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Introduction
The Beltrami Collection, made up of the objects Giacomo Costantino Beltrami (Bergamo, 1779 – 

Filottrano, 1855; fig.1) brought back from his travels in the Upper Mississippi area, the Minnesta-St. 
Peters River, and the Red River Valley, has been divided for a long time: a part was kept at the Museum 
of Natural History E. Caffi in Bergamo, Lombardy, and a part was at Palazzo Beltrami-Luchetti in 
Filottrano (Ancona, Marche). Only very recently the two parts have been reunited in Bergamo and, 
according to Feest and Kasprycki (1997:40), “Beltrami’s collection ... constitutes the earliest group of 
objects from Minnesota in Europe”.

In 2021 I wrote Beltrami’s Cradleboard and Other Stories. Beltrami’s is the Oldest Preserved Dakota 
Cradleboard in the World, an updated version of the article La culla di Beltrami e altre storie, published 
in Italian in 1993. Count Glauco Luchetti Gentiloni (1916–2004), moral heir and trustee of the 
Beltrami heritage in Italy, created the private Beltrami-Luchetti Museum in Filottrano, Ancona in the 
late 1970s, and opened it to the public in 1979. My sister Flavia and me visited him in the 1980s and took 
some photos of most of the items of the Collection hosted in the Palazzo Spada Lavinj, today Beltrami-

In 2021 I wrote Beltrami’s Cradleboard and Other Stories. Beltrami’s is the Oldest 
Preserved Dakota Cradleboard in the World, an updated version of the article La culla di 
Beltrami e altre storie, published in Italian in 1993.The examples of cradles of the Eastern 
Sioux in the literature made me believe that the two pieces in the Caffi Museum, n. 12 and 
n. 15, and the two “belts” of Filottrano were parts of the same artifact of the cradleboard type, 
which the Santee Sioux still used at the time when Beltrami visited the area. I was of the 
opinion that the objects divided between the Beltrami collection at the museum ‘E. Caffi’ of 
Bergamo and the Luchetti collection of Filottrano formed a single artifact, that is, a cradle 
of the type called cradleboard. Actually, I had identified a number of objects that had been 
divided as belonging to the cradle category. Recently, we could take photos not only of the 
Bergamo pieces, but also new and better photos of the Filottrano pieces, in order to make the 
replica for the museum. Christian Feest has correctly questioned my thesis on the existence of a 
Beltrami cradle, based on his photos of pieces in the collection that showed various discrepancies. 
In conclusion, the Filottrano and Bergamo binders belong to two different toy cradles, the 
cradle bands in Bergamo belong to a full-size cradle, the Filottrano ‘strap’ or ‘head frame 
decoration’ is made of a number of pieces that were cut off, and might belong to a fourth cradle.
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Luchetti, also known as Beltrami House. Actually, the Palace had belonged to Gerolamo Spada, who, 
between late 1797 and 1798, had been part of the pro-revolutionary administration of Filottrano. He 
was also Beltrami’d friend and host, and husband of Countess Giulia dei Medici. A strong bond was 
established between the Beltrami and Giulia, compatible with her being married to Count Girolamo 
Spada and their eight children. Giulia, passionate about botany and agriculture, active contributor to 
her husband’s activities, died of consumption in 1820. Girolamo leased most of the Monte Polesco 
estate in Filottrano for eighteen years to his friend Beltrami, and died in Macerata in 1821. Beltrami left 
Filottrano and wandered for a long time in France, then visited the Grand Duchy of Baden, the cities 
of Koblenz, Cologne, Liège and Waterloo and finally, in July 1822, he travelled to England. Stopping 
in London for a few months, he embarked on November 3rd of the same year for America, arriving in 
Philadelphia on Jan. 21st, 1823. In this city he stayed only long enough to publish the report of his trip 
to Europe in the form of four letters addressed to Countess Girolama Passeri Compagnoni, with the 
title: Deux mots sur des promenades de Paris à Liverpool à Philadelphia. Immediately after publication he 
resumed his wanderings, and visited Chester, Baltimore, Washington and from Pittsburgh, proceeding 
on the Ohio, he reached the Mississippi river at the end of March 1823. He joined a military expedition 
embarked on the vessel ‘Virginia’, led by Gen. Clark and including the Major Taliaferro, tasked with 
inspecting the forts along the upper reaches of the Mississippi river. From New Orleans Beltrami wrote 
about his adventures on the area to Countess Girolama who, incidentally, is a distant relative of mine 
on my mother’s side 1.

