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INTRO

PALM
The most significant raw material from Colom-

For this first edition we are delighted to intro-

bia is the palm. Artisans use all kinds of palms

duce you to eight different indigenous com-

depending on the region in which they

munities in Colombia and their handicrafts.

live. The most used palms are:

From North to South, we have seen incredible landscapes, surprising handicrafts and

The caña flecha (latin name: Gynerium sagit-

met extraordinary people gifted with unique

tatum), from the central west region, is highly

knowledge passed down over from genera-

used by the Zenu indigenous people in the cre-

tions. Textile is their canvas of expression, an

ation of their handicrafts.

art that allows them to express their feelings,
their thoughts, and their personal vision of
the world.

The iraca palm (latin name: Carludovica
palmata), from the north, is used by different indigenous communities for their hats and bags.

We greatly admire their adherence to their
traditions, their strength, and their spirituality,

A large number of other palm species have

and we hope to share some of these gems

been adopted, such as the isii or mawisa straws

with you through this booklet.

by the Wayuu indigenous, the oja leaves by the
Misak or the palma de moriche by the Nukak.

COLOMBIA
Located in the north of the South American
continent, Colombia is known for its natural
beauty. From the scenic mountains, tropical
rainforests, and inviting beaches to the colorful
and historic towns. The country is synonymous
with biodiversity and holds a rich cultural history and heritage.
Colombia is home to some of the oldest indigenous populations in the world, whose roots
date back as far as 15,000 BC.

Holds 87 ethnic groups
The 2nd most ethnically diverse
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EXPERTISE
Since palm serves as their primary material
for handicrafts, they are self-taught experts in
weaving them together to create hats of the
finest quality. They also use the fiber from these
same palm leaves to create other handicrafts
such as bracelets, bags and various decorations.
They are masters at weaving, using the double crochet technique. Nowadays most of the
threads used are imported from other countries. Some communities, including the Wayuu,
use acrylic colors in order to offer a wide assortment of bright colors and symbols; while
others, including the Wiwa choose to use only
dyes and pigments from plants and vegetables

country in America after Brazil

to go along with their simpler designs.

Home to 1.45 million indigenous peo-

They particularly excel with beading; artisans

ple in the country

also create incredible jewelry.
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WAYUU INDIGENOUS
THE COMMUNITY
The mochila bags

ople. They speak their native language Wayuu-

From childhood, girls within the Wayuu communi-

naik and 32% are also fluent in Spanish. They live

ty learn to weave. This is an integral part of their

in the arid Guajira peninsula. The Wayuu are divi-

education. This practice makes them extremely

ded into 30 communities throughout their land.

gifted craftswomen.

Before European colonization, the Wayuu used to

The mochila bag is entirely handwoven by the

have much more land to hunt, fish, and do agri-

Wayuu women and takes a few days to comple-

culture and horticulture. After the invasion, they

te. They use a “strand and double thread” tech-

lost once-vital fields rendering hunting impossible.

nique. A dozen balls are necessary for the crea-

It was at this time that they started to farm goats

tion of a single bag. It represents a whole culture.

and cattle introduced to them by the foreigners.

They weave in a spiral shape and the bag’s round
shape represents the fullness of the mother’s bel-

They mainly live in handmade huts that they call

ly, the child, and the cycle of life. By offering a

rancherías. Each ranchería is made up of five or

mochila bag, the woman offers a part of herself.

six houses and is generally named after a plant,

There are many different types of mochilas, and

animal, or geographic location. Traditionally the

the different patterns drawn, often represent their

roofs were made of cement, made of wood and

dreams, their environment and everything about

cactuses, called yotolo. This technique required

them.

a specific and expensive level of expertise to car-

The uwomü sombrero

ry out. Today the roofs are made of corrugated

OTHER HANDICRAFTS

iron and the walls are made of mud. Inside, they
have simple yet functional furniture, including

The chinchorro hammock: This item, for sleeping

hammocks, to sleep on and a small fire pit for

in, is vital to the Wayuu. The women spend seve-

cooking.

ral months weaving it, one strand at a time, on a
vertical loom.

