
COLOMBIA IS A WEALTH OF CULTURES
With 102 indigenous groups and 65 languages that survived the 
Spanish conquest, today Colombia is home to one of the most diverse 
indigenous heritages in the Americas (1). Indigenous groups successfully 
resisted the conquest by migrating to rainforests in the western half 
and southeast corner of the country. However, today these groups 
face a different threat – forced internal displacement. 39 of Colombia’s 
indigenous groups are at risk of cultural extinction and 35 are at risk of 
disappearing entirely (1).

WHO ARE THE WOUNAAN?
The Wounaan are the people indigenous to the Pacific coast of 
Colombia and Panama. Approximately 16,000 Wounaan live in the two 
countries and while in Panama they live in relative peace, in Colombia, 
about 9,000 are at risk of cultural extinction. Most live in 34 villages 
along riverbanks in the rainforests of Chocó, one of the wettest places 
in the world. The primary mode of transportation is boat or canoe. They 
hunt, fish, and cultivate crops including plantain, corn, yucca, and sugar 
cane. The men are expert wood carvers and the women are known for 
their basketry, recognized as among the most beautiful in the world (2). 
The baskets in this collection are made by Wounaan Nonam living in 
Bogotá or villages in the county of Litoral de San Juan, Chocó. 

COLOMBIA IS THE 
BIRTHPLACE OF ALL 
WOUNAAN
Despite variations between Panamanian 
and Colombian Wounaan origin myths, 
both stories begin on the shores of the 
Baudó River, which lies 90 miles north of 
Buenaventura (3).  

Some Wounaan communities are known 
by or distinguish themselves by other 
names such as Waunana, Noanama, 
Wounaan Nonam, or Nonam nam. These 
names depend on geography, familial 
clusters, or personal preference, but they 
all speak the same language, Woun Meu. 
For simplicity, Wounaan will be used 
throughout this exhibit unless referring to 
a specific group with a known preference. 
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 https://www.onic.org.co/nosestanmatando
(2) Schermer, N. (2011).  The Best Baskets in the World - The Fine Art of Panama’s Wounaan and Embera Indians. Minneapolis, MN.  Langdon Street Press.
(3) Callaghan, M. M. (2017) Darién Rainforest Basketry – Baskets of the Wounaan and Emberá Indians from the Darién Rainforest of Panamá. 5th Ed., Panama  
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Colombia is the northern most country in South 
America with both Pacific and Atlantic coasts. 

The state of Chocó is colored red.  

Photo Credit: Shadowxfox via https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Colombia_-_Chocó.svg

Photo Credit: Wounaan 
Nonam community in Litoral 

de San Juan, Chocó.

WOUNAAN FOLK ART
Preserving an Indigenous Colombian Tradition
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In the Wounaan Nonam creation story, Maach Aai (drawn with a yellow outline), 
their god & creator, was a spirit that moved like the sea. After a while, he took 
shape and began to form the earth, seas, mountains, moon, and sun. Later, he 
chose a beach along the Baudó River to create his son, Edwandam. Edwandam was 
lonely and asked for companions so Maach Aai created the Wounaan out of clay. 



FORCED TO LEAVE HOME
For centuries Wounaan villages relied on the rainforest to provide food, medicine, and raw materials. Today, Wounaan 
live under constant threat by illegal armed groups such as National Liberation Army (ELN) guerillas, paramilitary, and 
narco-traffickers active in Chocó. ELN recruit teenagers and carry lists of names of youth they are targeting.  Adults 
are attacked or threatened in order to gain information on leaders or potential recruits. Others are simply told to leave 
by a certain date or face death. Families that move within Chocó risk illness and malnutrition. Families that displace 
to large cities, such as Bogotá or Buenaventura, struggle with the shock of losing their rainforest, community, and 
transitioning to urban life. 