On the ceiling of one of the rooms of Palazzo Beltrami-Luchetti there is a copy of Benjamin West’s 
1770 painting, The Death of General Wolfe, commemorating the 1759 Battle of Quebec, where General 
James Wolfe died at the moment of victory. But the general’s uniform in Filottrano is grey-blue instead 
of red as in the original, probably from William Woollett’s engraving, which was the best-known copy of 
West’s original and became popular around the world. The library includes William Robertson’s History 
of America, Book I to IV about the Spanish Conquest, but also, published in 1796, Book IX about the 
story of the foundation of Virginia and Book X about that of New England. This witnesses the Spada 
family’s interest in American things, matched by the interest in the American objects brought home by 
Beltrami. Giulia died in 1820, and Girolamo died in 1821, but when Beltrami came back from his tours, 
first in Europe, then in North America, Mexico and Haiti, later again throughout Europe, he could still 
rely on the Spada family’s friendship, and spent his last days in the Palazzo Spada Lavinj in Filottrano.

His temperament, already not very sociable as it appears from the books published in 1824 and 
1828, had become increasingly grumpy and quarrelsome. Count Lucchetti said smilingly that Beltrami 
quarrelled with everyone except women. In fact, the State Archives of Macerata are full of documents 
showing years and years of litigation with Giovanni and Filippo Spada, Girolamo’s younger brothers, 
since 1823, other landowning families as well as against artisans and tenants. Long’s entry in his diary 
(in Christianson 1923:256) on the day on which Beltrami left the party is interesting: “ Mr. Beltrami 
our Italian companion, having taken offense at the party, generally, and being highly provoked at my 
objecting to his turning an indian out of our Lodge, left the party in a very hasty and angry manner.” 
Count Luchetti also told us that he had a wooden hut built in one of the cold halls of the palace Beltrami-
Luchetti, where he lived like a monk and called himself Friar James. As he described Beltrami’s oddities 
to us, we took pictures of every object he took out of the display cases.

1	  From Giovanni Battista Compagnoni (1853 - 1918 ) and Vittoria Prosperi Flaviani, were born Alberto, and Giulia 
who was united in marriage, against the wishes of the family, with the lawyer. Sigismondo Compagnucci, Knight of the 
Crown of Italy.  From Giulia and Sigismondo Compagnucci, Eros Alberto and Carlo: who - following a regular act of 
adoption by their maternal uncle C.te Mario Compagnoni Floriani, homologated by Decree of the Royal Court of Appeal 
of Ancona dated 10 November 1937 - also took the surname Compagnoni Floriani (Inventory of the Compagnoni archive 
of the family of Count Compagnoni Floriani di Villamagna in Macerata. edited by Laura Mocchegiani). Vittoria Prosperi 
Flaviani was my grandmother’s granny; Eros Alberto and his wife were good friends of my family.



Busatta S. / Antrocom Online Journal of Anthropology, vol. 18, n. 2a (2022) 69-81 71

The other sources of information and photos about the Beltrami Collections were Laurencich 
Minelli (1989, 18991) and a long article, and two catalogues by Vigorelli (1986, 1987, 1987b) as well as 
Feest and Kasprycki (1999).

From One Cradle to Three (Maybe Four)
In the collection of the E. Caffi Museum in Bergamo there are cradle decorations (cat. no. 15, page 

78), correctly recognized as such. At the end of the Catalogue, in the section on Artifacts preserved 
in Filottrano, Luchetti Collection, the pieces are only drawn and the drawing on p. 98, no. a, has the 
caption: “Belt. Decorations in quillwork on tanned hide. Lower fringing with tin cones. Northern Plains. 
Santee Sioux.”. Another drawing, on p. 100, no. e, is described as: “Belt. Quill decoration on tanned 
hide. Lower fringing with tin cones. Northern Plains.”. The same drawings are mentioned as objects ‘a’ 
and ‘e’ in Beltrami’s Catalogue of Objects and as n.15 sect. Rivista del Museo Civico di Scienze Naturali 
‘E. Caffi’, Bergamo 1987, vol. 2. In the same journal (1987 at page 28 there is the description, page 91 a 
B/W photo) there is an object that does not appear in the Catalogue of the Exhibition: “e. 12/35 wrap-
around belt, L cm 46, H cm 15, Upper Mississippi, Northern Plains”. Prof. Laurencich Minelli (1991) 
described the longest strip of Filottrano, and advanced the hypothesis that it could be part of a harness 
for horses.

