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Abstract
This essay discusses various ways that the seventeenth-century engage-
ment with shells enlivened them so as to provoke a deeper contemplation 
of artistic, political or philosophical questions. The Dutch East India 
Company’s forays into Asia brought an influx of novel shell specimens 
and resources to European collectors, makers and thinkers. At once com-
moditized resources and objects of contemplation, shells circulated within 
the Dutch Republic and impacted the thinking of those who came into 
contact with them. Each of this essay’s authors traces a specif ic species 
of shell – Pinctada margaritifera, Murex brandaris and Strombus gigas, 
respectively – to show how the discourse around shells connected material 
realities to the immaterial cultures of the Dutch Republic.

Keywords: shell; think-thing; mother-of-pearl; Dirck van Rijswijck; purple; 
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When exotic shells shipped from the distant shores of the East and West 
Indies arrived in seventeenth-century Amsterdam, their otherworldly 
forms and intriguing patterns inspired curiosity and wonder about the 
endless variety of nature created by the Almighty. A collective fascination 
for shells slowly spread outward from the Republic and across Europe. Shell 
enthusiasts called ‘schelpisten’ (literally ‘shellists’) formed learned societies 
in various Dutch cities. During regularly convened meetings, the enthusiasts 
would compare specimens in the expectation that their shared observations 
would lead to greater insights into the shells’ mysterious shapes. Towards 
the end of the seventeenth century, natural historians published illustrated 
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compendia that reflected their attempts to systematically study and ar-
range shells. In 1681, Filippo Buonanni, an Italian Jesuit scholar, published 
Recreation of the Eye and Mind (Ricreatione dell’occhio e della mente), one 
of the earliest conchology guides to circulate among networks of educated 
Europeans. Martin Lister, physician to Queen Anne in England, followed 
shortly afterwards with his Historia Conchyliorum (1685), for which his 
daughters Susanna and Anne provided two thousand figures of molluscs. The 
Ambonese Curiosity Cabinet (D’Amboinsche Rariteitkamer), by the Dutch East 
India Company (VOC) botanist Georg Eberhard Rumphius, was published 

Figure 6.1. Cornelis de Man, The Curiosity Seller, 1660s, oil on canvas, 60x51 cm, Amsterdam, Bruil & 
Brandsma Works of Art.
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posthumously in 1705. Apparently, whelks and bivalves were compelling in 
their poetic potential. Rumphius describes hundreds of individual shells in 
beautiful, almost literary language, frequently giving them anthropomorphic 
features when portraying them as having large mouths, thick lips, protruding 
bellies or white eyes. Bewildering to their early modern viewers, exotic 
shells triggered a collective obsession that would engage the early modern 
imagination for more than a century.

Due to overwhelming demand, by the mid-seventeenth century shells 
could be bought relatively easily in one of many curiosity shops scattered all 
over Amsterdam, as illustrated in Cornelis de Man’s painting The Curiosity 
Shop (1675, f ig. 6.1). In contrast to ordinary purchases of shells, serious art 
lovers would hunt down examples of rare species, and they were prepared to 
pay exorbitant prices. Even as the collective frenzy for shells was ridiculed in 
literary and visual culture – Roemer Visscher’s emblem ‘It’s crazy what some 
people spend their money on’ (‘Tis misselick ware een geck zijn geldt aen leijt’, 
Sinnepoppen, 1614, f ig. 6.2) depicts a shore littered with shells alongside the 
admonishing phrase – their grip on society tightened, as they circulated in 
the Republic as commodities, currency, objects of investment and subjects 
of science, as collectors’ items as well as artists’ models, as evident in the 
subgenre of shell still lives. They were traded as individual things or were 

Figure 6.2 Roemer Visscher, ‘Tis misselick ware een geck zijn gelt aen leijt (It is crazy what some 
people spend their money on)’, in: Idem, Sinnepoppen, Amsterdam 1614, Amsterdam, Rijksmu-
seum, inv.no. BI-1893-3539-10.
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refined to yield their most valuable aspects for further use: mother-of-pearl 
for high-end artisanal craft, murex for luxurious purple colorant.