WHAT ABOUT COLOMBIA’S PEACE AGREEMENT?
The story of the Wounaan is not unique. Colombia has the largest displacement situation in the world with over 
7.7 million people internally displaced (4). Indigenous and Afro-Colombians are disproportionately affected by this 
displacement. In November of 2016, the FARC guerillas signed a peace agreement with the Colombian government, 
ending a 53-year armed conflict. Since then, forced displacement and attacks on human rights defenders continue to 
rise (4,5,6). 87 indigenous leaders have been assassinated and over a quarter million IDPs have registered in Colombia 
since the peace agreement was signed (1,4). ELN guerillas, paramilitary groups, drug-traffickers, and unknown armed 
actors are all active in Chocó and fight for control of the San Juan River - a major transportation hub for all legal and 
illegal commerce exported out of Colombia to the Pacific Ocean. 

REFUGEE -
Forced to leave their home and crossed an international border to 
find safety in another country. 

INTERNALLY DISPLACED PERSON (IDP) -
Forced to leave their home but has not crossed a border to find 
safety. 

(4) United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees – UNHCR. (2019, Feb) Mid-Year Trends 2018, p. 20. Available from http://www.unhcr.org/statistics 
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INTERNAL DISPLACEMENT

“We are now witnessing the highest levels of displacement 
on record. Nearly 1 person is forcibly displaced every 2 
seconds as a result of conflict or persecution.” 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees – UNHCR. (2018, Jun) Global Trends 
2017, Figures at a Glance. Available from http://www.unhcr.org/statistics

April 11, 2016. Litoral de San Juan, Chocó, Colombia. 
Wounaan and Afro-Colombians arrive at Litoral de San Juan, escaping 

fighting between ELN guerillas and the Colombian army near the 
Wounaan Nonam village of Pichimá.
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LIFE IN BOGOTÁ
The Wounaan community has grown to 157 families with more families trickling in every month.  With the direct threat 
of violence reduced, the hurdle now is creating a livelihood without losing identity. Adults struggle to find jobs and 
worry about teaching culture and language to children born and raised in the city. They have lost their supermarket, 
their drug store, their school, their farm, and their cultural way of life. Wounaan leaders recognize culture shock and 
lost traditions opens a door for teens and young adults to fall victim to addictions, gangs, or the sex trade.

CULTURAL IDENTITY
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Wounaan girl.  Bogotá, Colombia. 

To see more brilliant photos of Colombia, 
visit http://pierscalvert.com/

“Like the ant, Wounaan 
work in community for 
the good of the colony.”

RESISTING CULTURAL EXTINCTION
The Wounaan Nonam community in Bogotá endeavors to preserve language, 
culture, and ancestral traditions. After a student was reprimanded for speaking 
Woun Meu at school, elders successfully petitioned the Ministry of Education to 
pay for Woun Meu lessons in the local elementary school. They have established 
the Maach Den Foundation (Fumaachden), to maintain and strengthen the values 
and identity of  Wounaan Nonam in Bogotá. Their projects include building a 
workshop for woodworking and weaving, planting palm trees closer to Bogotá, 
and preserving traditional medicines – especially in midwifery.  



IT STARTS WITH THE SOUL
Each basket begins with construction of 
the alma or soul. This is an inner coil filled 
with grassy fibers and tightly wrapped with 
chunga palm. Then fine threads of palm 
are twisted and threaded onto a needle 
and the coil is sewn together, sometimes 
as tight as two stitches per millimeter. All 
designs depict elements of nature or daily 
life. In general, one turn of a plate or vase is 
approximately one day’s work.  

THE COLOMBIAN 
AESTHETIC
Unique to Colombian Wounaan 
baskets are the use of copper-
core wire and wood.  The wood, 
algarrobo, is a hardwood from 
Chocó.  Wounaan artisans in 
Panama work with a thinner coil 
and brighter colors, creating 
more detailed images of the 
flora and fauna around them.  
Artisans in both countries create 
geometric designs with cultural 
significance.  