George Catlin (1973:132, fig. 232) bought the cradleboard he drew in his book on Indian customs, a 
cradle that is now part of the Catlin collection at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C.. He 
bought it at Fort Snelling in 1835, and at that time the Mdewakanton Sioux were living around the fort. 
Catlin’s cradle has decorations similar to the Filottrano binder (the “belt”): a series of black birds on a white 
background, probably Thunder Birds and black and red figures on a white background, framed by red 
stripes. Another Eastern Sioux cradleboard is the one mentioned as Cat. No. E 27,984, which Norman 
Feder (1982) dates about 1830, very similar to Catlin’s cradle and housed at the Peabody Essex Museum 
in Salem, Massachusetts. In the Brooklyn Museum, New York City, there is another cradleboard collected 
at Fort Snelling during the period between 1833 and 1836, when Dr. Nathan Sturges Jarvis worked as the 
fort’s physician, and which is now part of the Jarvis collection (Feder 1964:55, Fig. 38 Cat. no. 29). Another 
set of cradle decorations, with the same family air, were collected by the Swiss Count von Pourtales, who 
accompanied the American writer Washington Irving on his travels in the West between September and 
November 1832 and made into an exotic bag, now housed in the Museum of Bern, Switzerland, Cat. no. 
195 and dubiously attributed to the Eastern Sioux. (Thompson 1977:184). These and other cradles can 
also been found in Feest and Kaspryki’s book ‘Peoples of the Twilight’: at pages 190-191, fig. 35 there is the 
Dakota wooden cradleboard model, before 1830, Ludwig von Rönne Collection, ex Colonel Thomas L. 
McKenney collection, from the Völkerkunde Museum, Berlin. At pages 192-193 there is the watercolor of 
a cradleboard, “probably Dakota” 1941, after a lost color-coded pencil sketch. ca. 1830-1850 by Duke Paul 
von Wüttenmberg, also from the from the Völkerkunde Museum, Berlin. In the Annotated Catalog of the 
Illustrations Feest and Kasprycki at page 283-284 listed the comparative examples of the McKenney- von 
Rönne Dakota cradleboard model: the Catlin cradleboard in Washington, collected between 1832 and 1839, 
the Peabody Essex cradle, ca. 1830 in Feder 1965, already mentioned, another cradleboard at the Peabody 
Museum “Dakota cradle early 19th century, in Monroe et al. 1996:94-97, and the Ojibwa cradleboard ca. 
1850 at the same museum, the model Dakota cradleboard, 1856 at the Náprstek Museum in Prague, and 
the already mentioned fragment of a cradleboard decoration, Dakota, ca. 1830, A.A. de Pourtales collection 
Bernisches Historisches Museum, Berne. Then there are the items in the Caffi and Filottrano collections. 
They are the “fragment of cradleboard decoration, Dakota, collected in Minnesota in 1823 (Vigorelli 
1987:43,78,#15), and the “fragments of cradleboard decoration. Dakota: collected in Minnesota in 1823 
(Laurencich Minnelli 1990:248, 251, figs. 15, 16; the latter identified as a horse harness decorated strip”). 

At that time I did not know the Duane Doty’s toy cradle, attributed to the Eastern Sioux, in the 
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Wisconsin Historical Museum. Doty (1799 - 1865) was a land speculator and politician in the United 
States who played an important role in the development of Wisconsin and Utah Territory. In 1820 he “had 
accompanied the expedition of Lewis Cass to the headwaters of the Mississippi and in 1823/4 was living 
in Prairie du Chien, both occasions on which he could have obtained the piece” (Feest 2022:10). Actually, 
“even the McKenney cradle could be from the same time, we simply don’t know for how long it had been in 
the Indian Department collection before going to Berlin.” (Feest 2022, personal communication). Hence, 
it looks that I wrote, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically, the Beltrami’s was the oldest cradle, although 
Beltrami’s items are the only ones dated with certainty. Beltrami, however, brought home a flute that 
according to Goss (2012-2022) is the “earliest known wooden Native American flute.”

The examples of cradles of the Eastern Sioux in the literature made me believe that the objects divided 
between the Beltrami collection at the museum ‘E. Caffi’ of Bergamo and the Luchetti collection of 
Filottrano formed a single artifact, that is, a cradle of the type called cradleboard. I believed that in 1823 
Beltrami collected the cradle probably near Fort Snelling (ex Fort Anthony) among the Eastern Sioux, 
maybe the Santee Mdewakanton who had their village in Kaposia, very close to the fort, discarded the 
wooden parts and preserved only the parts decorated with porcupine quills. 

As a matter of fact, I identified a number of objects that had been divided between two collections 
as actually belonging to the cradle category. When the different parts were divided it cannot be known 
for certain, but when the curators in Bergamo became aware of the fact that the various pieces belonged 
to the same ‘cradle’, were happy to know we wanted to make a replica of the ‘cradle’. Replicas are very 
useful tools both to understand material culture and to make people understand it. Therefore, last 
summer Flavia and me went to Bergamo after about twenty years. The first time, we had seen the ‘cradle 
decorations’ and the ‘belt’, but did not take a photo, we could only rely on the catalogues. This time 
we could take photos not only of the Bergamo pieces, but also new and better photos of the Filottrano 
pieces, in order to make the replica for the museum. Moreover, we also could take precise measurements 
of each item. In fact, The Filottrano collection was requested by Bergamo on loan for ten years to 
celebrate Beltrami’s adventurous journey after the 2005 the exhibition Un Bergamasco tra i Sioux. G. 
C.Beltrami Alla scoperta delle sorgenti del Mississippi 2 organized by the Caffi, and the objects had been 
brought together by the will of the heirs. In 2019, the Luchetti family, still the owner and responsible for 
the preservation of the precious artifacts that were deteriorating, decided with Marche Superintendent 
for Cultural Heritage and Activities Marta Mazza the temporary entrustment of the collection to the 
Caffi Museum of Bergamo. The administrative judges of Ancona in 2021 legitimized the transfer of the 
collection to Bergamo, where it was already to be restored.

