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Abstract 
 

Much has been written concerning the decoration 
of heart-shaped ceramic bottles from 11th-15th century 
Caribbean contexts, but the creators of such vessels 
certainly had more in mind during construction than 
simply aesthetics. This is especially valid in the harsh 
limestone topography of the Caribbean Basin, where 
fresh water can be difficult to accumulate safely and 
reliably. By examining the design of putative “water 
bottles” from the Dominican Republic, and how 
special characteristics may relate to the specific 
constraints of local environments, a more complete 
interpretation of these important vessel forms is 
possible. This paper applies a geometric and 
volumetric analysis to the oblate ellipsoid shape of 
storage bottles and posits several hypotheses 
concerning the potential functions made possible by 
particular designs. Specific vessel attributes are 
explained by technological, rather than solely artistic, 
decisions made by the potter. The standard claim of 
bottles exhibiting phallic characteristics is also 
challenged through re-evaluating Taíno symbolism.  
Although decoration and use patterns were both 
certainly motivations behind vessel design, as is often 
true: form follows function. 
 
The Tyranny of Descriptive Terms 
 

Ceramic vessels from archaeological contexts hold 
special meaning for the researcher.  Not only are they 
constructed of very durable material, and are 
therefore common in ancient deposits, but they were 
created by the potter with particular uses in mind.  
Archaeologists and ethnoarchaeologists have long 
attempted to understand the decision-making process 
of people in the past by deciphering the reasons 
specific vessels were manufactured or decorated by 
different methods over time.  There is substantial 
evidence that styles of ornamentation on ceramics can 
accurately signal both cultural and temporal 
relationships.  Further, the shapes of vessels can be 
used as a prospective source of considerable 
information because certain morphological traits seem 
to predict specific utilitarian functions.  Thus, the 
formal aspects of pottery may reflect the daily 

economic behavior and interactions of people in the 
past as well as a display of symbolic meaning.  By 
creating a model that accurately links the form of a 
vessel with its function, one can better interpret the 
various behaviors encompassed by subsistence, 
arguable the most important and basic of all human 
activities. 

At least some of the use-related properties of 
particular ceramic vessels, such as accessibility to 
contents, capacity, and stability, are directly related to 
their shape (Rice 1987).  Consequently, the time 
intensive and resource expensive production of 
vessels was done with significant forethought and 
skill.  Potters were acutely aware of the particular 
physical characteristics of clay and temper, even going 
so far as to travel 50 kilometers to collect special clays 
(Arnold 1985).  They understood the precise 
morphological attributes possessed by the vessels they 
created and how well each element of the piece was 
suited for certain tasks (Feathers 2003; Hally 1986).  
The vessels were tools utilized for the containment 
and production of foodstuffs and the mechanical 
properties of these tools, such as their ability to 
withstand thermal stress or their effectiveness in 
preventing accidental spills, were purposefully 
matched to assigned functions (Braun 1983; 
Stepnonaitis 1983). 

In order to reconstruct the decision-making 
process of ancient potters, research into the 
relationship between morphology and functionality of 
ceramic vessels has been primarily derived from three 
traditional sources:  documented ethnographic data 
and analogies made to the past, identifying probable 
use through archaeological and archaeometric 
contexts, and inferences based on experimental 
replication.  Each of these techniques has its 
shortcomings, making the actual purpose or purposes 
served by individual vessels difficult to accurately 
interpret.  In the present, ethnographic observations 
are not of “living fossils” but of people influenced by 
modern trends.  In the past, artifacts may not have 
been present in large enough numbers to confidently 
predict their use.  Most importantly of all, the 
relevance of experimental data or theoretical 
inferences on use must be argued and not assumed.  
A rigorous methodology or a critical examination of 
assumptions is not always practiced by researchers 
whose principal objective is something other than 
vessel identification.  A scholar in cave art describing 
recovered ceramics, for instance, can inadvertently 
perpetuate incorrect vessel attributes simply by using 
a less than accurate term.  This can lead to 



 
unanticipated problems that are perpetuated through 
the literature and ultimately influence, incorrectly, the 
identification of certain vessel types.  Further, 
arbitrary classificatory terms are either too specific to 
the region and do not communicate their true 
meaning to all audiences or they are overly generic 
analogies that assign a function, regardless of 
intended use, which may correspond only to a familiar 
modern form.  In short, the name we give now to 
objects made in the past can be misleading and 
problematic. 

