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“The Covenant Chain: Indian Ceremonial and Trade
Silver,” travelling exhibit originated and circulated by the
National Museum of Man, Ottawa. Exhibit co-ordinator:
Gibb. Guest curator: N. Jaye Fredrickson.
Designer: Luc Matter. 1980.
Catalogue: N. Jaye Fredrickson and Sandra Gibb, The
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The Covenant Chain” as exhibited at the Provincial Museum of Alberta, Edmonton. "Wearing the Silver” is at the left. (Photo

traite et de cérémonite chez les indiens. 168 pp. $24.95
hardbound; $17.95 paperbound. Audiotour: research,
Sandra Gibb; narration, Richard Binsley.

Nearly every museum collection in Canada and the
northern United States has some trade silver, Sandra Gibb
observed when she came to Edmonton with the National
Museum of Man’s “Covenant Chain” exhibit. It is greatly
to her credit, and that of her co-workers,that so much of
this dispersed and relatively little-known silver, of such
variety and quality, was brought together from twenty
collections in Canada, the United States, and Scotland.

Over 350 pieces are presented in the exhibit, primarily
in nine four-sided black modules, each measuring four




teet in width. Graphics are generally mounted on open,
inset, slanted, and top-lit panels; artifacts are on similar
glass-covered panels or in small attached boxes. A single
-.lu-p case with three glass sides, a large centre-piece
module combining high rectangular with triangular com-
partments, and a large plexiglass cube with opaque corner
extensions complete the exhibit furniture. At the Provin-
cial Museum of Alberta, all but the last of these modules
were displayed within a sunken gallery, having a slightly

insufficient area of about two thousand square feet (fig. 1).

The exhibit and the accompanying catalogue have been
thoroughly researched by Jaye Fredrickson. Both are
generally well organized and profusely and appropriately
illustrated with artifacts and reproductions of paintings or
drawings. On analysis, the exhibit may be seen to follow

three related thematic lines:

I. The evolution of Indian ceremonial and trade silver from
the late 1600s to the early 1800s.

The primary forms of trade silver through the period:
(a) medals, which were adapted, modified, or specially
struck; (b) other forms adapted from European pro-
totypes; (¢) forms of generally universal character; (d)
native-inspired forms, or “stock” items modified by or

for Indians

5. the functions of trade silver, illustrated primarily by
approximately thirty of the graphics and two manne-

quins

These themes are set within a story-line beginning
when growing European-Indian trade, military, and
political alliances were supported by gifts of medals and
characterized by the symbolic linking of cultures with a
silver “chain of friendship.” "Out of diplomatic exchanges
grew the fur trade that so profoundly affected North
American native life.” In the same process there developed
the large, competitive trading companies and the “trading
ceremony,” with its reliance on rich manufactured silver
offerings such as armbands, legbands, hatbands, gorgets,
and medals. Spectacular examples of all these are included
in the exhibit. Such goods were presented to the principal
chiefs and others of lesser rank with a protocol closely pat-
terned on native gift giving, pledging, and council cere-
mony, symbolized among the Iroquois by the wampum
belt. (Notably, one of the two wampum belts on display
depicts the covenant chain linking an Indian and a white

man.)

An important transitional panel (which may unfortu-
nately be lost to some viewers because it occurs unexpec-
tedly on the back of the deep case) records the develop:
ment of silver as a trade good with the enormous increase
in quantity of “trinkets” and the growth of relatively stan-

dard values. The distribution of trade silver through bar-

ter and population movement is graphically portrayed on
a map with accompanying artifacts, showing, for exam
ple, the archaeological occurrence of Montreal-made

goods as far away as Alberta and Alabama.