When Christian Feest wrote his article for this volume, he questioned my thesis on the existence of 
a Beltrami cradle, based on his photos of pieces in the collection that showed various discrepancies. By 
taking the measurements of the various Bergamo and Filottrano cradle pieces in custody of the Caffi 
Museum, we found that the ‘carrying strap’ measurement in my article was wrong: it was not 1.78 
cm, but 77.4 cm. Furthermore, the measurements of the binders were too small in comparison to the 
average measurements of the wooden board we had had a carpenter build. The same applies to the head 
frame. So we started to think it was a toy cradle and Feest confirmed that from the measurements it was 
clear that the binders belonged to toy cradles. Thus a dialogue began between Feest and the writer of 
which I report the most important parts.

Feest in his article (2022:12-13, and personal communication) states that the two binders in Bergamo 
(fig. 2) and Filottrano (fig. 3a, 3b), must have been from two different toy cradles: “(1) the binders are 
made of differently colored leather (at least that is what they looked like on the photographs I had; on the 
photos you sent me, the colors are not as much different, still the Bergamo binder tends towards grey, the 

2	 A Bergamasque among the Sioux . G. C. Beltrami at the discovery of the sources of the Mississippi
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Filottrano one towards beige); (2) on the Filottrano binder the quillwork is applied to a panel that is sewn 
to the binder - your photographs confirm the stitches in the backside; in the Bergamo binder the quillwork 
is directly applied to the binder; (3) from the pictures I had it seemed that the mode of attaching the tin 
cones was different: fringes cut directly from the binder (Bergamo) and cut from a separate strip sewn to 
the binder (Filottrano); your photographs indicate that I may have been wrong; this would be something 
to check (still another technique is used on the strap, where pairs of cones are attached to short leather 
strings piercing the strap)”. Later he wrote: “As for the attachment of the tin cones to the binders, your 
photos do not clearly contradict my interpretation, so I let my version stand as is, even though subsequent 
research may prove that I was wrong.” (4) “It was only on your photos that I noticed another difference: 
the upper edge is quilled on the Bergamo binder and undecorated on the one in Filottrano.” 

From the photo Feest had, he noted that what was strange about the Filottrano strap (fig. 4a, 4b, 4c, 
4d, 4e, 4f, 4g) was the asymmetry of the design; this would be unique for a cradle carrying strap.When 
we went to Bergamo last time, where the Filottrano collection is currently in custody, as we have seen, 
we not only found that the strap was actually 77,4 cm long, but it was cut into a number of pieces. Seven 
pieces were cut and then put together again to form a long strip 60.9 long, the eighth piece, 16.5 cm 
long, had not been glued, and a small, isolated fragment had been cut into what looks to me like a belt 
loop. Therefore, there is the possibility that a second piece, probably similar to the short one, or even 
more than one is missing, and we should conclude that we do not know how long it really was. We also 
do not know whether it is a carrying strap, a decoration of the head frame or it had some other function. 
We have also ruled out the possibility that the currently existing fragments that constitute the ‘strap’ are 
the belt or quiver strap that appear in Beltrami’s portrait in the 1828 lithograph.

In the Catlin collection there is a belt made up from two cradle bands, may be Ojibwa, probably by 
Catlin himself, and the Swiss Count von Pourtales made into an exotic bag of a set of decorations of a 
toy cradle. Maybe someone, probably Beltrami himself, wanted to make the belt in the 1828 lithograph 
from the strap, but changed his mind succeeding only in ruining a good piece of Indian handicraft. 
After all, Beltrami had turned a sacred pipe into a walking stick and considered the objects he brought 
home as curiosities to show his aristocratic friends that constituted his entire elite and exclusive little 
world, the comparison by which he judged the rest of humanity. See what Beltrami (1828:443) writes 
about a Chippewa funeral at Leech Lake: 

I was a spectator of the funeral ceremony performed in honour of the manes of Cloudy Weather’s 
son-in-law, whose body had remained with the Sioux, and was suspected to have furnished one of 
their repasts. What appeared not a little singular, and indeed ludicrous in this funeral comedy, 
was the contrast exhibited by the terrific lamentations and yells of one part of the company, while 
the others were singing and dancing with all their might. I was scarcely able several times to refrain 
from laughing : but the ceremony having some resemblance to the usages of the ancients, who also on 
such occasions paid and employed together Tibicenes and Praeficae, my respect for antiquity and our 
antiquaries enabled me to preserve my gravity.

