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A CLASSIC TAINO CARIBBEAN INDIAN STONE AMULETIC FIGURE OF A ‘ZEMI’

900-1200 AD
SIZE : 5 CM HIGH, 4.5 CM WIDE, 4 CM DEEP – 2 INS HIGH, 1¼ INS WIDE, 1½ INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

IT IS FROM THE CLASSIC TAINO THAT EUROPEANS DERIVED THEIR KNOWLEDGE OF PINEAPPLES, CASSAVA, SWEET
POTATO AND TOBACCO. IT WAS THEY WHO WERE THE FIRST INDIGENOUS 'AMERICANS' TO HAVE GREETED COLUMBUS

AND THE EUROPEAN 'DISCOVERERS' IN 1492.
THE JESUIT PRIEST FATHER RAMÓN PANÉ WAS COMMISSIONED BY COLUMBUS TO STUDY THE CLASSIC TAINO'S RELIGION

WHICH CENTRED ON THE WORSHIP OF DEITIES KNOWN AS 'ZEMIS'. SMALL ZEMI WERE WORN BY TAINO WARRIORS ON
THEIR FOREHEADS AND ANIMAL AND HUMAN AMULETS WERE ALSO WORN ON THE BODY. THIS FIGURE PROBABLY
REPRESENTS THE MALE DEITY KNOWN AS 'BAIBRAMA' WHOSE ASSISTANCE WAS SOUGHT IN THE GROWING OF THE

CASSAVA CROP AND IN CURING PERSONS POISONED BY ITS JUICE. BAIBRAMA IS ALWAYS DEPICTED IN A STANDING OR
SQUATTING POSITION WITH AN ERECT PENIS, WHICH THIS CARVING NO LONGER HAS, AS IF URINATING TO INCREASE THE

GROWTH OF CROPS. 
THE CLASSIC TAINOS HAD A SOPHISTICATED FORM OF AGRICULTURE. INSTEAD OF SIMPLY SLASHING AND BURNING THE

FOREST TO MAKE A TEMPORARY CLEARING AS IN COMMON IN THE TROPICS THEY HEAPED UP MOUNDS OF EARTH IN
MORE PERMANENT FIELDS TO CULTIVATE CROPS IN THE SOFT ALLUVIAL SOIL. CASSAVA WAS THE PRINCIPAL ROOT CROP

AND COULD BE GROWN OVER A PERIOD OF TEN TO TWELVE MONTHS AND KEPT IN THE GROUND FOR UP TO 3 YEARS.
THE MEN USED DIGGING STICKS TO PLANT CASSAVA CUTTINGS. THE WOMEN GRATED ITS STARCHY ROOTS AND

SQUEEZED OUT ITS POISONOUS JUICE IN A BASKETRY TUBE TO OBTAIN FLOUR FROM WHICH THEY BAKED BREAD WHICH
COULD ALSO BE PRESERVED FOR LONG PERIODS OF TIME.

 


