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Figure 1.1. Unglazed functional 
earthenware pottery is pro-
duced across the Caribbean 
region today using ceramic 
technologies retained from the 
inherited cultures of Europe, 
Africa, Asia, and the Americas. 
Pictured are recently made 
pots from Antigua, Nevis, Saint 
Lucia, Barbados, Jamaica, Trini-
dad, Guyana, and Suriname.

Introduction
Old Pots Make Good Soup

Vyé kannawi ka fè bon bouyon.

—Creole proverb, Saint Lucia

One-pot meals are a singular feature of Caribbean cooking, deeply satisfying 
soups and stews with local names that range from “rundown” and “cookup” to 
pepperpot, callaloo, and bouyon. These complex mixtures of Old and New World 
ingredients are universally popular, and are often used as a metaphor for the social 
and cultural diversity of the region. The pot itself is rarely mentioned, however, ex-
cept in the case of the many versions of the French Creole proverb quoted above, 
all of which say essentially the same thing: old pots make good soup. As with any 
well-used proverb, the implications extend beyond the literal translation. Old pots 
are those things that are known and understood, familiar and comforting and pre-
dictable, so this proverb can refer equally to cooking food or reheating a special 
relationship. In both kitchen and culture, locally made pottery has been central to 
domestic life in the Caribbean, but as is the case with most everyday objects, what 
is familiar and comfortable often escapes notice.

The core purpose of this book is to document, in text and in image, the liv-
ing heritage of ceramic traditions practiced today in the Caribbean, using the ev-
idence of current production collected through visits with potters in the region 
over the past twenty years (fig. 1.1). Comprehensive archaeological studies have 
been produced on the ceramics of the Amerindian inhabitants of the region be-
fore European contact, and increasingly on pottery made by servants and slaves 
on Caribbean plantations. The less frequently cited material culture of the periods 
following the emancipation of the slaves offers many opportunities for a deeper 
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2 Creole Clay

understanding of the region, and for linking past with present. This book provides 
documentation of pottery traditions practiced today that have roots in these ear-
lier periods, and in countries and regions far from Caribbean shores. The primary 
emphasis is on potters, pots, and production: the stories of the potters’ lives, the 
forms and functions of the pottery vessels, and the specific technologies used to 
produce them. Historical context for these traditions is explored based on avail-
able documentation from both academic and popular sources, as well as oral his-
tories provided by the potters themselves. Cultural continuity is traced through 
the unusual mechanism of pottery production methods, from the inherited rela-
tionship between hands and clay. These ceramic narratives offer a fresh perspec-
tive to the ongoing Caribbean encounter between old and new, local and global, 
and traditional and contemporary.

An interesting challenge in writing about the Caribbean lies in what journalist 
Charles Mann has called terminological quicksand, in reference to the problem-
atic semantics of the region.1 The naming and renaming of things (people, objects, 
places) across time, space, and perception has often led to confusion, inaccuracy, 
and even outright insult. The most obvious illustration of this issue lies in the ori-
gins of the term “Caribbean” itself. Loosely derived from the supposed name of 
one of the two major indigenous groups encountered by early explorers, it was 
applied to both place and people and layered with fifteenth-century Spanish refer-
ences to cannibalism. “Creole” is another example; its original definition referred 
to the white children of European parentage who were born in the Caribbean, yet 
this word is now used as a general descriptor for anything that demonstrates the 
diversity of the region, from mixed ethnicities to styles of music and food. The 
important social concept of creolization specifically captures the merging and 
blending of disparate sources in the creation of a unique Caribbean identity, and 
has served as an ideological core for postcolonial nation and culture building. 
The promotion of Creole/Kwéyòl languages has become a powerful force in both 
academic and popular settings, and the distinctiveness of Creole heritage is cel-
ebrated through annual national festivals such as Jounen Kwéyòl (Creole Day) in 
Saint Lucia. Inherited from many diverse points of origin, Creole clay traditions 
emerged to serve the shared lifestyles of the new societies of the post-emancipa-
tion Caribbean.
 Complexities in geographic labeling also extend across the two thousand miles 
of the region. The islands of the Caribbean have historically been referred to as the 
Antilles, subdivided into the Greater and Lesser Antilles and further broken down 
to the Windward and Leeward Islands. My geographic focus is on the countries of 
the former British West Indies, a designation that is still often used in postal ad-
dresses as “B.W.I” following the country name. This regional category is now gen-
erally referred to as the Anglophone Caribbean, denoting English as the primary 
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legal language despite the common use of French Creole and other patois dialects 
that are derived from a wide range of linguistic influences. Within the eighteen 
independent states and overseas territories of the Anglophone Caribbean, there 
remain seven countries where traditional potters continue to make functional pots 
using local clays and historical production methods. These countries are Saint Lu-
cia, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Antigua and Barbuda, Jamaica, Barbados, Trinidad and 
Tobago, and Guyana. All seven were established as permanent colonies of Great 
Britain at some point between 1627 (Barbados) and 1814 (Saint Lucia), and all 
gained their independence in the period from 1962 to 1983. As a result, there is at 
least a hundred and fifty years of shared culture between these countries that is 
reflected in the names, forms, and functions of the pottery.