On a rise called the Height of Land, Beltrami discovered a lake, which he believed to be the northern 
headwaters of the Mississippi, and which he named Lake Julia in honour of the Medici-Spada. He 
named other lakes Geronima (in honour of Countess Compagnoni), Monteleone (in honour of Duke 
Diego Pignatelli di Monteleone, former ambassador of Murat at the Napoleonic court and whom he 
met in Florence), Torrigiani (in honour of Marquis Pietro Torrigiani of Florence), Antonelli (in honour 
of another Florentine friend). Ungrateful, he dedicated no lake to Luisa, Princess of Stolberg, Countess 
of Albany, former wife of Charles Edward Stuart, the Young Pretender (to the throne of Britain), who 
had resolved his serious problems with papal justice.

As to my article, when I wrote it I had only the photos I made about 20 years ago in Filottrano, where 
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I saw only the one piece of the ‘strap’ (I do not know whether it was the longest piece or was it a single 
strip from which the shortest piece had not yet come off), and the photo in the Vigorelli catalogue and 
review article. Therefore, I identified the cradle pieces as belonging to the category ‘cradle,’ (not belt or 
harness), but with the new photos I can see the differences Feest is speaking about. Part of the quillwork 
of the Filottrano binding and ‘strap’ had been “restored” with yellow vegetable fibers: Count Luchetti 
had done the ‘restoration’ in the 1980s, as the porcupine quills with their natural whitish colour had 
disappeared over time, but he was not satisfied with it and gave up. He also glued pieces of red (woollen?) 
cloth to the back of the two items, as well as in the back of the Filottrano horse headstall.

One thing I always wondered was is why the so-called Beltrami’s cradle was divided between Bergamo 
and Filottrano. If, as it seems, the was no such a cradle, but pieces of different cradles, then it looks simpler 
to understand why the various items were divided, by whom we don’t know. The fact that Beltrami 
could buy pieces of cradles, toy or otherwise, points out to a burgeoning market of tourist art in the area. 
Feest totally agreed on both points: “the separation of the pieces between Bergamo and Filottrano is a 
further argument that they were never recognized as part of one cradle; and obviously there must have 
been a flourishing tourist market for toy cradles: look at the number of surviving toy cradles versus full-
size cradles. I believe that Beltrami never collected a complete cradle but various specimens of quillwork. 
It was not unusual for travelers to buy parts of artifacts - they were easier to get and easier to transport.”

In conclusion, the Bergamo (fig. 2) and Filottrano binders (fig. 3a, 3b) belong to different toy cradles, 
the cradle bands (fig. 5a, 5b, 5c, 5d) in Bergamo belong to a full-size cradle. If the Filottrano strap (fig. 
4a, 4b, 4c, 4e, 4f, 4g) is only 77,4 cm cm., as Feest remarks, “it could indeed be a carrying strap for a 
toy cradle. Measurements for carrying straps are indeed rare, partly because so few carrying strips have 
survived. But from the existing specimens it appears that their length is about three times the width of 
the cradle. This means that if the Filottrano strap is a carrying strap for a cradle, the width of the cradle 
must have been about 25 cm. This would fit the two binders in Bergamo and Filottrano, which I am 
sure must have been from two different toy cradles. What is strange about the Filottrano strap is the 
asymmetry of the design; this would be unique for a cradle carrying strap. This would also be true for a 
head frame decoration (which should be also about three times the width of the cradle or a little less).”

As I said before, the Filottrano ‘strap’ or ‘head frame decoration’ is made of a number of pieces that 
were cut off, later reassembled to form a single long strip, with the exception of one fragment cut in the 
form of a belt loop. One of the fragments of the strip seems to have become detached and probably at 
least one other piece is missing. In any case, the Filottrano strip might belong to a fourth cradle.

As to the tribal affiliation Feest (personal communication) agrees that “the majority of objects 
were probably obtained from Mdewakantons at Fort Snelling or from Renville (and thus Sisseton or 
Wahpeton), but if we are only talking about parts, I would not exclude the Yanktonai, especially because 
the technique of the cradle bands is different from all others that we know. In the end, we only have 
possibilities and no final proof.”

