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Montpelier, Jamaica:  A Plantation Community 
in Slavery and Freedom, 1739-1912.

B. W. HIGMAN
The University of West Indies Press, 
Kingston, Jamaica, 1998.  xv + 384 pp., 
99 fi gs., 29 tables.  $40.00 (J$1,440.00, 
£25.00) paper.

B. W. Higman has made an important contribution to the 

historical literature of the Anglophone Caribbean plantation 

world.  Montpelier, Jamaica stands as one of the most 

complete efforts to integrate historical archaeological data 

and geographic data with detailed historiography, thereby 

developing a comprehensive account of life in a plantation 

village.  Montpelier, while a large estate, was not the earli-

est, nor the richest plantation in Jamaica, and is therefore 

somewhat representative of large-scale plantations.  It was 

primarily a sugar plantation during the period of slavery, 

yet it also (in its associated properties) included cattle pens, 

and therefore demonstrates several facies of the Jamaican 

plantation economy.  Yet in other ways it was not typical.  

The property comprised three estates, two sugar plantations 

and one cattle pen, thus including two industrial complexes 

and several African-Jamaican settlements.  In the post-

emancipation period (after 1838) the plantation underwent 

other changes, becoming primarily a cattle pen, then later a 

citrus and coconut plantation, with experiments in tobacco 

and tourism.  Furthermore, Montpelier remained in the hands 

of the same family for 160 years of its history.  It is also 

of signifi cant historical interest in that it was at the center 

of the great slave rebellion of 1831-1832.  Thus, Montpelier 

is in some ways a microcosm of the plantation experience 

of the British Caribbean.

The focus of Higman’s work is on the plantation com-

munity, and that, naturally means an emphasis on the 

enslaved Africans who toiled in the fields and industrial 

works of the estate.  Rather than move directly into a 

discussion of the African-Jamaican population, however, 

Higman organizes the book from the general to the specifi c.  

He begins with a brief discussion of the relationship of 

plantation history and archaeology as a way of reading 

between the lines of history and contextualizing archaeologi-

cal data.  The second and third chapters then deal with 

Montpelier’s role in the sugar and slave economy of the 18th 

and early 19th centuries (Chapter 2) and the role played by 

the estate in the changing economy of post emancipation 

Jamaica (Chapter 3).

Higman gathers extensive documentation presented in 

chapters 2 and 3 that provides detailed accounts of the 

changing economy on the estates and demographic patterns 

within the African-Jamaican community.  Population records 

from triennial slave registrations required from 1817 until 

emancipation describe negative population growth on the 

sugar producing properties, contrasted with population 

stability or even growth on the livestock pen.  Chapter 4 

discusses plantation space, placing the changing social and 

economic organization of the plantation landscape in the 

context of the natural topography of the property.  Higman 

recognizes that in addition to the detailed record provided 

by maps, plans, and views of the estate, there were also 

other ways of organizing the landscape–ways used by the 

African Jamaicans–that can only be hinted at because they 

defy the planters’ organizational scheme.

Chapter 5 begins with a focus on the lives of the enslaved 

Africans on the plantation and it is here that Higman’s long-

term research at Montpelier shines.  Discussing the social 

organization of the villages, Higman calls upon the very 

detailed register of household composition compiled in 1825 

for the three villages of Old Montpelier, New Montpelier, 

and Shettlewood.  This extraordinary document lists the 

number and makeup of each household, as well as the 

construction of the dwelling(s) and the possession of any 

domestic livestock.  The document also lists the size of 

gardens cultivated by the enslaved Africans.  This information 

permits Higman to conduct some very important demographic 

reconstruction, providing a highly detailed snapshot of 

African-Jamaican life:  whether households were headed 

by men or women; whether the households consisted of 

one or more dwelling structures; what dwellings were like; 

whether children were resident with their mothers, or in 

adjacent houses; and so forth.  Higman’s work with the 

register allows a level of refinement in understanding the 

social world of the enslaved African Jamaicans that is rarely 

achieved.