Coming up with appropriate, or at least adequately descriptive, terms to char-
acterize and differentiate between multiple approaches to ceramic production in 
the Caribbean has proven to be the greatest challenge. In describing the unglazed 
earthenware pottery made in the region the terms “coarse,” “raw,” and “primitive” 
are often used, words that are comparative in nature and clearly indicate at best 
a lack of quality or technological competency, and at worst an indictment of the 
people who made the pieces.2 “Folk pottery” is a term often employed by Ameri-
can scholars to describe the products of a particular type of rural artisan, but in 
my experience this term is rarely used in the Caribbean. I have chosen the words 
“heritage” and “traditional” to reference ceramic knowledge that has been passed 
from one potter to another through multiple generations of family-based appren-
ticeship (fig. 1.2). Cultural traditions are highly respected in the Caribbean, as are 
heritage practitioners, and these words are intended as a reflection of deeply held 
social values in the region. Traditional ceramic production shares several specific 
attributes: it is generally dependent on the use of local clays; the potters in any 
given community tend to make the same types of forms with limited personal 
variation, and in most cases the pots are not signed as the work of a particular 
individual. 
 The real problem, however, lies in how to characterize ceramic work in the re-
gion that is not made in traditional communities, and follows the aesthetic strate-
gies of the modern and contemporary art world. The danger lies in the implication 
of a qualitative hierarchy, of one way of making being perceived as better than the 
other, or that older forms must inevitably evolve toward the newer. My solution 
in most cases has been to use the term “studio pottery” to reference functional 
ceramics made in the Caribbean whose forms, methods, and materials have been 
introduced quite recently from European and American sources, where training 
takes place in some kind of formal educational setting, and where the designs and 
final products are clearly identified as being specific to the maker. When compar-
ing one style to another, none of these words can completely convey the nuances 
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Figure 1.2. Irena Alphonse 
constructs a large custom-
ordered flowerpot at her 
home studio in Choiseul, Saint 
Lucia. Descendants of multiple 
generations of women potters, 
Irena Alphonse, her sister 
Jane Faucher, and the several 
dozen other members of this 
large community of potters 
use handbuilding and firing 
techniques markedly similar 
to those used by many women 
potters in West and Central 
Africa.

in the similarities and differences between traditional heritage practitioners and 
contemporary studio potters, but for lack of more accurate labels they will have 
to do. My use of the word “tradition” does not, however, imply an unmoving, 
unchanging world of seamless repetition; pragmatic adaptation has always been 
a singular characteristic of heritage culture in the Caribbean. In similar fashion, 
the use of the word “contemporary” as applied to ceramics in the region does not 
imply an ignorance of or indifference to traditional practice, or any assumption 
of cultural or aesthetic superiority. As will become evident, these categories have 
many overlapping and interrelated attributes, and potters working today in appar-
ently separate modes often share professional strategies for the use of materials, 
the ways of making, and their concerns about sales and marketing. As a final note 
in these comments on terminology, the language of ceramics may pose a challenge 
for readers who would have no reason to know the differences between earth-
enware and stoneware, handbuilding and wheelthrowing, or open bonfires and 
wood kiln firings. I will make every attempt to clarify as I go.

