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The name of CUBA  

By: Sergio Valdés Bernal  

November 13, 2006  

Havana, (Cubarte).- Cuba is the name of “the most beautiful land that human eyes have ever seen”, as Christopher Columbus described it. We, Cubans, take pride in the fact that the name of our homeland is as appealing as it is definitive. In fact, it is attractive because of its sonority and definitive due to its source. But not all those using it know about its origin and meaning, nor do they know that way before Columbus would document it in writing in his Sailing Diary, it was known by the aboriginal communities that populated the Bahamas or Lucayas and the Larger Antilles, that is, since times prior to the arrival of the Europeans at these regions of America.

The Admiral of the Ocean Sea, inadvertently, had discovered a new and unknown world for Renaissance Europe, for his intentions had been finding a maritime way making a faster and safer access to the exotic and faraway lands of Catay (China) and Cipango (Japan), which were so highlighted in that kind of geographic encyclopedia about Eastern Asia that is Marco Polo´s Book; by the way, one of Columbus´s favorite works. 

The first land seen by the Admiral and his companions of adventures was Guanahaní, just as it was called by its inhabitants. Columbus named it San Salvador (Saint Savior), a clear reference to what this island meant for the risky Genoese sailor (today it is known as Walting). There he knew, by way of the mouths of its dwellers, the so-called lucayo Indians (from luku- ‘human being, people’ + cayo ‘isle’: ‘inhabitants of the keys’), that further south there existed another much larger island, that I think it must be Cipango, in keeping with the signs that these Indians that I bring give me.

(Entry of October 21, 1492).

We should clarify that, in the beginning, communication between the peninsula people and the lucayo and the Antillean aboriginals was done by means of body language and a word every now and then, as it is construed out of what was registered by Columbus and other chroniclers, such as Las Casas and Oviedo. For the European ear it was really difficult getting used to the words of such a different language other than Spanish. That is why; we should not be surprised that in the first reference to our country, the Admiral would write Colba. However, in further entries, when his ear became more acquainted with the language of those that he called “Indians”, he registered the denomination of our homeland properly. Today I would like to depart for the island of Cuba, which I think must be Cipango (entry of October 23rd, 1492).

In the rainy night of October 27th, 1492, finally, the caravels arrived at the Cuban seashores; thus, the landing was put off for the following day. Although Cuba was never the long desired Cipango or Japan of Marco Polo´s chronicles, at least it impressed Columbus so much by its rich and assorted nature, that he could not help leaving these words of praise that make us proud even at present: The most beautiful land that human eyes have ever seen.

Regretfully, the “discoverer” himself was the first wanting to replace the aboriginal name by a Castilian one, Juana, to honor Prince Don Juan, son and heir of the Catholic Kings. On December 5, when they were completing their preparations to return to Spain, Columbus wrote in his diary: About these people say that those from Cuba or Juana…Fortunately, Columbus´ denomination was not popularized among the following peninsular conquerors and colonizers from the large Antilles, who preferred the indigenous voice. On the other hand, as it is pointed out by J.J. Arrom1, in several maps of the beginnings of the 16th century, our island appears with the name of Isabella due to a regretful cartographic mistake. In spite of this, it is worth the while to clarify that in the two most important maps of this time period, the one by the outstanding cartographer Juan de la Cosa, of 1500, and the one by the Court reporter, Pedro Mártir de Anglería, of 1511, the name of Cuba was kept undefeated.

The attempts to give our country a Hispanic name, finished with the royal document of February 28, 1515, in which it was established that, after that date, that island that was called Cuba is named Fernandina. The official mandate was partly accepted, since it was about a denomination to honor the King (the reader should observe that the Hispanic names that tried to impose themselves, were always to honor either the Kings or their descendants, what shows the importance that was granted to Cuba as a Spanish property beyond the sea.)