Joseph Renville (1779–1846) was a French-Dakota Sioux interpreter, translator, expedition guide, 
Canadian officer in the War of 1812, founder of the Columbia Fur Company, and an important figure in 
dealings between Americans and Dakota (Sioux) Indians in Minnesota. His father, Joseph Rainville (also 
known as De Rainville) (1753–1806), was a French Canadian canoeman and fur trader, and his mother, 
Miniyuhe (Miniyuhewiŋ), was a kinswoman of the Mdewakanton Dakota chief Little Crow family. 
His wife, Mary Tokanne (Tokahewiŋ) Renville, also a kinswoman of Big Thunder (Wakiŋyaŋtaŋka) 
Little Crow II, was an early Christian convert. When the Long party left Fort St. Anthony on July 9, 
1823 it had recruited Joseph Renville, who took the place of the inefficient Roque. Keating’s praise of 
Renville was generous: “We have met with few men,” he writes, “that appeared to us to be gifted with 
a more inquiring and discerning mind, or with more force and penetration than Renville. … We found 
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him uniformly faithful, intelligent, and as veracious as any interpreter we ever had in our company.” 
(Christianson 1923:255). The Caffi Museum in Bergamo has a Dakota bow which probably belonged 
to Joseph Renville. On the back of the bow there is a faint inscription that reads Joe kei ha saw probably 
engraved with a bone or horn awl or other sharp object. The inscription is in the Dakota language and 
means ‘it belongs to Joe. “ Thanks to Renville, Beltrami was able to participate in the buffalo hunt with 
the Yanktonai Sioux chief Wanatha.

As for the Yanktonai attribution, I based my Dakota hypothesis on the existing documentation. I 
had some doubts about the Yanktonais because Beltrami spent some time in Chief Wanatha’s camp 
and participated to a buffalo hunt. Marino believes (personal communication), and I agree, that in that 
occasion Beltrami got the brave stick now in Bergamo. Then he reached the Long expedition at Pembina, 
and went towards Red Lake and Leech Lake with two Chippewa and a Métis. They left Beltrami very 
soon, and he had a very bad time to go on, since he overturned his canoe more than once. Beltrami 
(1828:382-387) wrote: 

I jumped into my canoe and began rowing. But I was totally unacquainted with the almost magical 
art by which a single person guides a canoe, and particularly a canoe formed of bark, the lightness of 
which is overpowered by the current, and the conduct of which requires extreme dexterity. Frequently, 
instead of proceeding up the river, I descended; a circumstance which by no means shortened my 
voyage. Renewed efforts made me lose my equilibrium, the canoe upset, and admitted a considerable 
quantity of water. My whole cargo was wetted. I leaped into the water, drew the canoe on land, and 
laid it to drain with the keel upwards. I then loaded it again, taking care to place the wetted part of 
my effects uppermost, to be dried by the sun. I then resumed my route. […] I threw myself into the 
water up to my waist, and commenced a promenade of a rather unusual kind, drawing the canoe 
after me with a thong from a buffaloe’s hide, which I had fastened to the prow. The first day of my 
expedition, the 15th of the month, was employed in this manner, and I did not stop till the evening. It 
was natural to expect that I should be fatigued; but I was not in the least so. While thus dragging after 
me my canoe, with a cord over my shoulder, an oar in my hand for my support, my back stooping, my 
head looking down, holding conversation with the fishes beneath, and making incessant windings in 
the river, in order to sound its depths, that I might most safely pass; I must leave to your imagination 
to conceive the variety and interest of the ideas which rapidly passed in review before my mind!

To add to his discomfort, the weather was sultry and there were many thundershowers. Beltrami 
could hardly have been wetter, but his baggage was drenched and began to grow moldy. It is worth 
noting here that Beltrami’s heroic pose is absurd both in the painting by E. Scuri, c.1859, now in the 
Museo Caffi, and that by Gian Antonio Micheli, 1931. The paintings show a canoe, which looks like a 
Venetian punt, and Beltrami standing in a Venetian rowing style.

Even if the part of the cradle Beltrami bought from the Yanktonai was small (although the pair of 
cradle bands are small enough to survive his misadventures in the canoe), he lost almost everything, 
his clothes included, during the leg of his trip from Pembina to Leech Lake. Hence, I did not take into 
consideration the possibility, also because we have no examples of such old Yanktonai cradles. However, 
if Beltrami left some of his luggage, particularly souvenirs, for Renville and Joe Snelling to take back to 
Fort Snelling when he left the Long expedition at Pembina and went off on his own, then the souvenirs 
were in no danger of being lost or destroyed.

The Beaded Shoes, and an Inch-Canoe, Trophies and Scalpings for a Traveller’s Den 3

While Italian scholars and journalists speak of Beltrami as an ‘explorer’ and even a ‘proto-ethnographic 
collector’(Taylor and Marino 2020), David Penney (2007:87) more correctly calls him “an ‘Italian 

3	  From some verses by A.M. Klein 1948, quoted in Phillips 1998:3
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tourist’, for lack of a better term.” Bell (2012) titled “Giacomo Beltrami: The ‘Accidental Tourist’ in 
Minnesota” his presentation at the Beltrami County History Center in Bemidji. Less charitably, Severin 
(1967) calls him “The Preposterous Pathfinder” and “lighthearted Italian coxcomb”, and Martin (1990) 
“Improbable Explorer.” Although the title of the 1828 edition of the account of Beltrami’s travels uses 
the word ‘pilgrimage,’ through his letters, Beltrami refers to his journeys as ‘promenades.’ The notion 
that travel may be a kind of pilgrimage is not new: it has circulated at least since Byron’s Childe Harold’s 
Pilgrimage (1812), and as a metaphor for a spiritual journey since Apuleius’ The Golden Ass (2nd 
century A.D.) (Busatta 2018:5).