To begin to understand the lives of the potters today, it is important to have 
some grasp of this region’s complicated past. As the result of settlement, coloniza-
tion, forced movements, and voluntary migrations of peoples, the Caribbean likely 
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has the most diverse demographic mix of any area of its size on the planet. The 
earliest of the many waves of occupation originated in Central America around 
4000 bce, with peoples from the Yucatán finding their way into Cuba, Hispaniola, 
and western Puerto Rico. Two thousand years later, coastal South Americans from 
the Orinoco River delta moved across a now vanished land bridge into Trinidad 
and from there continued up through the island chain, establishing a frontier be-
tween themselves and the earlier settlers just south of Puerto Rico. After another 
span of about two thousand years, beginning in the first century CE, the lightly 
occupied islands were swallowed up in a final indigenous cycle of what anthro-
pologist Irving Rouse refers to as a “repeopling.” Linguistic and archaeological evi-
dence converges on a model of human movement that launched from the interior 
of the northeastern shoulder of South America, moved along the major rivers to 
the coast, and then into and through the Caribbean.3 As the islands were progres-
sively resettled through these migrations, their close proximity prompted both ex-
change and conflict among the inhabitants. This was particularly the case in the 
later periods as the people who came to be called Island Caribs moved north into 
regions long occupied by the established agricultural societies of the Taino and 
related Arawakan-language speakers.4 At the time of the first European contact in 
the fifteenth century, the Caribs dominated the eastern and southern Caribbean 
and had pushed as far north as the land they called Liamuiga and the Europeans 
later named Saint Christopher Island (Saint Kitts).
 The 1492 arrival of Christopher Columbus, the contingents of Spanish conquis-
tadors and colonists that followed, and the European diseases they carried with 
them inaugurated a devastating period of population decline for the indigenous 
peoples of the Caribbean. Whether from direct conflict, forced labor, or fatal ill-
ness, within fifty years a majority of the original inhabitants were dead. In his fa-
mous 1542 treatise titled A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, Domini-
can friar Bartolomé de las Casas documented the violent brutality of the Spanish 
settlements in the New World, and substantially altered the trajectory of official 
policy regarding enslavement of the indigenous peoples of the Americas.5 But 
even while European readers recoiled from de las Casas’ accusations of mortal sin 
committed against those who were now called indios, actions were already under 
way for yet another repeopling of the Caribbean.
 The economic, social, and biological transformation of the planet through 
international globalization began not in the recent past but instead with the es-
tablishment of permanent European settlements in the Americas beginning in 
the fifteenth century. Historian Alfred W. Crosby’s concept of the Columbian Ex-
change details the broad transfer of animals, plants, people, and culture between 
the Americas, Europe, Asia, and Africa after 1492. As European colonial empires 
spread across the Atlantic, their economic success was dependent on the more 
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than twelve million Africans brought in chains to the New World.6 African slaves 
accompanied Columbus on his first voyage in 1492; the Atlantic slave trade con-
tinued through the final delivery of human chattel to Cuba in 1867; and the in-
stitution of slavery persisted even later in many parts of the colonial world. The 
long centuries between these events saw the establishment and proliferation of a 
commodity-based agricultural economy in the Caribbean that was dominated by 
the sugar plantation, and by the forced labor of Africans and their descendants.
 When England abolished the slave trade in 1807, the march toward emancipa-
tion became the central issue in the British West Indies. Slavery itself was officially 
banned in 1834 yet continued through another four uneasy years of so-called ap-
prenticeship. This period was considered a necessary transition phase both for 
slaves and for slave owners, but in reality was marked by overt abuse and exploita-
tion. Full emancipation in 1838 generated sweeping cultural change, and the un-
willingness of many former slaves to continue laboring for wages on the planta-
tions fundamentally altered the socioeconomic trajectory of the region.
 In discussing the social evolution of the colonial Caribbean, Brereton and Yelv-
ington write,

Formal emancipation, of course, did not mean equality for the ex-slaves, nor did 
it effect a transformation in social and power relations in the region. The white 
elites continued, by and large, to monopolize ownership of the major economic 
resources, to exercise political ascendancy (subject to the colonial powers), and 
to enjoy the greatest social prestige. Yet, although the continuities between the 
decades before and after emancipation in the different territories are striking, the 
formal end of slavery was an event of great importance to the people living in the 
nineteenth century Caribbean. . . . And, for many though not all of the formerly 
enslaved, it opened up the possibility of carving out new lives, on their own terms, 
with a chance for independence from the plantation.7

