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DEPICTING TWO CHINAMEN 
2ND HALF 18TH CENTURY

 
LITERATURE

IN ENGLAND THE COLLECTION OF NATURALIA BEGINS IN EARNEST IN THE 17TH CENTURY WITH JOHN TRADESCANT WHO
SERVED AS A GARDENER TO VARIOUS MEMBERS OF THE ARISTOCRACY AND ULTIMATELY TO CHARLES I. BOTH HE AND
HIS SON COLLECTED PLANTS AND CURIOSITIES SUCH AS SHELLS AND MINERALS, TRAVELLING AS FAR AS VIRGINIA IN

1625. THEIR WHOLE COLLECTION BECAME KNOWN AS ‘THE ARK’. 
ORNAMENTAL SHELL-WORK AS WE KNOW IT BEGAN IN THE EARLY 18TH CENTURY AND WAS INITIALLY VERY MUCH A

EUROPEAN TRADITION. IT WAS DIRECTLY INSPIRED BY THE QUANTITIES OF EXOTIC FOREIGN SHELLS, WHICH POURED
INTO EUROPEAN PORTS FROM EXPEDITIONS TO THE EAST AND WEST INDIES AND FROM THE AMERICAN CONTINENT. THE
RARER SPECIMENS WERE IMMEDIATELY SNAPPED UP BY INFLUENTIAL COLLECTORS AND DISPLAYED IN THEIR CABINETS

OF CURIOSITIES. OTHERS WERE PURCHASED, SOMETIMES IN LARGE QUANTITIES TO ADORN SHELL GROTTOES THAT
WERE BECOMING ALL THE RAGE IN FASHIONABLE AFFLUENT SOCIETY. WITH THE AVAILABILITY OF THESE OFTEN

OUTSTANDING AND BEAUTIFUL SHELLS, SHELL-WORK ALONGSIDE THE TRADITIONAL PURSUITS OF TAPESTRY AND
EMBROIDERY EMERGED AS A NEW SOCIETY PASTIME AND WAS THE PERFECT EMBODIMENT OF THE ROCOCO IDEAL.

 


