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Introduction

The Caribbean, renowned for its radiant landscapes and cultural diversity, is also the
home of a vibrant and deeply rooted artisanal tradition. Across its islands, craftwork is
more than the creation of beautiful objects—it is an eloquent expression of history,
identity, ingenuity, and resilience. Whether found in the hands of a Kalinago basket
weaver, a Bahamian straw plaiter, a Jamaican woodcarver, or a Dominican jewelry
maker, the region’s crafts carry within them the stories of entire communities and the
legacies of generations.

Artisan crafts in the Caribbean have always been dynamic, drawing on a convergence
of Indigenous, African, European, and Asian influences. The earliest practitioners used
local materials and ancient techniques to turn nature’s bounty into objects for
everyday use and ceremonial life. Later, colonialism, the transatlantic slave trade, and
waves of migration introduced new materials, motifs, tools, and market realities,
fostering a remarkable hybridity in form and function. Today, Caribbean craft
traditions exemplify both preservation and innovation, resulting in unique art forms
that continue to evolve in response to social, economic, and environmental change.

In recent decades, the islands’ crafts have increasingly engaged with global markets
and the demands of the creative economy. Tourism has offered vital—if sometimes
uneven—opportunities, while growing international interest in ethical sourcing,
authenticity, and sustainability has positioned Caribbean crafts as coveted goods
among conscious consumers. Simultaneously, digital technology and e-commerce
have begun to rewrite the rules of access and distribution, breaking down barriers for
even the most remote island artisans. Yet these opportunities bring their own
challenges: competition from cheap imitations, the threat of cultural dilution, resource
scarcity, and the need for new business competencies.

At the heart of this transition, Caribbean artisans stand as both custodians of heritage
and agents of innovation. Their work is vital to household and community livelihoods
and to the cultural richness that underpins Caribbean identity. From bustling market
stalls to contemporary workshops experimenting with upcycling and new media,
artisans demonstrate an ongoing capacity to adapt and thrive—even as they face the
vulnerability of small island economies to climate change, fluctuating tourism, and
globalized trade dynamics.

This book explores the multifaceted world of Caribbean artisanship through deep dives
into its history, major craft traditions, contemporary market pathways, and the crucial
nexus of policy, education, and sustainable development. Bringing together practical
business strategies, best-practice models, and recommendations for government and
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development agencies, it offers a comprehensive resource for anyone interested in
supporting creative economies and safeguarding intangible cultural heritage.

Ultimately, by tracing the journey from basketry to contemporary design, this book
seeks to illuminate not only the challenges and opportunities of sustaining craft
livelihoods in the Caribbean, but also the enduring value of craft in shaping resilient,
creative, and culturally confident island societies.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Foundations: Indigenous Craft
Traditions of the Caribbean

Long before the arrival of European ships and the subsequent waves of migration, the
islands of the Caribbean were vibrant centers of human ingenuity and artistic
expression. Indigenous peoples, primarily the Arawak-speaking Taino and the Kalinago
(often referred to as Caribs), cultivated a deep understanding of their natural
environment, transforming raw materials into sophisticated tools, ceremonial objects,
and items for daily life. These early crafts were not merely functional; they were
imbued with spiritual significance, cultural narratives, and a profound connection to
the land and sea. To truly appreciate the rich tapestry of Caribbean craft today, we
must first journey back to these foundational traditions, understanding how the hands
of the first islanders shaped their world.

The Taino, who inhabited much of the Greater Antilles and parts of the Lesser Antilles,
developed a remarkable material culture. Their settlements, ranging from small
villages to larger ceremonial centers, yielded evidence of highly skilled artisans.
Pottery was a cornerstone of Taino craft. Using local clays, often tempered with sand
or shell, they created a wide array of vessels for cooking, storage, and ritualistic
purposes. These pots were not uniform; regional styles emerged, with distinct forms
and decorative motifs reflecting local aesthetics and beliefs. Some pieces were simple
and unadorned, showcasing the natural beauty of the fired clay, while others were
elaborately incised, painted, or sculpted with zoomorphic and anthropomorphic
figures. The artistry in these designs often conveyed spiritual meanings, depicting
zemis—deities or ancestral spirits—or symbols related to their cosmology and
agricultural cycles.

Beyond pottery, the Taino were adept at working with wood, a plentiful resource in
their tropical environment. Wood carving produced a variety of objects, from practical
items like stools (duhos) and ceremonial spear throwers to intricately carved zemis
and large canoes. The duhos, often low-slung and beautifully sculpted, were reserved
for caciques (chiefs) and important elders, signifying status and authority. The zemis,
central to Taino spiritual practices, were often highly stylized figures, combining
human and animal characteristics, and were crafted from wood, stone, or shell. These
objects served as conduits to the spiritual world, playing a vital role in religious
ceremonies and ancestor veneration. The craftsmanship involved in creating these
pieces, often using simple stone tools, speaks volumes about the patience and skill of
the Taino artisans.

Weaving and basketry were also essential indigenous crafts, utilizing the abundant
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plant fibers found across the islands. Cotton, sisal, and various palm fronds were
meticulously processed and woven into mats, baskets, hammocks, and even
rudimentary clothing. These items were indispensable for daily life, used for carrying
goods, preparing food (such as the toxic cassava, which required specialized
processing baskets), and providing comfort. The techniques employed, though
seemingly simple, were sophisticated, involving various plaiting and coiling methods
that resulted in durable and often beautifully patterned creations. While archaeological
evidence for textiles is scarcer due to their perishable nature, historical accounts from
early European chroniclers confirm the widespread practice of weaving among the
Taino.