At this point in the exhibit, the manufactures of a half
dozen Montreal or Quebec silversmiths are highlighted,
and their touch-marks are characterized. Trade silver of
British or American manufacture is given much less atten-
tion. General methods of manufacture are shown, ranging
from the simpler use of individually pounded-out Spanish
coins to more sophisticated techniques employing thin
sheets of silver

An aside to this discussion of manufacture, and treated
only briefly without illustration in the catalogue, is the
subject of trade silver reproductions and “fakes.” This is a
matter of particular interest to museum professionals and
ts perhaps worthy of a special exhibition or publication,
with emphasis on criteria for discrimination. The discus
ston in this part of the exhibit suggest, for example, that
no cast items (beaver, turtles, etc.) can be attributed to
Canadian makers during the peak period of the fur trade

through either archaeology or historical documentation

The values of various items are illustrated through lists

and by the particular example of a gorger selling for

Types of “Luckenbooth™ or heart-shaped brooches
National Museums of Canada, neg. no. 80

(Photo

6212.)




Painting by George Winter of D-Mouche-Kee-Kee-
Awh, a Potawatomi woman with an array of round

Fig. 3.

brooches. Illustration 26, The Covenant Chain. (Origi-
nal courtesy of Cable G. Ball, Tippecanoe County His-
torical Association, Lafayette, Indiana.)

twenty-six shillings or three beaver pelts. I thought this
example might have been strengthened if it had been jux-
taposed more closely with the lists of goods, or if these
early trade values had been translated into approximate
present-day buying power.

The panels that follow depict specific silver artifacts
within the category forms, suggested above. Many items
were adapted from European prototypes, sometimes with
drastically changed meanings and uses. For example, al-
though the gorget (itself derived from functional Euro-
pean armour) may have retained something of its symbolic
military character as a presentation piece, the cross be-
came secularized and was often worn on earrings or
necklaces. Of particular interest is a large Latin cross to
which has been added the engraved figure of an Indian
drinking from what is clearly a liquor bottle. (Gibb, how-
ever, suggested that this might not necessarily represent a
secularization or a paradox, but rather the Indian owner's
perception of two equally viable routes to mystical experi-
ence!)

Other adaptations are the more familiar profusion of

types derived from the Scottish “Luckenbooth,” love-
token brooch (fig. 2), and from the Masonic “jewel.”

Again there is adaptation and the substitution of mean-
ings; Fredrickson suggested, for example, that the dou-
ble-heart Luckenbooth
Iroquois.

represented courage to the

There is no clear distinction in the labels or the au-
diotour of what might be characterized as universal forms
such as the round or the star brooch. Possibly, it is
suggested, the larger round forms may have evolved from
early medals. However, Gibb's discussion of the exhibit
indicated that a separable category could exist here.

Indian-inspired designs include armbands, ear and nose
rings copied from bone and shell ornaments, and ear-
wheels, along with a variety of engraved crests, frequently
animal forms, some of which may have been specially or-
dered. In this regard the catalogue makes a suggestion
here that might have been more explicit in the exhibit.
There may be a significant convergence in some cases of
European and Indian prototypes (military gorgets and In-
dian shell-disc ornaments are examples), a mutual rein-
forcement that afforded a particular symbolic strength and
persistence to certain trade silver forms.

Function is perceived through contemporary paintings
or drawings, generally ranging in date from the mid-
1700s to the mid-1800s. The predominate insight, con-
veyed with far more impact than could be achieved with
lists or enumerations, is the profusion in which trade-
silver ornaments were produced, obtained, and worn.
Contrary to our own practice of highlighting with jewel-
lery, these paintings show the upper clothing of men and
women entirely covered with brooches of repeated or vary-
ing forms (fig.3). Earrings are worn in different combina-
tions along much of the ear. Gorgets, always singular in
traditional military use, are worn in multiples of up to six.

In two paintings, what I had thought of as earrings
when found archaeologically are shown worn in the nose.
One of these is the portrait of Sir John Caldwell, a British
officer, decked out in the native finery he acquired in
North America (fig. 4). Similar earrings also appear on the
edge of Sir John's head-scarf, a reproduction ot which is in
the exhibit.