The widespread presence of shells resonated culturally in a signif icant 
way. Recent scholarship on shells in an early modern context has explored 
them as objects of curiosity, exchange and desire.1 Many studies focus 
exclusively on the nautilus shell, considered both a wonder of nature – as it 
could not be acquired systematically but could only be collected after such 
a shell had washed ashore after the creature’s death – and a work of art, an 
object further ref ined by Asian as well as European artisans, who would 
polish such shells to expose the pearly layer within.2 Others, particularly 
in the context of the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth century, have 
concentrated on the collecting cabinet, considering shell collections to be a 
microcosm of the studying and ordering of nature.3 Yet, as Ann Goldgar wrote 
in Conchophilia: Shells, Art and Curiosity in Early Modern Europe (2021), ‘the 
ways people in the early modern period thought about shells elucidate other 
aspects of the culture in which the shells were gathered, altered, collected, 
used and admired. […] A beautiful shell delighted the eyes, but the love of 
shells arose from something deeper: an interest in their formation, in the 
thoughts they could arouse, and in their potential for reenlivement’.4

It is this tension between the shell as object and commodity, on the one 
hand, and its capacity to evoke new ideas and thoughts in people, precisely 
through its visual and tactile properties, on the other, that has prompted this 
essay. As awe-inspiring exemplars of natural beauty, shells would bring forth 
deep philosophical concerns when presented as examples of the inf inite 
power of the divine or as models of the relation of body to soul. They would 
also evoke politically inspired questions about the relation between ruling 
powers and the violence – particularly the reliance on enslaved labourers 
– involved in extracting raw materials from these natural beauties. The 1611 
poem Beach, or poem of shells, whelk shells, and other wonderful sea creatures 
in praise of the Creator of All Things, written by Philibert van Borselen (circa 
1575–1627),5 for example, critiques destructive colonial forces which violated 
nature and points to a period understanding of the human and ecological 
consequences wrought by an acquisitive desire for shells. Written at the start 
of the collective craze for shell collecting in the Republic, Van Borselen’s 

1	 Findlen 2021; Leonhard 2007; Prosperetti 2006; Van de Roemer 2004.
2	 Daston et al. 1998; Grasskamp 2021; Kehoe 2011.
3	 Bergvelt et al. 1992.
4	 Bass et al. 2021, 4.
5	 Alias Borsselen, Borsalia. van Borselen 1611.
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poem is a unique literary work uniting different early modern views on 
these sought-after objects. Van Borselen was born in Zeeland and during the 
1590s studied law in Leiden, where he started practising his writing skills.6 
Nearly two thousand lines, Beach was inspired by the shell cabinet of Van 
Borselen’s brother-in-law7 Cornelis van Blyenburgh, the poem’s dedicatee. 
An exposition of different types of shellf ish, the book was printed in the 
modest octavo format, without images but with many scholarly references 
to classical sources, such as Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, Aelian’s On 
the nature of Animals, Oppian’s ‘The Art of Fishing’, as well as more recent 
travel accounts, such as Jan Huygen van Linschoten’s Discourse of Voyages 
into the East & West Indies (Reys-gheschrift, 1595). Describing shells using 
ancient and contemporary zoological knowledge combined with scholarly 
commonplaces drawn from myth, ancient history and the Bible, Beach f its 
squarely within Vergilian and Christian (physico-theological) traditions of 
praise for nature.