The Kalinago, primarily inhabiting the Lesser Antilles, shared many craft traditions with
the Taino but also possessed distinct characteristics shaped by their unique cultural
practices and environmental adaptations. They were renowned for their formidable
seafaring skills, and their dugout canoes, often made from gommier trees, were
engineering marvels, capable of long-distance voyages. The construction of these
vessels required immense skill in felling, hollowing, and shaping large timbers, a
testament to their mastery of woodworking. Like the Taino, the Kalinago produced
pottery for utilitarian and ceremonial purposes, often decorated with geometric
patterns and sometimes anthropomorphic faces that reflected their spiritual beliefs.
Their basketry, using local reeds and fibers, was also highly developed, producing
tightly woven and durable containers for storage and transport.

One of the most enduring legacies of Kalinago craft is their specialized basketry,
particularly evident in present-day Dominica within the Kalinago Territory. Here, the
use of the "larouma" reed (Ischnosiphon arouma) has been passed down through
generations. These baskets are not only highly functional but also deeply symbolic,
often incorporating designs that reflect Kalinago cosmology and ancestral knowledge.
The process of harvesting, preparing, and weaving the larouma reed is labor-intensive
and requires immense skill, from splitting the long stalks into fine strips to the precise
interlacing that creates the distinctive patterns. This living tradition stands as a
powerful link to their pre-Columbian past.

Stone carving was another significant indigenous craft throughout the Caribbean.
While perhaps less abundant than wood or pottery, surviving examples of stone
artifacts reveal exceptional skill. These include ceremonial axes with intricately carved
handles, pestles and mortars for grinding food, and small, polished zemis. The
material itself, often hard volcanic rock or smooth river stones, presented a challenge
that artisans met with remarkable precision, demonstrating an advanced
understanding of lithic technology. The iconic three-pointed zemis (trigonolitos), found
across many islands, are particularly fascinating. Crafted from stone, shell, or clay,
these mysterious objects are thought to represent spiritual entities associated with
fertility, cassava cultivation, or natural forces.
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Shell was another readily available and versatile material for indigenous artisans.
Conch shells, in particular, were transformed into a variety of objects. Tools like celts
(axe heads) and scrapers were fashioned from their sturdy walls, while smaller pieces
were meticulously ground and polished to create beads for necklaces, pendants, and
other forms of personal adornment. Elaborate shell carvings, sometimes depicting
human or animal figures, also served ceremonial purposes or indicated status. The
discovery of shell workshops at archaeological sites across the islands provides insight
into the organized production of these items, suggesting a degree of specialization
among artisans.

Beyond individual objects, the indigenous peoples of the Caribbean also engaged in
large-scale craftwork that shaped their environment and reflected their communal
efforts. The construction of ball courts (bateys) for ceremonial games, particularly
prominent among the Taino, involved significant earthwork and the arrangement of
large stones, often with petroglyphs (rock carvings) adorning their surfaces. These
petroglyphs, found on rocks near rivers, caves, and ceremonial sites, are another form
of indigenous artistic expression, depicting stylized human faces, animals, and
abstract symbols that continue to intrigue archaeologists and historians today.

The knowledge systems underpinning these crafts were holistic, encompassing an
understanding of botany, geology, and animal behavior, along with sophisticated
technical skills. Artisans knew which trees yielded the best wood for canoes, which
clays fired to specific strengths and colors, and which plant fibers were most durable
for weaving. This deep ecological knowledge was intrinsically linked to their spiritual
worldview, where every element of nature held significance and was treated with
respect. The act of creation was often a communal endeavor, with knowledge and
skills passed down through observation, practice, and oral tradition from elder to
youth, ensuring the continuity of these vital practices.

The impact of these indigenous craft traditions extended beyond their immediate use.
They formed the bedrock of Caribbean material culture, influencing subsequent artistic
expressions even after colonial encounters. While many practices were disrupted or
lost due to conquest, disease, and forced assimilation, elements of indigenous design,
material choices, and technical approaches subtly persisted and mingled with later
influences. For instance, the enduring practice of basketry across the islands, though
diversified by new materials and techniques, still echoes the ancestral weaving skills
of the Arawak and Kalinago.

Understanding these foundational crafts is crucial for appreciating the concept of
"authenticity" in Caribbean craft today. While contemporary craft may incorporate
modern techniques, materials, and global aesthetics, a connection to these deep
historical roots often provides a sense of place and cultural resonance that is highly
valued. The geometric patterns in a contemporary woven bag, the stylized animal
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motifs in a ceramic piece, or the very act of carving wood from a local tree can all
carry echoes of these ancient traditions, linking modern artisans to a timeless legacy.

Moreover, the indigenous approach to craft highlights principles of sustainability and
resourcefulness that are highly relevant in the modern era. The reliance on local,
renewable materials and the minimal waste production inherent in their methods offer
valuable lessons for contemporary artisans seeking to create environmentally
conscious products. This connection to sustainable practices is a powerful narrative
that can enhance the market appeal of Caribbean crafts in a world increasingly
concerned with ecological impact.

As we move through the subsequent chapters, exploring the layers of influence that
have shaped Caribbean craft, it is essential to remember these initial acts of creation.
The first basket woven, the first pot fired, the first zemi carved—these were not just
isolated events but the genesis of a rich and continuous artistic heritage. The
ingenuity of the Taino and Kalinago laid the groundwork for a creative legacy that
continues to resonate and inspire, a testament to the enduring power of human hands
to transform the natural world into expressions of culture, utility, and enduring beauty.
Their crafts were the first expressions of island identity, a vibrant and tangible record
of life in the Caribbean before the world changed forever.
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