A perfect example of these types of assumptions 
is embodied by a unique style of vessel primarily from 
the Greater Antilles and recovered from fresh water 
springs and cenotes on the island of Hispaniola (see 
Figure 1).  Known locally as potizas, these bottles are 
large, with many standing 45 centimeters or taller.  
More than a few have been found intact, a remarkable 
occurrence considering their size and hollow 
construction (Atiles and Ortega 2001; Foster and 
Beeker 1997; Foster et al. 1997; Ortega and Atiles 
2003).  Thus, due to their size and completeness, the 
objects are often put forth as exemplars of late 
prehistoric pottery from the region.  Many 
Dominican museums (e.g., Museo del Hombre 
Dominicano, Museo Arqueológico Regional at Altos 
de Chavon) and anthropological collections (e.g., 
Fundación García Arévalo and Centro Leon) 
prominently display several potizas in their 
collections.  Photographs of the vessels are foremost 
in the catalogs of exhibitions abroad (e.g., Musee du 
Petit Palais and Museo del Barrio).   
 

 
Figure 1.  A typical example of the potiza vessel form. 
 

The form of a potiza can be described as a heart-
shaped canteen with a tall spout.  The neck is long 
and erect, projecting proudly upward, and often 
ending in a softly rounded cone.  The shoulders are 
smooth, hemi-spherical, and full, with a cleft between.  

Most archaeologists, art historians, and members of 
the public interpret the shape of the former as phallic, 
and the latter as mammilate or resembling female 
breasts (e.g., Foster and Beeker 1997; Keegan 1997; 
Roe 1997; Scott 1985; Veloz Maggiolo 1972).  Since 
these are anatomical organs relating to reproduction, 
scholars construe them as symbols of fertility 
(Fundacíon Centro Cultural Altos de Chavón 1992).  
The interpretations, however, may be mistaken.  The 
contact period residents of Hispaniola, referred to as 
Taínos, did not necessarily assign the same meaning 
to their potizas, and this paper questions whether they 
used the form as a water gathering device or bottle 
for transport (Beeker et al. 2002).  Although several 
potizas have been recovered from spring-fed caves or 
cenotes, leading to the assumption that they were used 
to collect the water necessary for daily activities or 
some “exceptional ceremonial function” (Fundacion 
Centro Cultural Altos de Chavon 1992: 26) at the 
springs, this conclusion is not supported by 
morphological or technological analyses of the 
vessels. 
 
An Alternative Analytical Approach 
 

In an effort to create an objective predictive 
model for ascertaining vessel function, Marion Smith 
(1988) studied the ethnographic data of several 
disparate culture areas and recorded different metric 
variables relating to the use of the ceramic form.  The 
most effective physical measurements related to 
function were overall vessel size, openness of profile 
(a ratio of lip diameter to external surface area), and 
size of vessel orifice.  From this dataset, he fashioned 
a discriminant function analysis model that was able 
to correctly classify 72 percent of pots of known 
manufacture and intent into specific use categories 
(see Smith 1988 for more details).  Applying Smith’s 
formulae to a sample of four complete and 
measurable potizas in the collection of Museo 
Arqueológico Regional at Altos de Chavon and one 
from the Faro á Colón, both in the Dominican 
Republic, the predicted class into which the vessels 
fall is that of liquid transport and storage (see Table 
1). 

A liquid classification makes sense.  The potizas 
are not ideal candidates to serve as utilitarian food 
production or cooking as they do not have a large 
basal surface for efficient heat transfer nor are the 
contents able to be manipulated due to the restricted 
orifice.  The small diameter of the rim also limits the 
size of any dry material to be stored and retrieved  



 
Vessel 

ID 
Liquids Long 

Storage 
Utility Consumption 

MAR 
846 

-3.0783 -4.8464 -7.4921 -17.8479 

MAR 9 -3.8965 -5.2009 -7.1933 -17.8029 
SP 50 -4.2663 -5.0739 -7.8936 -18.2272 
SP 51 -4.4764 -5.6935 -8.0128 -18.6003 

Chicho 
1 

-4.4907 -5.7298 -8.0201 -18.6245 

Table 1. Predicted Use of Vessels by Discriminant Analysis1 
 
from the potiza.  They would not be effective as 
serving or consumption vessels due to their relatively 
large size and since those forms tend to have a much 
wider maximum diameter than height (Henrickson 
and McDonald 1983) to allow for access to utensils. 