In this essay, Beach will serve as a main point of reference as we consider 
how shells moved through regions, cultures and eras, as well as the impact 
of these movements on the thinking of people who lived and worked in the 
Dutch Republic. Each section will discuss a different aspect of seventeenth-
century engagement with shells as objects that provoked the deep con-
templation of artistic, political or philosophical questions. By focusing on 
shells, a specif ic category of natural material increasingly present in the 
environments of European peoples due to the expanding reach of Dutch 
trading companies, we follow recent scholarship that has explored the impact 
of colonial practices within the Dutch Republic through the lens of material 
engagement.8 The chapter builds especially on insights from Conchophilia 
by taking three different species of shellf ish, the Pinctada margaritifera, the 
Murex brandaris and the Strombus gigas, and following the trains of thought 
they set in motion in their seventeenth-century observers. Each of the three 
sections will show how the discourse around shells connected material 
realities to the immaterial cultures of the Dutch Republic. In the first section, 
Cynthia Kok deals with the materiality of oyster shells by focusing on how 
the mother-of-pearl in Dirck van Rijswijck’s inlaid tableaus meditates on 
line and form, as material and inscription connect people in the global 
Dutch world. Hidden within this exemplar of elite craft and its narrative of 
mercantile success, however, is the exploitation of pearl f ishers and of the 

6	 Meertens 1943, 315-326.
7	 On collectors of shells in the early modern Dutch Republic, see: Swan 2021, 21–47.
8	 See for example Anderson 2022; Kehoe 2023; Kok 2023; Powell 2020; Wilson et al. 2019.
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environment. Next, Marrigje Paijmans focuses on the substance extracted 
from Murex brandaris that has been used since antiquity to produce the 
colour Tyrian purple. She follows the purple trail from living shell to human 
perpetrators to sovereign rulers who wore the purple-dyed garments and 
ordered the atrocities involved in the colour’s production. Finally, Hanneke 
Grootenboer uses the conch to consider how shells served as thought-things. 
Individual shells were found not only in cabinets of curiosity but also amid 
books, globes and mirrors in the silent space of the seventeenth-century 
study, where they served to evoke philosophical reflection.

Mother-of-Pearl Lines across Distance

Humans have always valued Pinctada maxima and Pinctada margaritifera 
for their shiny nacreous interiors, called mother-of-pearl or nacre, and the 
pearls they produced. In addition to causing its iridescent appearance, the 
shell’s particular structure, built in accumulated layers of hardened secre-
tions from the oyster, makes a flexible, stable and durable material suited to 
craft use. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Dutch East India 
Company (Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or VOC) shipped tons of pearl 
and mother-of-pearl to the Dutch Republic, where artisans incorporated the 
raw materials into intricate objects. Among these makers who specialized in 
mother-of-pearl was Dirck van Rijswijck (1596–1679). Van Rijswijck used this 
malleable and luminous shell as inlay, piecing together dynamic images set 
in a background of dark touchstone or ebony. His contemporary, the famed 
poet Joost van den Vondel (1587–1679), described Van Rijswijck’s work as a 
‘visual banquet of mother-of-pearl [ooghbancket van parlemoer]’ that ‘flickers 
unlike any diamond [geen diamant verdooft de flickeringen]’.9 Van Rijswijck’s 
skilful manipulation of mother-of-pearl elicited sensory engagement and 
compelled viewers to linger when deciphering his compositions.

In 1671, Van Rijswijck completed an ornamental rendering of the name of 
VOC off icial Nicholas Verburch (ca. 1620–1675), forming the letters entirely 
from nacre (f ig. 6.3). This panel, which spells out ‘De Heer Nicolas Verburch’, 
is unusual: it remains Van Rijswijck’s only calligraphic work. In addition, 
because Verburch spent most of his career in the East Indies and returned 
to the Netherlands only just before his death, it is unlikely that the two men 
ever met. ‘Writing’ Verburch’s name in a type of shell extracted from the 
East Indies, Van Rijswijck uses the mother-of-pearl itself as a site of contact. 

9	 Vondel 1927-1937, 266-269.
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In this panel, Van Rijswijck not only celebrates Verburch and demonstrates 
his own artistry, he uses mother-of-pearl as a point of entry for thinking 
across distance and reflecting on entanglements between people in the 
Dutch Republic and the East Indies.