Women, who had previously been expected to work in the fields alongside the 
male slaves with no consideration given for pregnancy or for childcare, repre-
sented a substantial proportion of those who left estate work to take up that 
challenge of carving out new lives for themselves and for their families. The best 
prospects for former slaves were on islands with available, uncultivated, or aban-
doned land, and small independent farms gradually came to replace the planta-
tion-owned provision grounds as the primary food source. Emancipation also of-
fered unprecedented opportunities for skilled laborers and the artisan class. The 
capacity to make useful products for barter and for sale could provide an impor-
tant supplement to family incomes, and offered a further incentive for defection 
from wage labor on the sugar estates. While the local production of ceramics by 
enslaved Africans and their descendants is clearly evident in the colonies of the 
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Caribbean region from at least 1700, the post-emancipation era saw a dramatic ex-
pansion in the numbers and types of functional forms being made. This period was 
marked by the appearance of such iconic vessels as the coalpot (a portable brazier 
for cooking) and the monkey jar (a porous vessel for cooling water), production 
of which continues to the present day in Caribbean pottery communities.8

Gender is a particularly interesting factor in the study of ceramic traditions. In 
almost every case worldwide where pottery is produced by handbuilding meth-
ods and finished in open bonfires the work is done by women, usually on a sea-
sonal basis and in combination with household chores and the maintenance of 
family gardens. In West and Central Africa this is certainly true, and in many 
communities the making of pottery is specifically limited to those women born 
into pottery-making families. With the introduction or evolution of wheelthrow-
ing and kiln-firing methods, pottery production is usually taken over by men as 
a full- or part-time specialist occupation. These gender-  and technology-based 
occupational roles are demonstrated in the heritage pottery communities of the 
Anglophone Caribbean, where the handbuilt, bonfired pots of Saint Lucia, Nevis, 
Antigua, Jamaica, and Guyana are made by women, and the wheelthrown and 
kiln-fired pots of Barbados and Trinidad are made by men. Unusually, Jamaica is 
also home to an African-derived syncretic tradition in Kingston, where male pot-
ters handbuild garden vessels using a distinctive “walkaround” technique (fig. 1.3). 
In nearly every case, however, women have been in charge of the sales of local pot-
tery, and in much of the Caribbean female market vendors continue to be the link 
between rural producers and urban consumers. 

For more than a hundred years following emancipation, working-class family 
incomes in the British West Indies came from the combination of wage labor on 
the sugar estates, the gradual establishment of self-sustaining farming communi-
ties, and the independent production and sale of useful goods. It was these major-
ity populations, descended from slaves and indentured laborers, who would chart 
the future course of the region. Following the successful introduction of sugar 
beet farming in Europe in the nineteenth century the plantation colonies of the 
Caribbean lost their primary economic value, and social change evolved at an in-
creasingly rapid pace. British landowners sold or abandoned many of their prop-
erties but retained full control of the political, legal, and economic infrastructure 
of the islands. The upheavals of two world wars in the twentieth century further 
contributed to the devolution of the British colonial system, and prompted major 
waves of migration from the Caribbean to Europe and North America.9

With the introduction of affordable long-haul commercial flights in the 1950s 
the tourist industry began its inexorable expansion and is today the number one 
source of income in the region. Between 1962 and 1983 twelve of the eighteen Brit-
ish colonies in the Caribbean opted for independent political status, and the past 
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Figure 1.3. Clinton (Junior) 
Panton in the Trench Town 
area of Kingston, Jamaica, 
rapidly coils a tall clay vessel 
by walking repeatedly around 
the form, first in one direction, 
and then in the other. This 
characteristic method can be 
traced to ceramic technologies 
used by specific groups of pot-
ters in Nigeria.

fifty years have been dominated by the economic, social, cultural, and political 
transformations that came with full independence. For several decades, the more 
remote rural areas in these new island nations were less affected by the sweeping 
changes taking place in the capitals and city centers, and traditional village culture 
remained relatively intact. Today, with computers, cell phones, cable TV, and reli-
able transportation, isolation in the Caribbean has become virtually impossible. 
Educational and economic opportunities have expanded dramatically, and the 
traditional occupations that once supported heritage lifestyles, including the local 
production of functional pottery, have to a large extent become a choice, rather 
than a necessity.
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