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Purpose	  
Special	  Issue,	  Part	  II

Typing	  And	  Classifying	  The	  Smithsonian	  Collections

This	   Special	   Issue	   of	   the	   Prehistoric	   Copper	   Artifact	   Journal	   is	   devoted	   to	   the	  
Smithsonian	   Institution’s	   copper	   collection	  housed	   at	  National	  Museum	   of	  The	   American	  
Indian.	   In	  January	  of	  this	  year,	   curator	  Ann	  McMullen,	   Ph.	  D.,	   asked	  us	  to	   provide	  cultural	  
and	   temporal	   (type	   and	   taxonomic)	   information	   for	   individual	   specimens	   in	   their	  
collections.	  See	  attached	  correspondence	  with	  Dr.	  McMullen.	  

This	  Special	  Issue	  is	  a	  brief	  summary	  of	  our	  research	  attached	  to	  each	  Smithsonian	  
specimen	  document.	   	  In	  Part	  II,	  Typing	  and	  Classifying	  the	  Smithsonian	  Collection,	  you	  will	  
Hind	  the	  second	  50	  specimens	  that	  we	  have	  examined,	  to-‐date.	   	  The	  product	  of	  our	  research	  
is	  summarized	  at	  the	  top	  of	  the	  Smithsonian	  documents.

You	  will	   note	  that	  we	  have	  not	  typed	  and	  classiHied	  every	  specimen.	   This	  is	  due	  to	  
several	  reasons:	   Hirst,	   Great	  Lakes	  Copper	  Research	  has	  not	  yet	  completed	  our	   taxonomic	  
classiHication	   of	   all	   prehistoric	   American	   Indian	   copper	   artifacts.	   Second,	   many	   of	   our	  
already	  typed	  and	  classiHied	  artifacts	  have	  yet	  to	  be	  matched	  with	  professionally	  excavated	  
copper	  artifacts	  accompanied	  with	  archaeological	  histories	  and	  cultural	  afHiliations.	  This	  is	  
due	   to	   the	   fact	   that	   so	   few	   copper	   sites	   have	  beneHited	   from	   archaeological	   excavations.	  
Indeed	   only	   1	   percent,	   or	   fewer	   of	   the	   copper	   artifacts	   recovered	   to-‐date,	   have	  
archaeological	   records.	   Finally,	   we	   were	   hampered	   somewhat	   in	   working	   with	   photos.	  
Note,	   Dr.	   McMullen	   has	   invited	   me	   to	   the	   Smithsonian	   to	   personally	   examine	   their	  
collections.

Great	   Lakes	   Copper	   Research	   is	   publishing	   Part	   I,	   Typing	   and	   Classifying	   the	  
Smithsonian	  Collection,	   for	  the	   following	   reasons:	   to	   (1)	  provide	  students	  of	  copper	  with	  
the	   results	   of	   our	   research,	   (2)	   provide	   you	   with	   a	   photo	   record	   of	   the	   Smithsonian	  
prehistoric	  American	  Indian	  copper	  collections,	  and	  (3)	  offer	  interested	  and	  knowledgeable	  
students	  of	  copper	  a	  chance	  to	  provide	  us	  with	  feedback	  and	  input.	  

The	   Smithsonian’s	   prehistoric	   American	   Indian	   collections	   contain	   hundreds	   of	  
copper	   artifacts.	   This	   Part	   I	   Special	   Issue	   is	   only	   the	   beginning.	   Other	   parts	  will	   follow.	  
Please	   note	   that	   we	   have	   not	   identiHied	   Smithsonian	   artifacts,	   which	   we	   are	   unable	   to	  
classify	  and	  type.	   	  This	  is	  because	  Dr.	  McMullen	  did	  not	  request	  such	  information	  –	  except	  
when	   implement	   and	   ornament	   identiHication	   falls	   within	   the	   taxonomic	   classiHication	  
protocol.	   We,	   therefore,	   have	   not	  commented	  on	   obvious	   Hishhooks,	   awls,	   conical	   points,	  
knives	  bracelets,	   rings,	  etc	  that	  we	  are	  not	  ready	  to	  type	  and	  classify.	  We	  may	  comment	  on	  
some	  such	  interesting	  items	  in	  different	  kinds	  of	  future	  research.	  