Like his other inlaid mother-of-pearl panels, Van Rijswijck’s inscription 
of Verburch’s name was an illusion. Using carefully carved shell fragments 
to mimic the artistic flourishes of ornamental script, Van Rijswijck arranges 
the mother-of-pearl so that it appears to flow, as if from a pen, in calligraphic 
rhythms, with delicate ligatures thickening into the curves of his letters 
and swirls – the central slide of the ‘N’, the downstroke of the ‘V’ and the 
bulging belly of the ‘B’. His complex inlay gives the illusion of continuity, 
piercing through the body of some letters, ensnaring others in repetitive 
loops, to suggest connectivity in an endless, meandering line. The other 
letters of Verburch’s name lay haphazardly among his dominant initials, 

Figure 6.3 Dirck van Rijswijck, Panel with inlaid text: de heer Nicolas Verburch, 1671, 22,9x33,3 cm 
(depth: 2cm), Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv.no. BK-KOG-2456.
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interspersed with ribbon-like f lourishes, asymmetrical and disorderly. 
Verburch’s name is repeated in full, beneath two ovals encircling ‘DE’ and 
‘HEER’, to form the base of the triangular composition. Two bundles of 
flowers, with stems bound and blooms drooping inward, frame the letters. 
Van Rijswijck’s monogram, recalling the fluidity of ink and water, allude to 
the seafaring enterprises of the Dutch in its text, form and material.

In the seventeenth century, writing was a special skill, further elevated 
by the development of calligraphy, or schoonscrift, as an art practiced by 
professionals, mostly schoolmasters.10 Several calligraphers published 
writing books, with Jan van den Velde’s 1605 Spieghel der schrijfkonste 
becoming especially popular.11 As calligraphy became more ornate, the 
boundary between writing and art became less f irm – Karel van Mander’s 
1604 Het Schilder-boek discussed calligraphy as a sibling of painting.12 Dutch 
households framed and displayed sheets of elaborate calligraphy alongside 
paintings.13 Calligraphers also developed pennentrekken, or pen pictures, 
that often used a continuous line of calligraphy to construct images and 
ornaments – penwork flourishes demonstrated inventiveness and ‘command 
of hand’.14 The ability to form perfect letters also became a mark of skill 
and erudition: Van de Velde’s manual included freely drawn circles that 
symbolized perfection and emphasized the equal statuses of calligraphy, 
painting and graphics. The work of these calligraphers blurred the line 
between writing as a practical skill and writing as an art form.

Calligraphers also sought to elevate their work through engagements 
with other arts and artists. Amsterdam calligrapher Lieven Willemszoon 
van Coppenol, likely a student of Van den Velde, would distribute etchings 
of himself along with samples of his work to poets requesting that they 
compose a panegyric to him and offering, in return, calligraphic renderings 
of their name or poems.15 Coppenol’s ability to attractively inscribe one’s 
name was valuable – like image-making, writing had the ability to bring 
to life and perpetuate the memory of an individual. In the Verburch panel, 

10	 Broos 1971, 151.
11	 Van Mander designed and Jacob Matham engraved the title page to the Spieghel der schri-
jfkonste, connecting Van den Velde to important printmakers of the time. See Worthen 1991–1992, 
268, 671. Other notable calligraphy books include David Roelands’s 1616 The Storehoues of the 
Praiseworthy Pen (T’magazin oft’ pachuys der loffelycker penn-const) and Maria Strick’s 1607 
Theatre of the Praiseworthy Pen (Tooneel der lof lijcke schrijfpen), see Adams 2003, 69–70.
12	 Weissert 2019, 30.
13	 Adams 2003, 65.
14	 Worthen 1991-1992, 266.
15	 Among those who wrote a panegyric for Coppernol was Vondel, who called Coppernol the 
‘Phoenix Warrior of the Quill’. See: Broos 1971, 153, 166.
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Van Rijswijck imitates the motion of the hand in forming letters, with loops 
that mimic the art of writing. While his mother-of-pearl inlay was neither 
writing nor drawing, Van Rijswijck positioned it – and by extension, his 
celebration of Verburch – as on par with the respected arts of calligraphy 
and image-making. He plays with the slippage between writing, drawing 
and his own craft to emphasize the virtuosity of his work.