Were Higman’s work to end here, the book would be a 

highly recommended and important contribution to African 

Diaspora studies, yet he takes it a step further by integrating 

the results of archaeological research conducted at Montpelier 

between 1973 and 1980.  By including archaeological work 

to supplement the historical and geographical data, Higman 

is able to explore African-Jamaican life as it changed through 

time, before and after the snapshot of 1825.  The second 

half of Chapter 5 tests the data on village layout against 

archaeological remains and determines that the residents were 

able to express a degree of agency in the organizational 

strategies of village layout.

Chapter 6 explores this notion further by using archaeo-

logical data to investigate the architectural choices made by 

the village residents in constructing their own houses.  Here 

Higman identifi es the varieties of materials used to build the 

houses, and the different strategies of spatial organization, 

with some houses divided into two or three rooms while 

others were single room structures.  Other house features 

include raised masonry platforms in some structures, and 

evidence for doors and windows with locks.  The last portion 

of this chapter, where Higman explores the sources of the 

architectural styles used in the slave village, is of particular 

interest–especially for scholars seeking comparisons between 

plantation dwellings in various parts of the New World.

Chapter 7 will also be useful for archaeologists working 

on plantation settings elsewhere in the world.  Higman 

presents a discussion of the personal possessions of the 

enslaved residents of the village, integrating archaeological 

and documentary data in an effort to develop a complete 

understanding of the variety of property possessed by 

enslaved individuals, whether land, animals, or material 

goods.  Data on foodways, ceramics, pipes, objects of 

adornment, tools, furnishings, conspicuous consumption, and 

other items are compiled to document the development of a 

“creole aesthetic” in the village community.

While many historical archaeologists seek evidence of 

resistance in the material culture and spatial organization of 

African Diaspora societies, Chapter 8 explores much more 

concrete and overt evidence of resistance at Montpelier.  
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Higman describes four episodes occurring between 1824 and 

1848 that embody rebellion to the system of slavery and 

its legacy.  Those events, three of which were called wars 

by the African-Jamaican participants, had signifi cant impacts 

on the relationships between the residents of the villages, 

and their wider world.  Indeed, the Christmas Rebellion (or 

Baptist War of 1831-1832) saw some of its most signifi cant 

actions at Montpelier and witnessed the key participation of 

some Montpelier residents.

In the ninth and final chapter of Montpelier, Higman 

seeks to place his research in the context of the Caribbean 

and the wider plantation world.  He reiterates the importance 

of historical context to the understanding of the Montpelier 

community and argues for the existence of true plantation 

communities by the end of the period of slavery.  He sees 

these communities as created or defi ned by fi ve key charac-

teristics (locality, kinship, language, values, and reciprocity), 

and it is this discussion that is thought provoking, particularly 

in comparison to the plantation and slavery experience 

elsewhere in the Americas.  Lastly, two appendices, by 

Elizabeth J. Reitz and Karlis Karklins, provide, respectively, 

a discussion of the vertebrate faunal remains and of the 

glass beads recovered from the archaeological work.

Higman’s book is a valuable addition to the corpus of 

historical and archaeological scholarship on the Caribbean 

plantation.  The richness of the historical and geographical 

contextualization permits the archaeological work to reach 

its full potential.  It is highly recommended for all who are 

interested in plantation systems and the African Diaspora, 

whether from a Caribbean, North American, or comparative 

perspective.
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The contributions in Maiolica in the North document the 

proceedings of a colloquium hosted by the Department of 

Medieval and Later Antiquities at the British Museum, 6-7 

March 1997.  The volume’s editor is affiliated with that 

museum department and is coeditor with Ian Freestone of 

Pottery in the Making:  Ceramic Traditions (Smithsonian 

Institution Press, Washington, DC,1997; reviewed in Histori-
cal Archaeology 33[4]:91-92).  Gaimster is also the senior 

coeditor with Mark Redknap of Everyday and Exotic Pottery 
from Europe:  Studies in Honour of John G. Hurst (Oxbow 

Books, Oxford, England, 1992).