While Smith’s functional prediction formula does 
not invalidate the hypothesis of potizas as water 
collecting vessels, it does provide an objective 
measurement that effectively discounts other uses 
besides that of liquid storage and transport.  More 
analysis is necessary to effectively narrow the range of 
possible function or functions intended by the potter 
for this distinctive shape.  For that, 
microenvironmental and mechanical performance 
considerations were also investigated in this study. 

The region of eastern Hispaniola, where the 
majority of the potizas have been recovered, consists 
of karst limestone topography.  The landscape is built 
on limestone bedrock which allows fresh water to 
percolate down away from the surface.  As a result, 
there is little in the way of stable and predictable fresh 
water sources such as permanent rivers or lakes.  
There are hundreds of caves and sinkholes, however, 
which were formed when the limestone was eroded 
by water action.  Some of these caverns are connected 
to underground rivers and aquifers and provide a 
source for potable water, but these tend to be 
infrequent in many areas.  Consequently, water must 
be transported long distances over variegated terrain.  
In situations like this, storage vessels become more 
prevalent and important in households and there is a 
significant demand for special vessels to transport the 
water (Arnold 1985). 

In spite of this specific need, potizas are not 
designed for efficient gathering of water from natural 
sources.  Even the undecorated forms lack the 
anticipated morphology for collecting and transport 
of liquids.  The narrow diameter of the orifice 

                                                
1 Applying the formulae developed by Smith (1988) where the 
largest number, considering the sign, describes the most likely 
vessel function. 

(typically two to four centimeters) would not allow air 
to escape the bottle as it filled with water as 
effectively as with a wider opening.  Although a small 
orifice is thought to be beneficial in preventing 
accidental spillage during transport, other elements, 
such as stoppers or lids, can be employed that are 
more effective in the successful movement of liquids 
(Henrickson and McDonald 1983). 

For potizas to serve proficiently as water bottles, 
they would also need to be carried with ease.  The 
lack of handles is a substantial detriment to 
transportation of vessels, particularly for objects such 
as these that would carry around nine kilograms of 
water (approximately 20 pounds).  Aside from easing 
the difficulty of lifting a heavy vessel from the water, 
handles provide security, stability, and purchase.  In 
Latin American societies where pottery is moved 
without domestic animals or machinery, as would 
have been the case in the Greater Antilles during the 
pre-Contact era, carrying patterns for water and other 
liquid holding jars employ handles in various ways.  
Tumplines are found in Andean cultures, where the 
cord is threaded through one handle, around the 
vessel’s neck, and through the other handle to serve 
as a support while being suspended from the 
shoulders of the porter (Arnold 1993).  In Guatemala, 
vessels are often carried on the back with a tumpline 
around the head, again with the lines threaded 
through handles (Reina and Hill 1978).  The flanged 
spout at the top of the potiza is added late during the 
manufacture process, and the resulting joint is weaker 
than other parts of the body.  This would not be the 
strongest place to tie a line for lifting and carrying a 
full bottle.  A net or textile webbing may have been 
employed, but no remnants of these perishable 
materials have been found, not even at El Manantial 
de la Aleta where other fragile organic artifacts have 
been noted and recovered (Foster and Beeker 
1997).There are some common techniques for 
conveying water vessels without handles, but a potiza 
is not shaped correctly for these either.  In one 
method, a person rests the pot on one hip and wraps 
an arm around the extended neck of the vessel for 
support and balance (Arnold 1993).  A sharp angle is 
needed between the base of the vessel and its walls so 
it will not slip off the hip.  Also, the vessel requires a 
long neck and a particular height of body in order to 
fit comfortably between the carrier’s hip and bent 
arm.  Potizas lack all these attributes, and are further 
complicated by an elevated center of gravity caused 
by the point of largest circumference located high on 
the vessel (see Figures 1 and 2).  Even when pots are  



 

 
Figure 2.  The tall, narrow shape of a potiza makes it unstable 
for transport but well designed for storage and specialized 
serving uses. 
 
held on the head, handles are useful to first lift and 
then possibly steady the vessel.  Where this is the 
common carrying method, the bottoms exhibit more 
rounded bases than those found on potizas (Arnold 
1985). 