Besides engaging with local forms of artistry, Van Rijswijck’s panel alludes 
to the entanglements between the Dutch Republic and Asia. The shimmering 
surfaces of mother-of-pearl, reminiscent of ocean surfaces, obscure the 
perilous realities of pearl f ishing – yet these violent extractive practices 
undertaken in the service of Dutch East India trade underlaid European 
access to nacre. Nicolaes Verburch himself was a key f igure in the VOC, 
f irst sailing to Batavia as an onderkoopman with the ship ‘s Hertogenbosch 
in 1637. Verburch rose in the ranks of the company bureaucracy, becoming 
director of the station at Gamron in Persia, then Governor of Taiwan from 
1649 to 1653, and f inally Director-General of the VOC council in Batavia 
from 1668 to 1675. As a leader of the organization, Verburch oversaw the 
large-scale transfer of resources, including pearls and shells from f isheries 
in South and Southeast Asia under VOC control. While shell specimen 
collecting relied heavily on private trade and an element of luck in finding the 
desired shells, oyster shells were a byproduct of systematic pearl f ishing.16 
As the VOC grew in power, it expelled the Portuguese from the southeast 
coast of India – also called the ‘Fishery Coast’ [visserijkust] – which gave it 
direct access to the pearl oyster beds along Gulf of Mannar, between the 
Coromandel Coast and Ceylon (modern Sri Lanka).17

Long before European merchants gained control over these sites of 
pearl production, coastal communities on the Indian subcontinent had 
established practices of farming pearl oysters like Pinctada margaritifera 
and Pinctada maxima. Along the southeast coast of India, divers from the 
Parava, Maraikkayar and Lubbai communities extracted shells by the ton. 
When European travellers such as Jan Huygen van Linschoten (1563–1611) 
arrived in the late sixteenth century, they recorded their observations of 
pearl f ishing, describing divers descending ‘twenty or thirty fathoms [about 
35 to 55 metres] deep under the water [where the pearls] grow in the oysters 

16	 Fricke 2012, 37; Ostroff 2016, 5–6; Ritchie 1974, 91.
17	 The VOC held this territory until 1768. Ostroff 2016, 5–6. Throughout the second half of the 
seventeenth century, VOC off icials would report regularly on pearl f isheries held at sites like 
Tuticorin (now Thoothukudi), along the Coromandel Coast, and Aripo (Arippu), on the northwest 
coast of modern Sri Lanka. See, for example, VOC: 1.04.02 1243, National Archives; VOC: 1.04.02 
1570, National Archives.
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on the bottom of the sea’ surrounding Ceylon.18 Remaining in the water for up 
to half an hour at a time, pearl divers would bring up catches of four to f ive 
hundred pearl shells a day.19 Dutch traders exploited this local knowledge 
and labour to gather pearls. VOC off icials like the Dutch commander at 
Jaffnapatnam, Anthony Paviljoen (Commander, 1656–1665), once considered 
forcing ‘four good pearl divers with their tools and implements’ to travel from 
India and Ceylon to the Banda Islands in search of a viable pearl bank.20 
Although they often had little say in the conditions of their work, the divers 
possessed invaluable embodied knowledge which was foundational to the 
entire enterprise of VOC pearl f ishing.