This places Beltrami ,on the one hand, within the Grand Tour tradition of mid-18th to early 19th 
century, and on the other hand, with his jaded attitude he is in a way a precursor of Charles Baudelaire’s 
flaneur, a French term, made famous by the poet, indicating the man who wanders idly through the city 
streets, unhurriedly, experiencing and feeling emotions when observing the landscape. It literally means 
“stroller”, “lounger”, “saunterer”, or “loafer”. The Flaneur is the man of leisure, the idler, the urban 
explorer, the connoisseur of the street, and the origins of the term are to be found in journalism of the 
Restoration, and the politics of postrevolutionary public space (Wrigley 2016:119-130). As a matter 
of fact, Beltrami follows the vaguest itinerary, ready to change it on a whim. Thus, relying on Masonic 
solidarity, he imposes himself on Major Taliaferro, and later on Major Long, deciding on the spur of the 
moment to invent himself as an explorer, in this case not of European and American cityscapes, but of 
the wilderness of the Old Northwest frontier, but always with the same flaneur attitude.

The Long expedition “consisted of Stephen H. Long, major of topographical engineers; Thomas 
Say, zoologist and antiquary; William H. Keating, mineralogist and geologist ; Samuel Seymour, 
landscape painter and designer; and James Edward Colhoun, astronomer and assistant topographer, 
an escort of a corporal and nine men under the command of Lieutenant Martin Scott, the French 
half-breed interpreter Augustine Roque, later replaced by the well-known French-Dakota trader and 
interpreter, Joseph Renville. Joseph Snelling, son of the commander at the fort, accompanied the party 
in the capacity of assistant guide and interpreter together with a third interpreter named Louis Pellais. 
Another gentleman who joined the party at Fort Snelling was Beltrami. Christianson (1923:251, 255-
256) comments: 

Beltrami was an Italian lawyer and linguist, at one time an army officer and later a civil 
judge, who had come to America as a political refugee. He was fired with the ambition to discover 
the true source of the Mississippi, […] He discovered and named Lake Julia in Beltrami County and 
erroneously pronounced it the source of the Mississippi. […] His account of the expedition is much 
briefer than Keating’s and not altogether to be relied upon..” 

and Severin (1967) adds: 
“It was obvious that the Italian had approached the source from the wrong side of the watershed. 

He had merely ascended the Red Lake River, crossed the divide, and claimed the first southward-
flowing stream as the head of the Mississippi.

The new interest in tourist travel had developed in England in the second half of the 18th century. 
‘Tour’ (c. 1320), a turn, a shift on duty, from the Old French word tour, tourn, a turn, trick, round, 
circuit, circumference, from turner/tourner, to turn, comes from Latin tornare, Greek tornos, to polish, 
round off, fashion, turn on a lathe. The sense of travelling around, journey, is first recorded in English 
in 1643. The verb is attested in 1746, the noun ‘tourist’ is first attested in 1780, and ‘tourism’ in 1811, 
that is when the Grand Tour of Europe became fashionable. In sum, until the 18th century, most people 
considered travelling within the notion of ‘work’, and spent their leisure time at home in the broad 
sense, comprising one’s village or one’s country seat (Busatta 2018:9). 

“In 1750 the typical buyer of Aboriginal art was a soldier or a transient European seeking souvenirs of 
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a lengthy sojourn in North America.[ …] Specialized productions of souvenir arts and the performance 
of ethnicity as a selling strategy began remarkably early in the Northeast” (Phillips 1998:25). By 1830 
there were two standard Grand Tours: a visit to the Mohawk village of Kahnawake, on the outskirts 
of Montreal, combined with a thrilling riverboat trip over the nearby Lachine rapids, and from the 
rapids, a visit to the impressive landscape of Thousand Islands, and the most sublime Niagara Falls. The 
American Grand Tour, on the other hand, “took tourists to Niagara Falls via the Hudson River, the 
Catskill, and the Erie Canal and might include Lake George, the White Mountains, and the Connecticut 
Valley.”(Phillips 1998:26). The tourists’ purchases of Indian artefacts “were displayed as trophies of 
imperial possession in the gentleman’s den and as signs of a sentimental brush with an exotic and noble 
past in the ‘cozy corner’ of a lady’s parlor” (Phillips 1998:65).