For a long time the largest island of the Cuban archipelago was indistinctly called Cuba or Fernandina, as it is demonstrated by the colonial documentation that has been preserved up to the present2. What is more, in our first literary work, Espejo de Paciencia (Pacience Mirror) (1608), by Silvestre de Balboa, in which the beauty of our soil is enhanced, its author speaks to us of the Golden Island of Cuba or Fernandina. Besides, in Cuban works of the late 18th century the use of both denominations is registered, as it is the case of the Historical, Juridical, and Military-Political Theater of the Island Fernandina of Cuba and Primarily its Capital, Havana, by J.Urrutia y Montoya, published in 1791.

But on this last and long battle the name of Cuba imposed itself triumphantly. Unquestionably, this fact is related with the creative process of the Cuban nationality, when the Creoles began to be aware of the fact that they represented a community different from the Spanish one, with its own aspirations. And although by that time the Cuban aboriginal people had almost totally disappeared due to the exploitation it had been submitted to, and above all, to the biological and cultural mixing, the literary currents known as siboneyism and creoleism remarked the aboriginal linguistic-cultural legacy in their poems, to such an extent that the 19th century bard J. Fornaris would express the following: How to deny that by nature we are brothers and sisters of the former inhabitants of Cuba? In that struggle for the autochthonous aspects for our roots, in a mixed society where Cuban already meant more than being white, more than being black, when quoting José Martí, the only name that would fit would be the native name of the island.

Many Cuban and foreign scholars have tried to disentangle the meaning of the exotic name of Cuba, as it is the case of the Peruvian D.A. Rocha3, of the Cuban J.M. Macías4, of the French L. Douay5, of the Puerto Rican C. Coll y Toste6, of the Austrian Leo Weiner7 and the also Cuban Fernando Ortiz8. Although the explanations by Coll y Toste and Ortiz are better channeled than that of the other aforementioned authors, we owe to Arrom the true deciphering of the meaning of the aboriginal name of our country:

Well, when handling that linguistic material, I find that C.H. de Goeje registers in Surinam the voice dakuban “my field”, and from previous research works, he gathers the spellings a-kuba, a-kúba, u-kúba and u-kuba, all of them with the sense of “field”, “ground”. In these transcriptions, Goeje9 himself explains the initial vowel a-, u- is not part of the root, but a prefix denoting or announcing the general character of the word, that is why he separates the prefix from the root with a hyphen. Kuba or Kúba must have been consequently, the voice that Columbus would hear. And that would come to explain the hesitation of the Admiral when registering it either opening or shortening the vowel of the first syllable, as Colba, and later on as Cuba.

In order to round up the idea exposed by Arrom as to the meaning of Cuba, we resort to a non-consulted work by this author. We are referring to the Filología comparada de las lenguas y dialectos arawak (Compared Philology of Arawak Tongues and Dialects) by Sixto Perea, published in Montevideo in 1942. On page 590 of this book the word cuba appears (in the form of ccuba, honoring the spelling of the author) with the meaning of ‘garden’, a-ccuba-ni-hú ‘garden’, a-ccuba-ni-hu ‘land’; dá-ccuba-n ‘my garden’, ba-ccuba-n, bu-ccuban ‘your garden’, etc. (the –n particle indicates ‘possession’). Perea´s analysis is based on the translation to the aruaco of Surinam or lokono (from the loko- ‘human being’, ‘people’ + -no ‘pluralizing suffix that is equivalent to the Spanish “nosotros” (we)’,‘we are people or human beings’) of a catechism. Since the lokons and the other Amazonian and Antillean Indians did not have the concept of “paradise”, “Eden”, nor did they have that of “garden” either, because they only knew the conuco or konoco (‘woods’) as a zone prepared for planting by means of cutting down of trees and burning, we may guess that the Jesuits resorted to the word cuba (‘toiled land’, ‘cultivated land’ ) to use it in translation as an equivalent of “paradise”, of the “Garden of Eden”, of the religious texts. On the other hand, it may be that in the West Indies this word could also mean ‘inhabited land’. To sum it up, these are the possible meanings of the name of our homeland. What is certain indeed is that this geographic denomination is due to the Antillean aboriginal people, who spoke very common languages, belonging to the Aruaca linguistic family, the one having the largest territorial extension in South America before the arrival of the Europeans. 10
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