This process of pearl extraction was dangerous and destructive, not only 
for the pearl divers – who were frequently enslaved or otherwise indentured 
labourers – but also for the environment itself.21 To see whether an oyster 
contained a pearl, the entire shell had to be removed from the reef and pried 
open, killing the creature. In his poem Beach, Van Borselen alludes to the 
brutality of resource extraction. The writer characterizes the pearl oyster 
shell as a protective mother who uses her own body to actively defend her 
‘fruit’, the pearls, against ‘the false thief’ by ‘squeezing close her sharp covers’. 
This invasive trauma, likened to ‘lightning’ and ‘thunder’, often causes the 
mother oyster to ‘miscarry’, resulting in smaller, stunted seed pearls.22 While 
little is known about the contemporary reception of Beach,23 let alone its 
legacy sixty years later, Beach tells us that at least some consumers in the 
Dutch Republic, at a distance from the actual sites of pearl f ishing, had an 
understanding of the shell as a living creature. Van Borselen’s metaphor 
does not reflect the actual process of pearl production, but it does aptly 
characterize the VOC’s exploitative relationship to the East Indies. By the 

18	 ‘De peerlen comen van Ormus ende Ceylon ende andere wegen; worden gevischt van 
duyckers 20 ofte 30 vademen die ponder water, ende groeyen in de oesters op de gront van de 
zee’, IJzerman 1915, 12.
19	 Lémery 1743, 437.
20	 Paviljoen 1908, 121–122.
21	 Donkin 1998, 318–330; Swan 2021, 45–47.
22	 ‘De moeder is sorghvuldigh / Voor hare teere vrucht end somtijds ongeduldigh / Nijpt haer 
scherp decksel toe, snijdt af des roovers hand. / So raeckt de loose dief sijns toedoens wel ter 
schand…De blixem sluyt de schelp…end doettet veel uyt grooter angst misvallen / Waer van 
men d’aldercleynst’ en t’Peerlen-zaed siet vallen’, Van Borselen 1611, A7r. All English translations 
of Beach were made by the authors.
23	 A shortened, seven-page version of Beach was published in 1614 in Amsterdam (in quarto). 
It is likely that Samuel van Hoogstraten based fragments of his Inleyding tot de hooge schoole 
der schilderkonst: anders de zichtbaere werelt (1669) on Beach – the similarities between the 
two texts require more extensive research – indicating Beach enjoyed some fame, though few 
copies (eight in total) have survived.
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early eighteenth century, the company was importing tons of shell and 
pearls each year into the Dutch Republic.24 Their extractive enterprises 
underpinned Van Rijswijck’s art and Verburch’s career.

The lives of people in the Dutch Republic were inextricably enmeshed 
in VOC actions in the East Indies. Not only had Europeans come to rely 
on resources and goods brought back by global shipping companies, but 
familial and professional relationships stretched across oceans, as people 
from the Dutch Republic travelled to the East and West Indies in search of 
opportunities. Van Rijswijck’s daughter Anna Maria emigrated to Batavia 
with her second husband, Dirck Thymensz de Jonge. Sometime before 
1672, Anna Maria died, and Van Rijswijck granted Verburch and another 
VOC off icial, Laurens Pit (1610–1684), the power of attorney to claim her 
inheritance.25 It is unclear how exactly the Van Rijswijcks were acquainted 
with Verburch. Perhaps Anna Maria befriended Verburch’s wife Maria van 
Santen (1636–1678) in Batavia, or perhaps it was through Van Rijswijck’s 
own connections with other VOC off icials, such as Gerard Pietersz Hulft 
(1621–1656) and Nicolaes Witsen (1641–1717), who both owned works by the 
mother-of-pearl inlayer, that he was able to reach out to Verburch for help.26

Embedded in Van Rijswijck’s mother-of-pearl letters is the complex, 
layered relationship among people, resources and communication within 
the VOC commercial empire. Writing was the most accessible means of 
communicating across regions. As ships travelled regularly back and forth 
between Batavia and the Dutch Republic, letters allowed family members to 
maintain contact – even the illiterate could pay a notary to write for them. 
Van Rijswijck’s display of Verburch’s name might also be considered in the 
context of letter-writing as a semi-public practice, particularly for learned 
men and women. Writers used their letters to demonstrate a graceful hand 
and a clever mind, sometimes setting pen to paper with the expectation 
that their words would be read aloud, quoted or even collected.27 Each 
handwritten letter contained signif icance beyond the words on the page.