From the earliest colonial days, miniatures have been an important category of the Native curio 
trade. Nicholas Perrot, an agent and fur trader in New France from 1665 to 1699 reported that the 
Indians of the Great Lakes made many curious little articles “much in demand by our French people,” 
and which they were even sent to France as rarities. The production of souvenir miniatures that began 
in the late 18th century, however, Phillips (1998:87) remarks, was different from the earlier curio trade, 
because the market demanded images ‘typically’ Indian, where typical means ‘exotically Other.”

According to Davy (2018:3,8), miniatures are not simple representations of their larger prototypes, 
but expressions of ideology: 

a means for transmitting ideological information among diverse audiences in ways that are subtle 
and can be actively subversive, often creating a safe satirical space for dialogue between colonised and 
coloniser.[…] Rather than hold a utilitarian, mechanical function, they are designed to evoke the 
indexical networks of meaning connected with their larger prototypes, while bearing none of the practical 
or mechanical requirements of that prototype, instead inhabiting an imaginary, manipulative and 
unrealistic space. In the museum therefore they do not exchange functionality; they continue doing the 
same thing for which they were designed, albeit with contextual information which favours etic rather 
than emic interpretations of the object within the context of a display. In this context they are intended 
to be the stand-in for an entire nation or European-defined ‘culture’ area.

The quality of playability of miniatures is conveyed in the earlier literature by the term ‘toy’, often 
seemingly interchangeable with ‘model’ and ‘curiosity’ which suggests that the buyers often understood 
the miniatures as children’s playthings (Phillips 1998:88). The tribes of the Great Lakes produced 
miniature items for their own use (medicine bundles, charms, etc. as well as toys), but at least since 
the 17th century, they had also produced miniatures for the European curio trade. Miniaturized items 
are not only more portable, but, as we have seen, carry an underlying ideological value. They are the 
metonymic representation of the touristic experience, the concrete markers of the “abstraction of the 
journey” (Baudrillard 1993, MacCannell 1976), the tangible evidence of the travel to the Holy Grail 
often shared with family and friends (Graburn 1989: 33). In sum, tourist arts are structured around 
redundant messages, and for tourists looking for a souvenir, the evidence that they made a pilgrimage 
Over There (Busatta 2009:247).

Conclusion
Over There, in Beltrami’s case, were the wilds of the Minnesota frontier, where Chippewa and Sioux 

fought for dominance of the area, where the Americans had just won the tug-of-war with the British 
for dominance of the Old Northwest and had defined an international border, and fur companies 
competed to dominate the market. In this context, Beltrami travelled on a wheelboat up the Mississippi, 
and between a buffalo hunt and an ambush between Sioux and Chippewa, he sought out the sources 
of the Great River during one of his ‘promenades,’ and collected souvenirs. These include a miniature 
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Chippewa canoe and at least the binders of two toy cradles (as well as the bands of a full-size cradle, and 
a ‘strap’). Other items were also certainly bought ready-made for the tourist market, such as some of the 
moccasins and at least some of the birch bark containers.

The fact that Beltrami considered most of his souvenirs to be ‘toys’ or ‘curiosities’ is evidenced by the 
fact that he rarely mentions their purchase in both the Découverte (1824) and the Pilgrimage (1828), 
and that he often misattributes them in the Pigrimage lithographs. Most of the articles brought back 
by Giacomo Beltrami were ceded to the Municipality of Bergamo in 1855 by his nephew, Giobatta 
Beltrami, immediately after his uncle’s death, but some objects remained in Filottrano, and being 
considered curious ‘toys’, as Count Luchetti told me, they were often left for children to play with. It is 
a miracle that they survived.

Moreover, Beltrami had not the slightest interest in describing the objects he saw or acquired and 
their use, except in the most general terms, to Countess Compagnoni and the supposed readers of the 
two editions of the account of his American trip. As a flaneur, he laughed at the oddities of the ‘savages’ 
as well as those of the Americans and, while he displayed a certain classical erudition, he did not even feel 
the thrill of the sublime of the Romantic writers of his time. Certainly, his “pilgrimage” has nothing in 
common with Byron’s.
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Fig.1 - Giacomo Costantino Beltrami Fig 2. Bergamo binder. (Catalogo Vigorelli 1987)

Fig 3a - Filottrano , binder (recto). Foto Museo Caffi Bergamo. Fig. 3b  -  Filottrano binder (verso). Foto  Flavia Busatta
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Fig.4c. - Filottrano Belt Loop. 
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Fig 5a - Bergamo Cradle Bands.Foto Flavia Busatta

Fig. 4f, 4g: Filottrano Strap (verso) details. Foto Flavia Busatta.

Fig. 5b, 5c, 5d. Filottrano Bands, (details). Foto Flavia Busatta.