 
Volumetric and Morphological Methods of 
Reconstruction 
 

If potizas are indeed most likely associated with 
water or liquids but are not employed for gathering, 
transporting, or serving, their most likely use in West 
Indian society must have been storage.  For this 
function, they have all the appropriate morphological 
and physical characteristics (see Table 2).  The lack of 
handles would not be a problem in a storage situation 
because most vessels used to keep staple liquids for 
weeks at a time are so large they are practically 
immobile when full, and the weight of the bottles 
when full would likely preclude suspending them with 
textile webbing or basketry.  The vessels also have a 
high liquid capacity as they can be filled to the point 
of the greatest orifice constriction at the very top of 
the pot.  Additionally, due to the high capacity and 
small base, they exhibit an element of efficient space 
utilization (see Figure 2).  The pot is tall and narrow 
and as a result does not require much horizontal 
space in a storage area.  The flattened shape of the 
potizas may also aid in effectively packing an area 
with liquid holding jars.  Because of the narrow 
bottom, the shape is unstable but that is primarily a 
drawback on a vessel that is moved regularly and not 
one set away for storage.  The instability can actually 
be of benefit in pouring of liquids.  Ease of pouring is 

determined by the center of gravity of the vessel, 
which shifts in the direction of the pour as a vessel is 
tipped.  In a potiza, with its high center of gravity, this 
shift would cause the contents to be discharged faster. 

 
Vessel 

ID 
Inner 

Diameter 
of Rim 
(cm) 

Surface 
Area 
(cm²) 

Volume 
(cm³) 

Ratio 
(A/V) 

Comparable 
Cylinder2 

MAR 
9 

4.0 655.55 1531.53 0.43 0.22 

Chicho 
1 

2.0 801.56 2007.77 0.39 0.22 

SP 51 2.0 970.09 2601.24 0.37 0.17 
MAR 
846 

3.0 2314.94 9221.61 0.25 0.11 

SP 50 2.0 2412.61 9896.01 0.24 0.11 
Table 2. Physical Attributes of Study Vessels 
 

Although the restricted orifice is too narrow to 
allow for manipulation of vessel contents, an aspect 
not needed in storage, it is an advantage in that the 
small diameter opening lessens the chance for spills 
and lowers the overall evaporation rate of the 
contents.  In addition to limiting the amount of liquid 
exposed to the air, a smaller orifice is easier to seal or 
plug.  In fact, 80 percent of liquid storage vessels in 
one study have narrow, rounded rims designed to be 
stoppered either by inserting a plug or fastening a 
protective cover over the mouth (Henrickson and 
McDonald 1983).  The perceived phallic nature of the 
potiza neck is likely a result of the potter creating a 
flange under which a cord can be securely fastened to 
tightly seal a flexible hide or plant material over the 
orifice (see Figure 3).  This flange, together with a 
round and level rim, would prevent accidental 
displacement of the cover and cause a tighter seal 
between rim and cover, which would be especially 
important if the content of the vessel was oil or other 
liquids that are susceptible to change with contact to 
air. 

The narrow opening also aids in pouring.  The 
most frequent place of accidental contact during 
pouring is the lip of a vessel.  If this area was left as 
thin as the rest of the pot, breakage would be a 
common occurrence, leading to expensive 
replacement.  The thickened lip serves to protect the 
rim from breakage during use.  Further, liquids have a 
tendency to adhere to the rims of vessels as they are 
poured due to surface tension.  This effect may cause 
the liquid to spill down the outside of a vessel, but it  

                                                
2 The surface area to volume ratio of a right cylinder with an 
equal volume and maximum diameter as the study vessel. 



 

 
Figure 3.  A variety of potiza necks each show a flange below 
the orifice, most likely designed to protect the lip during pouring 
and to facilitate covering or stoppering the vessel. 
 
can be lessened by reducing the orifice which in turn 
increases the velocity of the liquid as it leaves the pot.  
Extending the neck beyond the maximum capacity 
level also speeds the pour.   