As a coda, consider the pennentrek of a f lagship, made after an original 
designed for the Admiralty in Rotterdam, in the Spieghel der Schrijfkonste: 
manifested from inky loops and swirls, the ship sails on foamy waves, its 

24	 For more on the volume of shipping in the early eighteenth century, see: Cohen et al. 2023, 
397–398; Schooneveld-Oosterling et al. URL Bookkeeper-General Batavia: https://bgb.huygens.
knaw.nl/ (last accessed 1 November 2023).
25	 Kisluk-Grosheide 1997, 97.
26	 Verburch and Van Santen had a daughter, Adriana Verburch, who was born in Batavia on 
29 August 1662 (Kisluk-Grosheide 1997, 81).
27	 Adams 2003, 64.
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sleek hull carried forward by full sails (f ig. 6.4).28 We can read this pennentrek 
as a symbol of the connections, like ligatures, that writing formed between 
people and across space. Like letters, it is a missive made of ink, sending 
itself towards awaiting receivers. Van Rijswijck’s calligraphy for Verburch 
draws on these linkages, as the inlayer thinks evocatively with the shell. 
Although the two men led antipodal lives, these letters in mother-of-pearl 
briefly provide a point of connection. Stretching a durable material into thin 
lines of text, Van Rijswijck transforms shell into meaning across distances, 
through time.

The Purple Trail of Murex brandaris

Like the pearl oyster, the Murex brandaris has left an affective trail through 
maritime history. This section will follow the trail of the murex in Van 
Borselen’s literary cabinet of shells: Beach.29 Van Borselen’s musings on the 
murex offer an exceptional approach to maritime history, one that proceeds 

28	 Broos 1971, 162.
29	 Alias Borsselen, Borsalia. van Borselen 1611.

Figure 6.4 Simon Frisius after Jan van de Velde I, Schrijfvoorbeeld met admiraalsschip, in: Spieghel 
der schrijfkonste, inden welcken ghesien worden veelderhande geschriften met hare fondamenten ende 
onderrichtinghe uutghegeven, 1608, Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv.no. RP-P-1964-2114-TM-2182.
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from the perspective of a shellf ish with the misfortune of producing one of 
the world’s most precious pigments: Tyrian purple.

The poem starts with the invocation of Neptune, ‘Prince of the Azure 
Fields’ (A2r), immediately followed by a critique of early colonial expedi-
tions. In 1602 the VOC had been founded, and its ‘trading expeditions’ to 
Southeast Asia were justif ied in Hugo Grotius’s Mare liberum (1609), arguing 
that the ocean belonged to no one and therefore to everyone, to be sailed 
upon, f ished in and looted. Van Borselen endorsed this cornucopian view:

… The World’s spacious lap,
Is a Garden without a Hedge, a Field without Fences
From which each can pick all the fruit he pleases. (C5r)

The poet also observed, however, how an ‘immoderate thirst for gold and 
greediness for money’ (A2r) compelled colonists to sin: they murdered 
indigenous populations and plundered the environment. In this respect 
Beach conforms to the Protestant ethos of moderation, but it also expresses 
ecological concern:

The seaside was stripped of pearls and stones,
The shore is densely covered with shells and bones
Of many a strange f ish. It was the easiest loot,
And the problem increased, as one fleet was sent out after another. (A3r)

Indeed, some of the shells Van Borselen will describe in his poem had been 
found in Southeast Asia. To prevent further destruction he invokes the muse, 
begging her to ‘exhaust the seashores only with your stiff brush’ and to 
‘display the beauty of shells’ (A3r). He thus arrives at the body of the poem, 
an exposition of shells inhabited by the most curious animals.