Their society is organized into clans called e’iruku.
The people of the community elect a person

The uwomü sombrero and the guaireñas sandals:
These are made by the men and take a full day to

is also a mediator called pütchipü who intervenes

such as the isii or mawisa straw.

the government to enforce indigenous laws.

“
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The chinchorro hammock

in the case of conflict. He is neutral and sent by

“Where most people communicate
through pencil and paper, the Wayuus
express themselves in their weaving”

“

“Women are the heart of the tribe:
protectors of the homes and decisionmakers in the community”

(male or female) who becomes the leader. There
The guaireñas sandal

make. They are made of strands and local fibers

“

La Guajira

There are around 600,000 Wayuu indigenous pe-

“

THE MOCHILA BAG

Handicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.chilabags.com - www.wayabags.com
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ZENU INDIGENOUS

THE COMMUNITY
The sombrero vueltiao

There are approximately 30,000 Zenú indigenous
people. Their language disappeared more than

THE SOMBRERO
VUELTIAO

200 years ago and they now speak Spanish.

The emblematic product of the Zenú community

recognized territorial rights. Today, they are bet-

is the sombrero vueltiao, a traditional hat with a

ter described as the Zenú descendents. They

circular braid which expresses the idea of unity

are mainly located in the north, in the regions of

in the universe and its eternity. Each hat reflects

Cordoba and Sucre. Long ago, they used to live

their spirituality. It takes around 10 to 15 days to

in the valleys of the Sinú River and San Jorge.

create one hat.

The King of Spain designated 83,000 hectares in

Bogotá

Most of the Zenú indigenous people do not have

San Andrés de Sotavento as a Zenú reserve in
They are experts in weaving with the large-leafed

1773. This reserve existed until it was dissolved

palm known as caña flecha. They also used the

by the National Assembly of Colombia in 1905.

pulp of the iraca palm.

Following that, the Zenú people fought for the restoration of the reserve, and in 1990 San Andrés

These works of art contain authentic symbols of

de Sotavento was restored as a Zenú reserve

their group. These symbols are called “pints” and

with a land area of 10,000 hectares (later growing

each of them refers to a particular view of the

to 23,000). Some also currently reside in the vil�-

world, wildlife, region, clan or family. To weave
pints, craftsmen must possess great knowledge

lage of Tuchin.
The bags

The Zenú culture existed before Jesus Christ.

and be well-versed in the technique.

They were developing major water works and
producing gold ornaments. They are well known

OTHER HANDICRAFTS

for their statues and high quality textiles that many

They also create other kinds of crafts including

hunted, farmed, fished, and traded both raw ma-

wallets, bracelets, and bags. They mainly use the

terials and finished products.

same technique of braiding called trenzas also
used for the sombrero vueltiao as well as the
same raw material of caña flecha. It takes about

The wallet and bracelet

vate corn, rice, yuca and plátano. The creation of

10 days to create a bag. They are colored with

handicrafts is also part of their daily life. Both wo-

plant dyes.

men and men participate in these two activities,

“

“

“

“Colonization, relocation, excessive
taxation, forced labor, and diseases sadly
resulted in the decline of the Zenú”

and it is their primary source of revenue.
They live in houses made of palm leaves, such as

“They want to reinforce their culture
and improve their quality of life”

08

Today their main activity is agriculture. They culti-

“

Zenú descendents still produce today. They also

the palm of bareque as well as the caña flecha,
and plastered with cow dung mixed with cement.
Handicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.adrianacastro.co - www.ohanamoda.com
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KUNA INDIGENOUS

THE COMMUNITY
Chocó

The molas

THE MOLAS

The Kuna indigenous people changed their name
after a reform in 2010. There are around 2,500 in

Molas are a type of weaving, traditionally hand-

Colombia, and 80,000 in Panamá. Their langua-

stitched by the Kuna women using thousands

ge is Dulegaya meaning ”people”. Spanish is also

of tiny stitches and several layers made from dif-

widely used, especially in education and written

ferent materials. They are made of nylon and in-

documents.

clude multiple colors and symbols; the symbols
are called chaquiras. . They adapt this design to

The Kuna people live in three politically autono-

different handicrafts. It takes around a week to
create a mola.

