
A NATIVE AMERICAN GREAT LAKES AREA MAN’S HEADDRESS, DENTALIA SHELL AND VENETIAN VARIEGATED GLASS TRADE
BEADS

A NATIVE AMERICAN GREAT LAKES AREA MAN’S HEADDRESS, DENTALIA SHELL AND VENETIAN 
VARIEGATED GLASS TRADE BEADS

AND A WOMAN’S NECKLACE OF BLUE GLASS AND BRASS BEADS AND SHELLS. WITH OLD LABELS INSCRIBED ‘INDIAN
HEADDRESS’ AND ‘INDIAN SQUAWS BRACELET’.

CIRCA 1850-60 
SIZE : 91.5 CM LONG – 36 INS LONG AND 38 CM LONG, 5 CM WIDE – 15 INS LONG, 2 INS WIDE

 
LITERATURE

DENTALIA SHELL WERE VALUED NOT ONLY FOR THEIR ORNAMENTAL QUALITIES BUT ALSO AS A PRINCIPAL CURRENCY
UNIT. THEY WERE DISTRIBUTED BOTH BY THE WHITE TRADERS WHO NAMED THE SHELLS ‘IROQUOIS BEADS’ AND

THROUGH INTER-TRIBAL TRADE FROM THE PACIFIC TO THE ARTIC. EDWIN THOMPSON DENIG WROTE OF THIS TRADE IN
THE 1850’S AMONG THE ASINIBOIN ON THE UPPER MISSOURI : ‘THIS SHELL IS SOUGHT AFTER BY THEM MORE EAGERLY

THAN ANYTHING ELSE OF THE KIND. THEY ARE PROCURED ON THE COAST OF THE PACIFIC AND FIND THEIR WAY TO OUR
TRIBES ACROSS THE MOUNTAINS THROUGH THE DIFFERENT NATIONS BY TRAFFIC WITH EACH OTHER UNTIL THE

CROW’S AND BLACKFEET GET THEM FROM SOME BANDS OF THE SNAKE AND FLATHEAD INDIANS WITH WHOM THEY ARE
AT PEACE’.

THE WEARING OF JEWELLERY WAS A DEMONSTRATION OF WEALTH AND STATUS BOTH CONSPICUOUS AND IMPLIED, BUT
JEWELLERY WAS ALSO MADE AND WORN AS CEREMONIAL REGALIA AND HELD SPIRITUAL MEANING AND POWER.

USING GLASS BEADS TO WIN INDIAN FRIENDSHIP WAS A PREVALENT CUSTOM IN THE TIME WHEN ENGLAND, FRANCE,
SWEDEN, HOLLAND AND SPAIN ALL VIED FOR CONTROL OF NORTH AMERICAN TERRITORIES. THE PRACTICE LASTED
THROUGH THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION WHEN GIFT GIVING GRADUALLY GAVE WAY TO TRADING BEADS FOR FUR, AND

THROUGH THE FUR TRADE, GLASS BEADS HAD A SIGNIFICANT EFFECT ON NATIVE AMERICAN INDIAN LIFE.

 