An extended neck and restricted orifice are also 
necessary elements for straining liquids.  People in 
some South American cultures insert bark in the 
mouth of storage jars when they are used to hold beer 
(Arnold 1993).  The wadded organic material prevents 
the liquid from spilling and keeps foreign matter out, 
but the bark also serves a strainer through which the 
homemade brew is poured.  The native West Indians 
also made a vegetable-based alcoholic beverage, and 
the potizas may have been used in an analogous way, 
particularly when considering ethnoarchaeological 
studies of chicha brewers in Peru report the 
fermentation of the alcohol in a tall jar with a 
constricted neck called a cántaro (Hayashida 2008). 

Almost the entire potiza body can be utilized to 
hold liquid, as the mouth is always above even the 
highest points of the vessel’s shoulders.  Thus, the 
distinctive body shape of the potiza is well suited to 
liquid storage for yet another reason.  By forming the 
vessel into an oblate ellipsoid, similar to a canteen (see 
Figure 4), the potter increases the effective surface 
area relative to its volume.  The oblate ellipsoid has 
the largest ratio between the area of a vessel exposed 
to air and its internal capacity of almost any geometric 
shape (see Table 3).  This has specific performance 
attributes with reference to stored liquids.  Due to the 

permeability of unglazed pottery, even that which is 
decorated with a slip, liquids constantly seep through 
the vessel wall, which in turn leads to evaporation 
from the external surface.  Some of the energy needed 
to evaporate the water from the outside of the vessel 
comes from the liquid contents inside.  As the vessel 
cools, thermal energy is transferred from the warmer 
liquid inside to the ceramic walls, lowering the 
temperature of the contents (Pierce 2005). 

Potizas have a surface area to volume ratio that 
can be double that of a traditional jar, or cylinder, of 
similar capacity and dimension.  The surface area to 
volume ratio of the vessels in this study supports this 
observation.  When compared to open cylinder of 
equal volume and maximum diameter, the potiza 
shapes have average ratios twice as large (see Table 2).   
The additional permeability and surface area 
possessed by an ellipsoid vessel are specific 
technological and morphological characteristics that 
make that shape perform better than alternatives.  
The form would allow potable liquids to be cooled 20 
degrees Celsius more than impermeable vessels 
(Wiltens 2004), an important consideration in the 
tropical climates around the Caribbean and one 
recognized by many indigenous people of 
Mesoamerica (Arnold 1993).  Furthermore, this may 
be one reason the vessels are found in caverns and in 
springs (see Figure 5).  It is possible that rather than 
collecting the water from these subterranean sources, 
the cave environment may have been used as a 
refrigerator to cool the contents of the vessels quickly 
and efficiently, as well as to keep the potable liquid 
fresher.  In fact, many fermentation processes are 
halted at moderate ambient temperatures (ca. 27 
degrees Celsius), so if the contents were intended to 
become alcohol, reducing the temperature would be 
beneficial and possibly even necessary (Palmer 2006). 

As of yet, no absorbed residue analysis has been 
done on potizas from the Dominican Republic to test 
for the presence of alcohol or other substances.  Such 
analysis has been successful in determining the 
presences of various substances in other forms of 
pottery (VanderVeen 2006), but there are certain 
conditions specific to potizas that make them less 
appealing candidates for this type of investigative 
method.  First, the standard protocol involved in 
testing for absorbed residues is destructive.  The 
museums and institutions housing complete potizas 
understandably do not wish to see their vessels 
ground into fine powder.  Second, the method only 
recovers fatty acids and compounds that have been in 
direct contact with vessel walls.  In the case of  



 
Figure Measurement 5 cm radius 10 cm radius 15 cm radius 20 cm radius 
Cube Area (cm2) 125.00 500.00 1125.00 2000.00 
 Volume (cm3) 125.00 1000.00 3375.00 8000.00 
 Ratio (A/V) 1.00 0.50 0.33 0.25 
Sphere Area (cm2) 314.16 1256.64 2827.43 5026.54 
 Volume (cm3) 523.60 4188.79 14137.16 33510.29 
 Ratio (A/V) 0.60 0.30 0.20 0.15 
Right Cylinder3 Area (cm2) 235.62 942.62 2120.57 3769.91 
 Volume (cm3) 392.70 3141.59 10602.88 25132.74 
 Ratio (A/V) 0.60 0.30 0.20 0.15 
Oblate 
Ellipsoid4 