The traditional dresses

For them, “the universe is like a gourd with a se-

mous reservations between Turbo and Necocli in
Antioquia and Chocó in the municipality of Ungia.
In each town there is a legal representative of

ries of superimposed layers. The layers are al-

the community called the Saila who has the fi-

ternating gold with a different color: blue, red, or

nal say in decision-making. These decisions are

yellow. Everything on them is gold and they are

made in meetings held in the Congress Hou-

covered by many types of flowers.”

se that they called Onmaked Nega, where they

HANDICRAFTS

discuss about political and spiritual subjects. The
saila sings the history, legends, and laws of the

The blouses and home decorations: They are as-

The bracelets

Kuna as well as administering the day-to-day political and social affairs. The saila is usually accom-

sembled using the mola textile. Some designers

panied by an interpreter called Vocero because

use their mola on bags, belts and other acces-

the songs and oral history are in a higher vocal

sories.

register and contain specialized vocabulary.

by rolling beads in 2-3 meters of nylon.

Nowadays, as their territory is limited, they also

The traditional outfit: It is very distinctive in their

use wood or cement.

have limited resources of palms which is why they

community. It is composed of a printed blouse

Their two main activities are the cultivation of

with mola panels front and back, a mid-length skirt

“Their high incidence rate of albinism
led them to the nickname of ”White
Indians” in the early 1900s”

plátanos and the elaboration of handicrafts. It is

made of printed fabric, a headscarf and bracelets

their main source of revenue. Nowadays it is usu-

on the arms and ankles. In addition, they tend to

ally the men who go out to the fields and women

wear a small gold ring through the nose.

“

“

“

“

The bracelets: They are made to fit and are made

take care of the house and dedicate their days to
the creation of handicrafts.

“Molas reflect the way the universe
of the Kuna is structured”

10

Handicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.michu.com.co - www.molasasa.com
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EMBERA INDIGENOUS
The okama

THE COMMUNITY

Chocó

THE OKAMA
There are approximately 65,000 Embera indige-

The Embera are well known for their unique

nous people. The Embera consists of different

beading skills and knowledge. Their work is an

groups with different names. They were originally

ancestral art and one of the many ways to keep

called Chocó. Most of them speak Embera but

their tradition alive. Weaving and knitting is a way

many also speak spanish.

to connect with their ancestors. Their beadworks
contain unique symbolisms that talk about their

They are a nomadic people found in different re-

natural environment, social codes and spiritual

gions of Colombia. 50% of the population resides

connections.

in the department of Chocó. Other groups are
located in the departments of Antioquia, Risa-

Their most appreciated piece is the okama, a

ralda, Quindio, Caldas, Valle, Cauca, Putumayo,

high ly symbolic necklace. According to a legend,

Caqueta and Narino.

these necklaces represent the wind’s sound that
brings a sense of healing thanks to its whispering.

Living in rural areas with subsoil riches (including

This unique piece is weaved by hand and takes

minerals and oil) whose remoteness appeals to

about 10 to 15 days to complete.

narco-traffickers, the Emberas have fought long
and hard for territory, autonomy, self-determination and a right to their culture. They were initially a
nomadic group dedicated to hunting, fishing and
harvesting.

They also weave other pieces of jewelry such as
bracelets, necklaces and earrings.

They used to have a close relationship with the
The bracelets are composed of straight large

land. Unfortunately, colonization forced them to

strips, and the earrings have a simple hand and a

relocate to rainy jungle territories with a comple-

bell shape. These smaller items take a few hours

tely different climate, soil, and productivity from

of work and are made on a wooden loom with a

what they had always known.

lace called puntilla.

The earrings

Jaibana is the indigenous name given to the
The symbols represent rivers, mountains, and

witch, sorcerer, shaman, healer or spiritual guide

plants that are part of their local environment.

of the indigenous. He plays the role of a traditio-

“

“

“The Embera uses drinks to
communicate with the spirits”

nal doctor who also exercises authority and social
control.

“Their art of weaving is amulets
that protect their culture”

12

“

“

OTHER HANDICRAFTS

The bracelets

They cultivate the platano, corn, yuca and rice.
Both men and women participate in the agricultuHandicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.artembera.com.co - www.craftedcolombiantreasures.com

re and handicrafts activities.