During the 16th century the technology associated with 

Italian-style luxury tin-glazed ceramics (maiolica or majolica) 

spread from the Mediterranean, via the Alps and Central 

Europe, to France, the Low Countries, and southern Britain, 

so that in the early decades of the 17th century, tin-glazed 

earthenware production held a key position in the metropoli-

tan industries of the English Channel region.  The 18 papers 

in this volume combine multidisciplinary approaches–archival 

documentation, archaeological methods, and scientifi c analyses 

(particularly chemical characterization)–to enhance our 

understanding of the production and distribution of this 

important ceramic.  The 16 contributors, all from western 

Europe, are the major scholars on the subject.

The volume contains Gaimster’s prefatory essay, “Maiolica 

of the North:  The Shock of the New,” and chapters that 

vary in length from 2 to 34 pages.  Collectively these 18 

chapters encompass 666 endnotes, 752 references cited, 64 

black-and-white illustrations, 13 color plates, and 7 tables.  

Three chapters also have artifact catalogs or appendices.  

Each chapter has its own endnotes (varying from 1 to 

241) and bibliographic citations (ranging from 1 to 316); 

four chapters have tables, but only two chapters have no 

illustrations.  There are two distinct clusters of papers; 

seven detail maiolica production and distribution in the 

Low Countries and the British Isles, while 11 chapters in 

Part II (2 to 10 pages each, averaging 4.5 pages) constitute 

descriptive and interpretive reports on specifi c artifacts found 

in British sites.  In this review, I assess the seven main 

chapters; nonetheless, the short contributions on individual 

products and manufacturing loci are signifi cant contributions 

to the growing interpretive tin-glazed ware literature.

The initial chapter, by Timothy Wilson (Ashmolean 

Museum), “Italian Maiolica around 1500:  Some Consider-

ations on the Background to Antwerp Maiolica” documents 

the historiography of Renaissance maiolica between 1475 

and 1525, notably the centers at Deruta, Montelupo, Faenza, 

and Pesaro.  The work of three Venetian potters in Antwerp 

is considered and we are apprised of Protestant-Catholic 

religious contexts.  Hugo Blake (University of London) 

contributes “De nomine Jhesu:  An Italian Export Ware and 

the Origin of Renaissance Maiolica Pottery-making in the 

Low Countries,” in which neutron activation analysis (NAA) 

is used to establish that uniquely decorated maiolica jugs 

and vases in Spanish shapes found in northwest Europe, 

initially considered “Netherlandish” in source, were actually 

fabricated in Italian Tuscany.  A third chapter by Michael 

Hughes (Department of Scientifi c Research, British Museum) 

and Gaimster entitled  “Neutron Activation Analysis of 

Maiolica from London, Norwich, the Low Countries and 

Italy,”, is one of three related NAA studies by the British 

Museum on tin-glazed pottery (the other studies document 

Hispano-Moresque and Italian wares).  The results of the 

analysis of 77 specimens from Antwerp, Amsterdam, Utre-

cht, and Haarlem enable scholars to distinguish 15th- to 

17th-century earthenwares produced in the Low Countries 

from their counterparts manufactured in southern England, 

and to differentiate ceramics from each of these four produc-

tion centers.  John Hurst (retired, Stamford, Lincs) wrote 

“Sixteenth-century South Netherlands Maiolica Imported 

into Britain and Ireland,” in which NAA was used to 

distinguish northern from southern Netherlands products and 

document 115 British sites where southern vessels were 

found.  Netherlandish originals, subsequent English copies 

of maiolica tiles, and changes from realistic to geometric 

tile depictions are also clarifi ed.

The fifth chapter, by Claire Dumortier (Musees royaux 

d’Art et d’Histoire, Bruxelles), “Maiolica Production in 

Antwerp:  The Documentary Evidence,” reviews the archival 

data on potters of Italian origin who settled in Antwerp 
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