WOUNAAN ART OF SEWING BASKETS

THE PALM TREE
Wounaan use the new shoots of the Astrocaryum standleyanum 
palm tree locally known as chunga or werregue. This tree grows 
to 50 feet with sharp 8-inch thorns along the trunk. New shoots 
are sustainably harvested with a curved knife attached to a long 
pole. After leaves are washed and dried in the sun, they are 
smooth and shiny, giving each basket a natural sheen. The fibers 
are dyed with plant-based rainforest dyes or food dyes.



PICHIMÁ TO LITORAL DE SAN JUAN (15 MILES) 

In favorable conditions (high tide), this is a four-hour 
trip by canoe. During low tide, portions of this journey 
may require lifting the canoe over rocky streams. Litoral 
de San Juan is the local county seat of government, so 
this town of about 1,000 people has the nearest bank, 
farmer’s market, and government registrar office. 

BUENAVENTURA TO BOGOTÁ (315 MILES)   

Buenaventura is Colombia’s largest port city on the Pacific 
coast with a population of about 400,000. Here you can catch 
the overnight bus to Bogotá, a 12-hour ride.    

LITORAL DE SAN JUAN TO BAJO CALIMA (42 MILES)

In Litoral de San Juan, plan to spend the night because there is only 
one boat per day to Bajo Calima. If you can afford the fast motorboat 
option, then it’s a three-hour ride down the San Juan River to the 
smaller Bajo Calima River and on to the tiny town of Bajo Calima.   

BAJO CALIMA TO BUENAVENTURA (12 MILES) 

In Bajo Calima, catch a small bus or “chiva” for a bumpy one-hour ride 
on an unpaved road to Buenaventura.

THE JOURNEY TO BOGOTÁ

Join us on a long and arduous trip from Chocó to Bogotá.  The village of 
Pichimá is on the shores of the Pacific Ocean in Southern Chocó.  

A TYPICAL ITINERARY IS: 

BogotáBuenaventura
 Bajo CalimaPichimá Litoral de San Juan 



WHAT IS FAIR TRADE?
Fair Trade is a global movement of putting people and the 
planet first. It’s a network of producers, companies, and 
consumers dedicated to alleviating poverty by building 
equitable and sustainable trading practices. The tenets of 
fair trade include paying promptly and fairly, ensuring safe 
working conditions, prohibiting child labor, environmental 
stewardship, and respecting cultural identity. 

FAIR TRADE’S IMPACT 
Tulia’s Artisan Gallery is a Chicago-based woman-owned business 
with a mission to show that art is Colombia’s other export by 
empowering master artisans using fair trade principles. We 
collaborate with indigenous and Afro-Colombian artisans to preserve 
and strengthen the diverse cultures of Colombia. Our long-term 
relationship with Wounaan Nonam in Bogotá allows them to employ 
12 women and 5 men in Bogotá, an additional 40 women in Chocó, 
and 15 families that harvest palm leaves. Tulia’s Artisan Gallery is a 
proud member of Chicago Fair Trade and the Fair Trade Federation. 

FAIR TRADE

FAIR TRADE ASSOCIATIONS  
Fair Trade Federation (FTF) is a membership organization for North American businesses 
committed to fair trade. FTF members undergo a rigorous screening process to ensure each 
and every business decision is made with the well-being of artisans and farmers in mind.

Chicago Fair Trade (CFT) is the largest fair trade coalition in the US, comprised of businesses, 
schools, congregations, non-profits, and individual activists. CFT supports economic and 
environmental justice through consumer education, advocacy, and promotion of local fair trade 
businesses. Visit www.chicagofairtrade.org to learn more or become a member. 

HOW TO HELP
Buying fair trade products allows artisans to earn a living wage while 
preserving their traditions. All plates on display are available for purchase at 
www.tulias.com and 20% of all plate or vase sales is given back to the Maach 
Den Foundation. Note: pieces on display will ship for free or can be picked up 
at the conclusion of the exhibit.  Tulia’s Artisan Gallery also carries Wounaan 
vases, bracelets, pendants, and earrings. If you’d like to help Colombia’s 
internally displaced in other ways, email info@tulias.com for more information.  