Formal and functional perspectives culminate in the
striking centre-piece entitled “Wearing the Silver” (fig.
1). Male and female mannequins are dressed in late
eighteenth-century styles of the Great Lakes region which
are based in part on Caldwell's costume. Their adorn-
ments show less profusien but perhaps even greater diver-
sity than has previously been suggested. This centre-piece
also exhibits a massive cradleboard cover, presented as the
largest known piece of trade silver (fig. 5).

Although the barter of trade silver essentially stopped
in 1821 with the end of intensive trade competition, its




Fig. 4. Typical display panel showing round and star brooches
and portrait of Sir John Caldwell. (Photo: Alberta

Government Services, Audio-Visual Services Branch.)

evolution did not. The Iroquois developed their own in-
dustry, which lasted until the 1900s and supplanted even
the memory of non-Indian manufacture. Unfortunately,
none of this nineteenth-century native-made silver can be

identified in the exhibit. However, a recent revival of

[roquois silversmithing in southern Ontario is well repre-
sented in the final module of the display.

To supplement the exhibit at the Provincial Museum,
Arthur Powless of the Six Nations Reserve demonstrated
the ongoing silversmithing tradition, bringing to life the
contemporary exhibit and providing a small comparative
collection for Alberta. In addition, a case of local silver ob-
jects was added, consisting largely of items obtained ar-
chaeologically and dated between about 1785 and 1820.

The creators of “The Covenant Chain” have set out to
convey a large amount of data relating to the unfamiliar
history and nature of trade silver over more than a hundred
years. By and large they have been successful, selecting
their examples for beauty, balance, and historical signifi-

cance. As an archaeologist, I was particularly conscious of

one omission. Although it is discussed at some length in
the audiotour and the catalogue, little reference is made in
the exhibit itself to how the bulk of this silver has been
preserved — to its recovery in an archaeological context or
its more frequent unsystematic discovery by individuals.
An illustration of the spectacular Ojibwa Red Deer River
burial could have been provided, which would show not
only something of archaeological method but also a differ-
ent aspect of “wearing the silver,” complementing the dis-
cussion of ornamented cradles!

I noted a few apparent errors of fact or implication. A
trading fair in a painting appears to be taking place in
1915 (perhaps the date of the painting). The Hudson's

94

Bay Company and North West Company trade did not
end at the Rocky Mountains, as one label may imply. A
daguerreotype of Chief Oshawana is dated 18306, the year
before the first exposure is known to have been produced by
Daguerre. The legend on one map appears incomplete and
the dates are confusing. On one panel, the basis for dis-
tinction of nose ornaments and earrings is unclear. A col-
league suggested there is also a confusion in the distinc-
tion of armbands and legbands. Another viewer com-
plained of the failure to define when an unfamiliar term
such as “gorget” is first used.

The initial impact of the exhibit is on the whole pleas-
ing, although it is not enhanced by the variability in
height and alignment of panels within the modules.
Colours are generally well chosen and display units are of
appropriate size and form. The beginning is slightly con-
fusing, however. The viewer may not know where to start
and in which direction to proceed, although this may have
been a result of the size and shape of the largest feature gal-
lery at the Provincial Museum. The four-sided modules
are provided with large numbers keyed to the audiotour
but generally on only one or two sides, and this may also
be a source of confusion.

Labels are well written but are generous in quantity and
length, and may overwhelm the silver. The text is particu-
larly long in the section on historical background and the
medallic tradition, where the viewers should be drawn
quickly into the exhibit and their attention sustained.
Here and throughout I think that headlining and block-
ing out of the exhibit might have been stronger. The
specialist or the viewer who is willing to spend several
hours with the catalogue and the audiotour will have little
difficulty, but a major exhibit of this quality and expense
should have some basic information for everyone, even the

visitor with only five minutes to spend. The useful au-

Fig. 5. The silver cradleboard cover. (Photo: Alberta Govern

ment Services, Audio-Visual Services Branch.)




diotour, approximately forty minutes long, found virtu-
ally no demand at the Provincial Museum, perhaps in part
because of the volume of text.