13

MISAK INDIGENOUS
The sombrero tampalkuari

THE COMMUNITY
Cauca

THE SOMBRERO
TAMPALKUARI

There are approximately 26,000 Misak indigenous people. They speak Namtrik which is part

The sombrero tampalkuari is a traditional item,

of the Chibcha family of languages. They are na-

and a sign of protection for the thoughts of the

tive to Cauca, high in the Andes mountains. They

Misak. Nowadays, it is worn by young people for

mostly live in and nearby the small mountain vil�-

celebrations or other special occasions. The spi-

lage of Silvia.

ral shape has a high importance for the Misak. It
is the representation of the circle of life, and the

Their territory covers about 18,000 hectares, of

cyclical nature of the universe in their mythology.

which 6,000 are farmland and 9,000 are was-

Ancient spiral petroglyphs can be found on rocks

teland composed of undergrowth and rocks,

in the Veredas.

mountains and sacred places. The altitude where
they are located is 1800 meters above sea level,

It is made of a local leaf called hoja de tetera, and

and since it is a cold place, they cultivate and rai-

it takes about 8 days of work to create one som-

se cattle. More than two-thirds of the land con-

brero.

tains sacred sites.

The mochila bags

After the colonization they lost significant parts
of their territories. They began a land reclamation

The mochila bag: It is their main handicraft, usu-

process and succeeded in obtaining formal land

ally made from a single natural single color but

rights recognition as a native Misak community

some are created with emblematic symbols and

from Cauca.

colors of their community. Women are renowned
for the art of weaving in loom and in crochet. The

Agriculture is the basis of their economy. They

bags are made from sheep’s wool and dyed with

mainly grow coffee, cassava, onions, beans, po-

natural colorants from plants, leaves and flowers

tatoes, cabbage and other vegetables native to

from the region.

the region and raise cattle.

The traditional clothing: They are known for their

They have a close relationship with nature. The

fuchsia scarf worn around the neck, a rectangular

use of medicinal plants is part of their daily life.

poncho called ruanas and a black bowler hat for

Day to day, the Misak maintain harmony through

the men black skirt, a blue solid color top, white

the use of so-called natural language. This unique

necklace, and dark bowler hat for the women.

system of communication can also be defined as

“

“

”The job of those who have the gift of
observing natural phenomena is to
explain it to the rest of the world”

spirituality. They call it Namuy Wam. They consider the role of the Moropik who is the traditional

“They believe that if you treat the planet
well, the planet will treat you well”

14

“

“

OTHER HANDICRAFTS

doctor, as vital.
Handicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.macomadeincolombia.com - www.productosdecolombia.com
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KAMENTSA INDIGENOUS
The ochanëshá or uchanëshá crown

THE COMMUNITY

THE OCHANESHA
CROWN

There are approximately 7000 Kamëntsá indige-

The most representative object of the Kamëntsá

They still inhabit their ancestral territory of the

Sibundoy

nous people. They speak the kamsa language.
Sibundoy Valley in what is known as Alto Putu-

is a crown called ochanëshá or uchanëshá. It is

mayo. They share the land with another indige-

composed of one or more rings on which several

nous community called the Inga. Kamëntsá me-

bands hang. This crown has a symbolic meaning

ans “the men here”.

for them. The hoop represents their soul, their
thoughts, and their experiences.

The tsombiatch

More than anything else, they believe in mother-earth which they call Pachamama and they

OTHER HANDICRAFTS

respect all of her gifts. It has a fundamental importance to the Kamëntsá.

The tsombiach: It is a woven multicolored band
used for many purposes such as belts, bag

Shamanism is a deep part of their beliefs and has

straps and decorative ornaments that hang from

resulted in the symbolism preserved through their

their crowns asseen in the picture. They are wo-

celebrations, music, dances, traditional medicine,

ven on a loom and take about a day to make.

and artisan work.
The wooden masks

The carved wooden masks: They are worn during

The Putumayo department has long been a zone

ceremonies and festivals. They tell stories of the

of conflict and illicit activities in Colombia. In fact,it

Sibundoy valley in Putumayo where they are from

is an area of sanctioned mining, deforestation and

and they represent the most important traits of

hydroelectric campaigns. The Kamëntsá are subject to a lot of pressure including forced religious

beads called chaquiras.

conversion and suppression of traditional language, beliefs and agricultural practices.