We	   welcome	   and	   often	   learn	   form	   our	   readers’	   contributions,	   questions	   and	  
comments,	  even	  from	  critical	  ones.	   	  Occasionally,	  we	  correct	  errors	  based	  on	  readers’	  input.	  
If	   you	   like	   or	   dislike	  what	   we	   are	   doing,	   we	   value	   your	   feedback.	   Great	   Lakes	   Copper	  
Research	  is	  one	  way	  for	  you	  to	  participate	  as	  a	  student	  of	  copper.	  Contact	  your	  editor!	  Don	  
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January 3, 2011

Don Spohn:
 It was a pleasure speaking to you yesterday about Old Copper Culture items and 
copper in general. I’ve prepared some reports for you from our database; they are 
pretty large so I am attaching the Wisconsin report here and will send Michigan 
and the rest in the next message.  I skimmed through the results and tossed out 
obvious kettles and brass or copper trade objects like bells, but these reports may 
still include copper or copper alloy trade points.    In the Canada and Central states 
report, you’ll see Adena, Hopewell, and Mississippian items as well, but there may 
be earlier items in there of interest. I also tossed in Vermont because we have some 
collections from a neat site there.  If you’d like to see New York or other states, 
just let me know. 
 
We began our conversation yesterday talking about pieces on our website, and we 
are putting them up there as we can confirm their cultural affiliations and date 
ranges.  If you and your colleagues can provide that info for any of these 
pieces, I’d love to add it to our database and we will put them on the web.  
 
If you’d like to come for a research visit in the future, we can coordinate it with 
our collections staff.  Things can be pretty busy here, so booking your days way in 
advance is always best, but the attached reports may help you figure out if a visit 
would really be worthwhile.  Do let me know if you have any questions or if you 
need anything else.
 
best regards,
Ann
 
*************************************************
Ann McMullen, Ph.D., Curator
National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution
Cultural Resources Center
4220 Silver Hill Road Suitland MD 20746-2863
phone: 301-238-1489/fax: 301-238-3202
http://www.nmai.si.edu/searchcollections/

http://www.nmai.si.edu/searchcollections/
http://www.nmai.si.edu/searchcollections/
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                     GREAT LAKES COPPER RESEARCH                            
AMERICA AND THE WORLD       

                                                7890 West Leonard Street. Coopersville, MI 49404 
Don Spohn Ph. D, Founder
tomotr@me.com
(616) 837-8468

26 April, 2011

Ann McMullen, Ph.D., Curator
National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution
Cultural Resources Center

Dear Ann,
In early January, you contacted us requesting help in analyzing your American Indian copper 

collections for Web display. We have analyzed and classified roughly 276 specimens in your Canadian 
and Central States collection, while still working on your two other copper collections. 

Unfortunately, we could not classify every piece, as we are unable to attach a culture or a date, 
even to some of your more common pieces such as fishhooks, awls, jewelry, points, knives, etc. This is, 
in part, because we have not yet completed our taxonomic classifications for American Indian copper 
artifacts. And, not all of the specimens that we have typed are matched with archaeologically excavated 
types possessing dates and culture affiliations. 

Then too, we are handicapped, because so few copper sites have benefited from archaeological 
excavations. Perhaps less than 1 percent of all copper artifacts recovered to date are blessed with 
archaeological histories. Finally, photos of some pieces in your collection are insufficiently clear and 
distinct for type identification. You will notice, too, that a few of the artifacts we classified for you are 
missing their variety classification. This is because the traits that distinguish their variety are found on 
the side not pictured. And, we are never as sure of our analyses and classifications when we work from 
pictures.

Our research data, upon which we based the classification of your American Indian copper 
artifacts, is available. As I mentioned in our phone conversation, we will use some of your photos in 
future research, some of which will be published. I hope someday to accept your invitation to visit the 
collection on site. 

In part, we circulate our findings in the Prehistoric Copper Artifact Journal published by Great 
Lakes Copper Research. If you would like to be on our complimentary circulation list, just let me know. 
Please contact me, too, if we can be of further service.

Respectfully,

Don Spohn Ph. D., Founder and President
Great Lakes Copper Research
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