Lighting and the variably coloured backgrounds are not
completely successful. Dark backgrounds bring out the
quality of the silver but also maximize reflection. Top-
lighting does not always reach the lower artifacts, particu-
larly when they are in the shadow of other objects or plas-
tic firtings, or when the panels are tilted too much or not
enough. A number of key surface details are lost, such as
the designs on gorgets (usually pointing slightly down-
wards).

Some organization of labels and artifacts, notably in the
medal section, appears busy and occasionally even sloppy.
Several of the plastic mountings are obtrusive; shelves
could perhaps have been shaped more nearly to the objects
they support. Some items, notably the gorget's-worth of
English coins, are mounted too low. The paintings and
drawings are well selected and distributed, with the possi-
ble exception of an overbalance of two-dimensional illus-
tration following the section on medals. When the exhibit
arrived at the Provincial Museum, however, several
graphics were apparently beginning to fade.

The catalogue is generally informative and well illus-
trated. However, it is occasionally difficult to correlate
specific text orartifact illustrations with the exhibit, nota-
bly the unnumbered specimens on the mannequins. Also,
it would have been nice to know the provenance of dis-
covery of certain key artifacts such as the ornaments from
the Red Deer River burial or from Rocky Mountain
House. Such information can sometimes be inferred from
catalogue numbers or hints within the exhibit, but it
generally requires specialized foreknowledge. Also, some
items in the exhibit are not included in the catalogue.

Travelling exhibits must perhaps be judged by some-
whar different standards than those applied to the perma-
nent display. We must appreciate the compromises neces-
sitated by rhe watchful eye of the conservator, the stipula-
tions of lenders, and the eccentricities of diverse gallery
spaces. Over several years the National Museum of Man's
travelling exhibits have revealed marvellous things. But
there have also been some lapses in design standards and in
the concern for communication with the widely varying
public that these displays serve. However, “The Covenant
Chain” is one of a series of memorable ethnographic and
historical exhibits, produced or funded by the National
Museum of Man, that have progressively conveyed the
richness and variety of Canadian material culture.

Robert S. Kidd
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Comments by the guest curator and the exhibit co-or-
dinator.

“The Covenant Chain”:
the naming of an exhibition.

Since the exhibition of Indian ceremonial and trade
silver first opened in Ottawa in September 1980, there
have been many questions and comments about its con-
tent, theme, and presentation. The most common ques-
tion, however, is, Why “The Covenant Chain”? Each time
it 1s asked, I recall the debates that went on within the
museum about the proposed title. It was too sombre. It
had too many legal and religious connotations. It was not
“catchy.” It was too hard to pronounce. It did not explain
the show adequately. But it remained “The Covenant
Chain” because that title best captured the theme that un-
derlay the show.

The idea for an exhibit of Indian trade silver was first
proposed in the early 1970s, and I was contracted to pre-
pare a proposal for the show in 1973. At that time, I was
typical of most Canadians having never heard of trade
silver. The research into it was not unlike a detective’s in-
vestigation. There were pieces of silver in public and pri-
vate collections across North America, and there were
numerous theories to explain its existence.

Our key objective in preparing the exhibition was to
ensure that the silver be understood in the context of its
use. We wanted to avoid showing the pieces in the iso-
lated splendor so popular for most precious metal objects.
The silver itself was unusual in appearance, but as long as
it was a luxurious curiosity or “just another fur trade ar-
tifact,” I doubted that it would make a valuable contrib-
ution to our understanding of either the Europeans who
made it or the Indians who received it.

Then I read Sir William Johnson's account of the silver
chain that was “strengthened and brightened” almost
every year in a ceremonial exchange of gifts and good will.
Among those gifts were the beautiful armbands and
gorgets. Here was the symbolic significance which set
silver apart from other trade goods, yet gave silver a place
in the cultures that made and used it. Here was “The Co-
venant Chain.”