Area (cm2) 216.80 867.18 1951.21 3468.82 

 Volume (cm3) 261.80 2094.39 7068.58 16755.15 
 Ratio (A/V) 0.83 0.41 0.28 0.21 
Table 3. Comparison of Surface Area to Volume for Types of Regular Figures5 
 

  
Figure 4.  A characteristic of all potizas is their narrow depth in 
relation to their height and width, resulting in an oblate ellipsoid 
shape. 

Figure 5.  This potiza, recovered from Cueva de Chicho in the 
Dominican Republic by underwater archaeologists from Indiana 
University, is one of the rare examples found intact and in situ. 

 
 
Figure 6.  A variety of “phallic” potiza necks at Museo Arqueológico Regional in the Dominican Republic. 

                                                
3 The height of the cylindrical vessel in this example equals its radius. 
4 The radius of the smallest axis of this ellipsoid is half that of its two longest radii. 
5 The surface areas of the cube and cylinder assume the vessels are open at the top and not sealed.  Calculations were done by the author. 



 

potizas, the typical identifiable fragments of the bottle 
form are the necks and shoulders.  These locations 
are least likely to have had sustained contact with any 
substance within the pottery.   
 
Reconsidering the Traditional Symbolic 
Interpretation 
 

Just as an objective analysis of the morphological 
attributes of potizas suggests a storage function rather 
than that of collection or transportation, the stylistic 
attributes can also be reinterpreted.  We cannot just 
assume, a priori, that certain symbols have certain 
meanings.  Instead, archaeologists have the 
responsibility to further examine these suppositions 
before transmitting them to others.  For instance, the 
perceived phallicism of potizas is commonly repeated 
in art catalogs and archaeological reports.  It may be 
possible to trace the association of this shape to ritual 
fertility back to one specific source, but it is irrelevant 
since the image so readily comes to everyone’s mind.  
Yet the actual meaning of symbolism must be 
established by a thorough evaluation of the beliefs of 
a given culture.  This can be done, in part, by an 
analysis of other artifacts to see if similar motifs are 
applied.  It turns out that, in the case of potizas, an 
interpretation of phallicism or fertility is not without 
its problems. 

If, as Peter Roe (1997) argues, Taíno mythology 
and symbolism is indeed comparable to that of 
Amazonian cosmology, then the representation of a 
penis as a figure of fertility would be misplaced.  In 
indigenous South America, males accentuate the 
upper body with ornaments while it is the lower body 
of females that is emphasized.  The belief of 
contemporary Indians in the area is that women 
procreate from below and men from above.  This is 
echoed by the Taíno myth in which the syphilitic 
culture hero Deminán is impregnated by an irritable 
elder who spits or, more likely, throws mucus from 
his nose on to the younger man’s back.  Here it is the 
nose, a fleshy projection from the face, and not the 
penis which assumes the role of the life-giving phallic 
organ. 

There are other examples of male fertility 
expressed above the waist as well.  Roe (1997:155) 
makes the claim that a cave painting of a skeletalized 
male shaman “literally holds the fertility of the 
ancestors in his hands” up by his head, and thus he 

takes the power of reproduction away from the 
female sex through a new male model of fertility 
articulated in the upper region of the body.  Although 
an erect penis is allegedly shown, its purpose may not 
be reproductive.  Rather, the shaman has abstained 
from the pleasures of the world, including food and 
sex.  The withdrawal has allowed him to accumulate 
the seminal power of the zemis, along with his own, 
for use during curing rites. 

Further, while genitals are frequently depicted on 
Taíno art, they are not removed from their bodily 
context or made prominent and exaggerated as seen 
in some Maya or Moché artifacts.  Dujos are 
commonly equipped with a penis, sometimes erect, 
but the form is much different than that found on the 
potizas.  They are in correct anatomical position, with 
testicles, and of the proper scale.  In effect, they are 
represented as they appear naturally, and thus are not 
endowed with ritualistic powers. 