The mochila bag: Their technique is called guanga, which includes a kind of braid made of fibers
from sheep. Nowadays, Kamëntsá women gath-

The mochila bag

er materials from industries.

The growth of tourism from Ayahuasca has had
consequences for their culture and economy.
Ayahuasca is a psychoactive tea made from the

“

“

the Kamëntsá. Sometimes they are covered by

“The Kamëntsá are deeply
spiritual people”

leaves of the Psychotria viridis shrub which has

“

“

hallucinogenic properties.

“Craftswomen use symbols to tell the
most important stories of their community in their weaving”
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They farm maize, beans, potatoes and peas.
They also raise animals such as pigs, chickens,
turkeys, and guinea pigs.

Handicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.najash.co - www.hopemade.world
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WIWA INDIGENOUS
The bags

THE BAGS

THE COMMUNITY

Magdalena

The Wiwa indigenous are composed of 14,000
people and speak dümünya. They have lived in

The production of handicrafts represents a cultu-

the Sierra Nevada mountains for thousands of

ral activity with great tradition for the Wiwa.

years, in the regions of La Guajira, Cesar and
Magdalena. As if time has not passed, they still

They weave bags with sheep’s wool and knit with

live as their ancestors did a long time ago, in har-

bananas. They make intricate bags of various sty-

mony with nature. They share the land with three

les and for various purposes. It can take months

other indigenous tribes: the Koguis, the Arhuacos

to make the most elaborate one. They dye them

and the Kankuamos.

with vegetables and create designs inspired by
cultural memory, traditions, myths and the im-

They are direct descendants of the Tairona pe-

mense creativity of the weaver. The most signifi-

ople, a great civilization whose impressive skills in

cant of their bags is the mochila bag composed

architecture and gold work attracted the unwan-

of a single color.

ted attention of Spanish colonists in the early 16th
century. Despite an increase in contact with the

OTHER HANDICRAFTS

outside world, the Wiwa community still rejects
The chinchorro hammock

modern life. Instead, they choose to live as their
ancestors did: off the land and dedicating their

The chinchorro hammock: They do not sell them

lives to connecting spiritually with it.

because they consider them to be sacred obThe Wiwa live a simple, community-driven life.

necklaces and sombreros made with Mawiza

Calling themselves the Damanas--the protectors

palm. They carve them using coconut bark, wood

of Mother Nature--they dedicate most of their

and soapstone.

lives to safeguarding the natural world. At the
center of the community are the Mamos who are

The traditional clothing: It is significantly different
than those of other communities. It is composed

The traditional clothing

maintaining order within the community by lea-

of the dañina, a belt that women use; the kazurru,

ding meetings to discuss important tribal matters

a hat; and the mujica a traditional dress of the

and, most importantly, to maintain the natural

community.

order of the physical and spiritual world through

“

“

“

“They believe that their job
is to take care of the world”

meditation, song, and rituals.
Men and women complement each other in their

“They choose to live as
their ancestors did”

18

the spiritual leaders. Mamos are responsible for

“

jects. They create bracelets called manillas,

work, with men preparing the fibers and women
making the handcrafts with them.
Handicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.ashabags.com - www.shop.wiwaartisan.com
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NUKAK INDIGENOUS
The bracelets

THE COMMUNITY

THE BRACELET

The Nukak indigenous people are part of the indi-

The most significant handicraft of the Nukak is the

kanos and the Desanos. They number only a few

bracelet which they make by hand from a single

hundred, which raises concerns that they might

material. The fabric they use is from local palms

disappear. They speak Nukak. They live discon-

they have in their environment and the main one

nected from the modern world. A lot of them are

is the Palma de Moriche. It takes around 2 days

in the region of Guaviare and the village of San

to make 1 bracelet.

José del Guaviare.

Guaviare

genous that live in the Amazonia amongst the Tu-

The rainforest where they live has been overrun

OTHER HANDICRAFTS

by colonists growing coca for the lucrative cocaine trade. Deforestation, armed forces, and the

Women are the main creators of the handicrafts

carelessness of the government have created se-

while the men hunt and fish. These skills are pas-

rious difficulties for the community. The territory

sed down from generation to generation.

assigned for them is around 200 km2.