The exhibition only begins to explore the relationship
between ceremony and alliance, between “trade and
peace.” But in so doing it opens up a dimension of the fur
trade not yet commonly understood in popular history. It
brings attention to the Indian traditions and influences
which shaped the fur trade. If “The Covenant Chain”




exhibition does no more than increase public awareness of
the cultural context in which trade silver played a brief but
conspicuous part, it will have accomplished its goal.

N. Jaye Fredrickson

“The Covenant Chain:
Indian Ceremonial and Trade Silver”

This exhibition originated where all museum exhibi-
tions should — with the objects themselves. Rather than
starting with astory-line and trying to illustrate it the way
one would a book, we began with the artifacts and tried to
depict the context in which they existed. In so doing we
were able to illustrate various aspects of life in eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century North America, including the fur
trade, colonial wars, Indian dress styles, colonial silver-
smithing, and Indian-white relations. Because trade silver
is made today, we were also able to give it a contemporary
setting. Thus we could explore a number of themes while
holding on to a continuing thread, the trade silver itself.

Although the collection of the National Museum of
Man was the basis of the exhibition, we drew on more than
twenty other collections, both public and private, to give
greater variety. The research involved in ferreting out
pieces in other collections was largely based on work done
by Arthur Woodward before World War II, but in our
search we discovered previously untapped sources of trade
silver. The lists now available will be useful to future re-
searchers. Nearly every collection in North America has a
few pieces of trade silver; it is therefore a part of our mate-
rial heritage that, although hitherto relatively unknown,
has had an interest for many museum curators.

A great deal of effort was made to display the objects in
a way that would both put them in their context and show
them to their best advantage. Security was an important
consideration because the objects are small and portable.
It was decided that the viewing surface should be close to
the visitor but that the cases themselves should be large
and not easily opened. To reduce the handling of che silver
(thus protecting it from tarnishing), most of the pieces
were mounted on the exhibition panels. The materials in
the case were carefully selected and all the cases were lined
with Pacific silver cloth as a tarnish inhibitor to reduce
further the presence of sulphur which could affect the
pieces. Subject to individual institutions’ restrictions, all
the silver was cleaned by a conservator and coated with
Incralac, a substance used to prevent tarnish.

One disappointment in the installation of the objects
was the unfortunate angle of the gorgets. Although they
have been mounted in a secure way, the beautiful engrav-

ings on many of them are difficult to see because they face
downward, and the cases are not deep enough to allow
them to be mounted on a shelf, thus changing the angle of
display.

I think the National Museum of Man can be proud of
this exhibition because it accomplishes what museum
exhibitions should: it shows artifacts, placing them in a
context that allows the visitor to understand a lictle-
known part of our heritage. The exhibition has been built
to ensure the safety of the artifacts and their proper care
both on display and in transit. Finally, it is an exhibition
that is visually attractive so that visitors want to look at it.
To me, these are the most important aspects of any
museum exhibition.

Sandra Gibb

“Waisted Efforts,” Vancouver Museum. Curator: Ivan
Sayers. Designer: Mary Paddon. Vancouver Museum,
August 1981-May 1982. Brochure.

The History Division of the Vancouver Museum is cur-
rently presenting an exhibit of women'’s underwear dating
from 1750 to 1960. Wryly entitled “Waisted Efforts,”
the exhibit focuses upon sometimes futile attempts to
compress and distort the female figure into a succession of
shapes, each of which was deemed fashionable in its time.
Most of the artifacts displayed are mechanical contrivances
designed to produce an artificial form; they range from
whalebone (baleen-reinforced) corsets to wire bustles to
the rubber girdles of the 1950s.

WAISTED
EFFORTS

Fig. 1. Cartoon depicting the excesses of nineteenth-century
corsetry.  (Photo:  Henry Tabbers, Vancouver
Museum.)
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