The necks of some potizas may have a shape 
reminiscent of a penis, but in actuality those are but a 
small subset of the whole class of neck forms (Figure 
6).  If a phallic nature was the intent of the potter, and 
this was an indicator some type of fertility cult, the 
diversity of shapes, sizes, and styles makes it a poor 
badge of membership.  Much like the so-called 
fertility cult signified by the “Venus” figurines of 
Upper Paleolithic Western Europe (Soffer et al. 
2000), there is so much variety in potiza forms that it 
is difficult to believe they all served as part of a single, 
region-wide religious practice.  Some of the necks 
have nothing more than a turned lip, others are nearly 
spherical, and still more have adornos so close to the 
top that it removes any appearance of phallic imagery.   

The same is true regarding the mammilate 
interpretation of the potiza shoulders (Figures 7a-c).  
Many of the most phallic appearing necks are not 
found in conjunction with a breast-shaped lower 
vessel.  Conversely, some of the most “mammilate” 
shoulders appear in the absence of a penis-shaped 
neck.  When one factors in the wide range of 
possible, and observed, shoulder and neck 
combinations, the resulting permutation suggests 
considerable agency on the part of the potter.  It 
appears, at least preliminarily, that she was able to 
make a style of potiza agreeable to the tastes of the 
end user and was not operating under a standardized 
method of design and production. 



 
If the intent was indeed to exhibit a symbol of 

feminine fertility, the artist could do better than full 
breasts.  Again using the mythology as collected by 
Fray Ramon Pané (1999), the body part the Taíno 

associated with the sexual and reproductive aspect of 
women was the vagina.  In the story of the Flight of 
the Güeyo Women, where the wives leave their  

 
Figure 7a.  Fragmentary lower curve indicates another larger bulb below and not a “mammilate” form (Museo Arqueológico Regional). 
Figure 7b.  “Mammilate” shoulders are present by not a “phallic” neck (Museo Arqueológico Regional). 
Figure 7c.  Potiza with no “mammilate” shoulders and an effigy, not “phallic” neck (Fundación García Arévalo). 
 
families behind and head for other lands, it was told 
that the children called so often and vociferously for 
their mothers’ breasts they eventually became frogs.  
Therefore, the breast is a symbol attached to nursing 
and nourishment, not reproductive fertility since 
Taíno women are said to have not had sex during the 
nearly two year period of lactation (Stevens-Arroyo 
1988). 

In fact when women are depicted in ceramic, rock 
art, or myth, it is their vagina that indicates their 
femininity.  Stevens-Arroyo (1988) suggests that it is 
Taíno women in childbirth that represent the ideal of 
female fertility as portrayed by the image of Attabeira, 
the Earth and Serpent Mother and the goddess of 
fertile soil and abundant water.  She appears in a 
squatting posture with her legs apart and her vagina 
exposed.  Moreover, when the Taíno recount the 
creation of women from tree figures, they tell of how 
the woodpecker carves out the missing vaginas; it 
does not add the absent breasts. 

It appears, then, that for the Taíno there are more 
appropriate symbols of the feminine aspect than the 
breast.  Another natural analogue is a gourd or pot, 
representing a uterine environment that is warm, 
dark, enveloping, and protecting (Oliver 1997).  Take, 
for example, the gourd that Yaya’s wife removes from 
the rafters so that her husband can see the bones of 
his son.  When the gourd is turned over it releases an 
ocean full of fish, creating the food chain from this 
substitute womb.   

So the perceived potiza fertility theme of 
phallicism, with breasts below and a penis on top, 
does not follow the cultural principles found in 
mythology or other forms of art.  From the small bit 
of evidence presented here, the archetype of a fertility 
vessel would instead have these elements replaced by 
some sort of lower hollow form marked with a vagina 
and topped with a large nose, but that might not be as 
aesthetically pleasing to those presently selling the 
culture.  Some may say that the term phallus is just a 
metaphor or an illustrative word used to define a 
shape, and it should not be inferred to mean the penis 
directly.  But particular images, including the phallus, 
cannot be easily dismissed out of hand as “just a 
metaphor” because there are certain subtexts that are 
rooted into the very center of the meaning of the idea 
(Eilberg-Schwartz 1994).  What’s more, although 
“penis” refers to the male organ and “phallus” is a 
descriptor, in the view of most feminist writers, the 
latter is always connected to the former by semantic 
associations, and they cannot be separated 
conceptually (Eilberg-Schwartz 1994).   