The handicrafts: They elaborate hammocks,

The Nukak used to be full-time hunter-gathere-

bags, earrings, pots and other decorative ob-

The pots

rs, who used to come and go in the Colombian

jects. The creation of such handicrafts takes

Amazon forest, a territory of 2.124 million mi².

around a week. As for the bracelet, it is made by

They used to spend their lives fishing and hunting.

hand using vegetal palms.
Traditionally, the Nukak would live in small groups,
between nine and thirty people, deep in the forest

gre wood and topa wood, a softer kind of wood.

,away from the rivers. They were constantly on

They make clay handicrafts like jars called tinajas.

the move, spending just a few days in any one
place. Because they were nomads, they had very

The Nukak say that weaving is their way to com-

few possessions, and what they did have was ea-

municate with nature. They have a very close rela-

sily transported.

tionship with the jungle. The Nukak women usually sing in their native language when they weave.

From a very young age the kids learn to work the

The use of palms is an integral part of their daily

field in the community. Everyone gathers, builds

life and rituals.

and plants. The community, including women,

“

“

“The Nukak use only natural dyes
which explains why only natural
colors are visible”

20

“

“

The wood carving: They make it with palo san-

“The Nukak think humans have
three spirits that go to different
places at the time of death”

men and children, finishes most of their work in
the morning. In the afternoon they wash themselves in the river before gathering together to reflect
their day.
Handicrafts can be found at the following sites:
www.xapiri.com - www.nukak.es
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Edilson Tanigama Nacavera

If you want to know more about indigenous communities and their handicrafts, we invite you to
discover Artesanías de Colombia.
In alliance with the ministry of commerce, industry
and tourism, Artesanías de Colombia works for
Colombian artisans’ well-being.
They created programs to strengthen the economies of the indigenous communities and help
them find new opportunities by supporting their
crafts and agricultural activities.
They facilitate human and commercial relations-

We are thankful to all our collaborators for their

Mazonia

participation. Handicrafts are just as important

Territorio

as who is behind creating them. Artisans work is

Artesanías de Colombia

magical, which is why it is important for us to sha-

Wájaro

re their story. We particularly enjoyed the pleasure

Maria Infinita

of getting testimonies from people of each com-

Laury Herrera

munity we introduced in this booklet. It has been

Pájaros de Verano

an amazing experience to learn more about each

Opción Hoy

one. We believe diversity has a huge value when

Hands of Colombia

it comes to the growth of society and communi-

Chila Bags

ties. It teaches us to learn about each other but

David Ducoin

most importantly it teaches us about respect. Re-

Fundación Marviva

specting other as human beings and respecting

Shop TDS

their identity and their culture. Let’s unify, let’s em-

Roberto Guerra

power and let’s celebrate each one!

Embera Village Tours
Santiago

hips between artisans and external entities.

Gena G. Steffens

They organize different fairs in Colombia and par-

Alexandrine Michelas

ticipate in different trade shows worldwide to promote the local handcrafts.

“

22

“

“

“

“Think beautifully, speak
beautifully, weave beautifully”
Hugo Jamioy, etnia Kamëntsá

Asha Bags
Planterra Foundation
Survival International

www.artesaniasdecolombia.com
Thank you Artesanías de Colombia!

El Buen Vivir Colombia

“I am an artisan. I only become an
artist when people watch what I
do. That is when it becomes art.”
Rhys Ifans

Alexander Rieser
Alex Rufino
Couleur Locale
Gabriel Medina
Tuminel Santacruz Montoya
Wiwa Colombia Travel
Otniel Barrigon
Zenu Ancestral
Espiral Misak

23

Ethny is the enlightening fashion blog that makes you discover the
fashion inspiration and creations of craftsmen from around the world!

Showcasting
Ethical Fashion

Inspiration from
all over the world

Sharing
our travels

Country after country, community after community, Ethny is spreading these hidden gems, still unknown to some, to the world.
We are sharing the colorful and high-quality richness of traditional
clothing from cultures all over the planet.
We are committed to cultural heritages and support the value of passing down traditions generation after generation.

www.ethnycorner.com
@ethny_corner

Alexandrine Michelas
Design: Valeria Pezzarossi

