainland), they are also widespread 

in non-Dabajuroid sites, in and beyond western Venezuela (Nieves 1980). Moreover, Herrera 

Malatesta (2011: 88) proposed the inclusion of corrugation into the repertoire of decorative elements 

of Valencioid pottery. Assuming the non-diagnostic nature of corrugation within the Dabajuroid 

unreliable. As a consequence of the above considerations, the following question may be posed: Why 

Aves Archipelagos—considered here as related to the Dabajuroid Sub-tradition despite the fact that the 

boundaries of all these sites. 

Sotavento and Barlovento Archipelagos were the bearers of the Dabajuroid pottery from northwestern 

Venezuela as well as Bonaire and Curaçao. Their presence is documented from AD 1180 to 

islands during the Conquest period, as suggested by radiocarbon dates, contact with the Europeans 

must have been non-existent or, at best, ephemeral, since European artifacts are absent at all these 

insular Amerindian sites.

It should be noted that the archaeological data do not support some of the previous suggestions 

derived from analysis of historical references (see section Documentary accounts above). Accordingly, 

the Caraca Amerindias from the central coast of Venezuela. The archaeological evidence indicates 

Caquetío. This 

Amerindian navigation from the central coast (i.e. the coast of Los Caraca) dramatically decreased 

from the beginnings of the 16th century as a consequence of Spanish slave raids, and ceased altogether 

when the conquest of this region began (ca. 1555). The Caraca

conquerors until the last decades of the 16th century, but the Caquetíos to the west (the descendants of 

Dabajuroid pottery bearers) though also suffering mistreatment from Spanish and German conquerors 

with the conquerors became largely ‘amicable’ (Arellano Moreno 1961: 87). We assume that because 

of this special status the Caquetíos could more freely navigate the waters off north-central and western 

Venezuela than other neighboring indigenous people. In the following section, we will further discuss 

islands and from the mainland coast. 
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 POTSHERDS AND POLITICS

historical panorama of north-central Venezuela. Given the virtual absence of contextual information 

from the archaeological sites on the mainland coast and scarce non-ceramic data, this discussion 

non-ceramic data precludes construction of realistic models of social-political interactions between 

Roques Archipelago, and particularly on Dos Mosquises Island where the categories of the social 

identities ‘hide’ behind the archaeological ‘series’ and ‘styles’ set down by Cruxent and Rouse in 

1958 (see also Rouse and Cruxent 1963). While studying the majority of excavation reports from 

this region, it seems that the prehistoric people are indeed hidden somewhere behind the monolithic 

and ‘objective’ archaeological cultures. In consequence, an ‘archaeological culture’ seems to become 

people. In the major part of the area discussed in this paper, the spatial spread of ceramic forms and 

decorative motifs is considered, still (if implicitly), the record of a group of people or a particular set 

people do (Anthony 1997: 27). Subtle forms of intersocietal interaction and mobility have successfully 

et 

al. 2008, 2014). In Venezuela, the normative concepts of ‘style’ and ‘series’ used by Cruxent and 

Rouse were not meant to represent social units, nor to distinguish between ethnic groups and polities. 

The concept of ‘archaeological culture’ cannot, therefore, be equated with ‘society’, since it was 

In consequence, any reliable theorizing on the social or ethnic identities of Amerindian societies, as 

well as on the nature and dynamics of societal interactions in the north-central Venezuelan region 

before the time of European conquest is, for now, a highly demanding goal. However, interdisciplinary 

contextual archaeological research in the region—in which diverse material signatures pertinent to the 

of the culture-historical concepts and prevent reproduction of the present-day historical (proto- or pre-

aware that the people ‘hidden’ behind these rigid concepts were a mosaic of societies, each with 

ethnic composition, among other aspects. Such societies were dynamic social units, composed of 

living individuals capable of negotiating their social realities and distinguishable one from another 

in terms of their particular historical trajectories, for example the degree of confrontation with or 

accommodation to the conquistadores. 

These interactions, however, can be more widely conjectured on the basis of the data collected on the 

islands and the mainland. 
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results of new extensive excavations carried out in 1996 revealed the presence of some Valencioid 

pottery from the bottom to the top of the site’s stratigraphic sequence. This evidence indicates 

interaction between the bearers of these two pottery traditions during the entire span of occupation at 

the site. Similar conclusions may be drawn from the analyses of the archaeological assemblage from 

the Boca de Sebastopol site excavated in 2007.

indicating a late pre-Hispanic origin. The DMN assemblage was placed in Haviser’s chronological 

the coast at about the same time as Bonaire, rather than spreading via Bonaire (Haviser 1991). Haviser 

and Curaçao islands is the Caribbean Venezuelan coast and the suggested time of this event is about 

AD 500 (Haviser 1991: 200). Three more recent radiocarbon dates, ranging between AD 1020 and 

coast were the traditional suppliers of marine foodstuffs and raw materials to the Valencioid pottery 

uncommon (on the mainland coast) shells of Lobatus gigas, to the coastal populations, and further 

sudden increase in the interest of the Valencioid people in the marine environment, observed between 

achieved a considerable complexity of social organization. The strengthening of their interest in the 

coast might have been at the very core of the political-economic interests of the Valencioid inland polity. 

It seems probable that the Valencioids saw themselves under the necessity of having to counterbalance 

and the Dabajuroids (a purportedly centralized chiefdom) in order to maintain the supply of the island 
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Some archaeological data from the islands shed light on the Valencioid-Dabajuroid competition 

for the island territories. The ritual character of rich deposits recovered on tiny Dos Mosquises Island 

suggests that this multifunctional campsite was located at the interface between the northern peripheries 

not occupied until late pre-colonial or even early colonial times (Isla del Tesoro and Curricai sites 

are both dated to early colonial times). This late eastward expansion of the Dabajuroid people could 

roughly coincide with the latest phases of occupation at the DM site. The data indicate that the DM 

campsite, being the westernmost extension of the Valencioid insular domain, could have functioned as 

a frontier outpost. If so, then the material deposited in the ‘offertory caches’ at the DM site might have 

may have wanted to exert their exclusive rights and signal a potential use of force to defend the 

resources of the area if borders were violated and resources exploited.

The archaeological data suggest that some Valencioid groups entered into direct contact, 

and perhaps began to cooperate with their Dabajuroid counterparts. Some coastal sites contain an 

pottery assemblage with Valencioid and Dabajuroid potsherds was recovered at the Cementerio 

inland Valencioids ‘strengthened’ their outposts on the northern slopes of the Cordillera and began 

We further suggest that the admixture of Valencioid and Dabajuroid pottery in certain island 

non-majoritarian presence of Valencioid pottery at the Ave Grande site dominated by the Dabajuroid 

islands (especially at the Dos Mosquises site) dominated by the Valencioid people may be the material 

signatures of non-coercive arrangements. These minoritarian quantities of pottery may be seen as 

objects of trade rather than as the incorporation of exotic pottery attributes into the local pottery 

this campsite was used by the coastal-Valencioids (inland Valencioids who ‘moved’ to the coast and 

might have participated in this enterprise as crew members, expert navigators and economic partners 

in the material signatures. In other sites in Aves de Sotavento and in Aves de Barlovento, dated to early 
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colonial times, the Valencioid materials are absent suggesting the cessation of the anterior interaction. 

Caquetío were 

the only indigenous people who still frequented these islands, most probably accessing them from the 

ABC islands to the west. At that time the access of the mainland Valencioids to the offshore islands 

had already been severed by the Spanish who navigated between the islands and the mainland coast. 

and the control of the insular domains, until the arrival of the Europeans brought an end to these long 

lasting interactions.
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