The word carries connotations, some 
unanticipated, that are powerful enough to effect the 
interpretation of symbols.  “Attitudes toward the 
penis are bound up in competing and often conflicted 
ideas about desire, sex, procreation, …and cultural 
reproduction that intersect and undergo revision over 
time” (Eilberg-Schwartz 1994: 27).  Obviously, a 
further complication arises when the complex 



 
meanings afforded to an image by the creating culture 
completely contradict those held by interpreters in 
another.  In modern Western culture, “as long as the 
attribute of power is a phallus, which refers to and 
can be confused with a ‘penis,’ this confusion will 
support a structure [in the past] in which it seems 
reasonable that men have power and women do not” 
(Gallop 1982: 97). 

Therein lays the problem.  The implication 
created by archaeologists is that the phallus-necked 
potiza, as a symbol of fertility, appropriates female 
power.  Yet, we know the Taíno reckon their descent 
from the maternal line (Keegan and Maclachlan 
1989), that some women held political power 
(possibly as high as chief) (Wilson 1990), and that the 
women were the potters (Veloz Maggiolo 1997; Roe 
2004).  Without a critical view of the imagery, and the 
meaning behind it, we may be interpreting that which 
simply does not exist. 
 
Conclusions 
 

What, then, is the significance of the potiza’s 
shape?  I certainly cannot claim to know at this time.  
But allow me to make a few modest suggestions.  It 
could be women were making vessels that were used 
to represent an elevated status they held or a ritual in 
which they participated, with or without the inclusion 
of fertility into the equation, and we have not yet 
learned what it is.  The creation of these vessels by 
women could also be a critique of males.  Just as 
religion, according to Clifford Geertz (1973) is a 
model for humans that provides an ideal towards 
which our reach continually fall short, if the potiza 
neck does represent a penis, and an awfully huge one 
at that, it could serve to alienate and intimidate males 
or chastise their ambitions.  Or the shape is symbolic 
of a completely non-sexual object, like the “phallus 
statues” in the Maya world that are now interpreted as 
mushrooms used in hallucinogenic practices. 

A simpler explanation is the functional alternative: 
the phallic necks are modified in such a manner to be 
useful as well as decorative.  A cover made of animal 
skin or plant leaves could be tied under the flange 
with a cord.  Think of it as a prehistoric bottle cap, 
the better to stop evaporation, keep out pests, and 
prevent spillage of a stored liquid.  The added 
material at the fragile lip of the vessel would also 
serve to reinforce it against accidental blows that may 
occur during the filling or pouring of its contents. 

The use inference of potizas as liquid storage 
devices and not water collecting vessels, as reported 

in the literature (e.g., Beeker, et al. 2002; Kreiger 
1931; de Booy 1915), is still an assumption made 
about the unknown behavior of people in the past, 
yet this interpretation is based on more than simple 
analogy.  The methods used in this study constitute a 
powerful tool for construing vessel function.  
Objective measurements and statistical probability 
show that the vessels are likely affiliated with storage, 
technomorphological property analyses suggest the 
forms are best suited for pouring and protecting 
potable liquid and ethnographic assessments of 
similar vessels justifies these functional 
considerations.   

Potizas have such distinct design characteristics, 
the potters who created them must have selected the 
elements of the vessel with specific performance 
purposes in mind.  The shape of the upper elements 
of the potizas may evoke images of human sexual 
characteristics, but they also have purely technological 
functions.  When researchers apply descriptive terms 
to ancient vessel forms, they also attach particular 
values that speak to a modern audience.  By doing so, 
they can change the perception of the pot from the 
original intent of the potter.  Sometimes, as Freud is 
thought to have said,  a cigar is just a cigar.  While 
creative objects often can express more than one 
meaning, and that is probably true in this case, it is 
equally valid that, in the invention of the potiza, form 
does follow function. 
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