Van Borselen refers to the Murex brandaris, so called in the eighteenth-
century Linnaean nomenclature,30 as Purpura, Purpurs or Purpur fish, based 
on Pliny’s elaborate account in The Natural History.31 He describes the shell as:

This sharp-spined horn full of wrinkles, outside
Grey, inside yellow, with a long and sharp snout,
And a spiral staircase converging in the tip (A8r)

30	 The tenth edition of Carl Linnaeus’s Systema naturae (1758–1759) marks the beginning of 
the binomial nomenclature of all animals, including shells. Today, the shellf ish is also known 
as Bolinus brandaris, purple dye murex and spiny dye-murex. ‘Murex brandaris’.
31	 Pliny 1855, IX, 60–61.
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The shape of a ‘spiral staircase’ was considered a divine sign metaphorizing 
the connection between the Creator and his creatures through the winding 
stairs of knowledge:

That guides our blind steps to your lofty abode,
A f irm bridge to guide our heels through
the unfathomable gears of your concealment. (D2r)

Not only the shell, however, but also its inhabitant led to a deeper under-
standing of humanity:

The Purpurs gather their community,
And usually set up their winter residence as
A well-ordered city, where they give birth to their young.
…
The f ish thus save ample moss and weed,
Each in their own barn and heavily armed shell,
Not each for themselves, but for the common pleasure (B1r)

Shells were often compared to houses, and here, too, the murex’s ‘breed-
ing behaviour’ evoked the image of a ‘well-ordered city’. It prompts Van 
Borselen to moralize: ‘Life / has not been given to you for yourself, but for 
your neighbours’ (B1v).

This image of a peaceful society makes all the more gruesome the passage 
describing how the murex is caught for the purpose of pigment extraction:

… the large ones are f irst
Robbed from their armed house, f irst of all32

To be crushed with the shell, the juice grinded into paint. (A8v)

The extraction of purple had been a gory affair since its development in 
antiquity. Van Borselen attributes the origin of the process to the Greek 
hero Heracles, based on a myth recorded by the second-century Roman 
author Julius Pollux featuring the ‘Tyrian Heracles’.33 This was a metaphor 
for Melqart, the Phoenician God and patron of the city of Tyre, in present-day 

32	 ‘First of all’ is probably a mistake. Pliny reads: ‘From the larger ones it is extracted after 
taking off the shell; but the small f ish are crushed alive, together with the shells, upon which 
they eject this secretion’. Pliny 1855, IX, 60.
33	 Pollux 1824, I, c, 45–49.
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Lebanon, where Pollux thought the pigment had been discovered. Nonethe-
less, for Van Borselen, it was Heracles who was strolling along the beach 
when his dog bit a murex. Upon seeing the dog’s purple jaws, Heracles’s 
mistress denied him all sexual favours until he would bring her a dress of 
the same colour:

… Thus along the cliffs
he has sought this purple red blood far and wide,
to gladly bring his mistress the desired dress. (A8v)

The story, which is also mentioned in Samuel van Hoogstraten’s Introduc-
tion to the Academy of Painting, or the Visible World (Inleyding, 1678),34 was 
depicted by Peter Paul Rubens in a study for the decoration of the Torre de 
la Parada in Spain (see f ig. 6.5), executed in the f inal version by his student 
Theodoor van Thulden. Both works erroneously depict the dog digging his 
nose into a nautilus shell instead of a murex, but the detail of the bloody 
jaws is striking nonetheless.

Current research rejects the belief that purple was discovered by 
Phoenician or Levantine societies, since archaeologists and malacologists 
have found production centres, identif iable by shattered shell middens, 
along the coast of the Aegean Sea dating back to the second half of 
the third millennium BCE. From there they would have spread to the 
Levantine coast, including Tyre, at the beginning of the second mil-
lennium BCE.35 The shellf ish were cultivated in basins and harvested 
when mature. The gland, once removed, secretes a colourless f luid that 
changes to purple when exposed to air, the specif ic shade depending 
on the type of murex. Considering that twelve thousand shells were 
needed to produce 1.4 grams of purple dye, enough for only the rim of a 
toga,36 the extraction of purple must have been a ghastly, smelly affair. 
The enormous heaps of shattered shells were always found far beyond 
the city borders.

The mythological allure of the murex was based on the exclusivity of 
dyed-purple textiles. During the Roman Republic, the wearing of the toga 
praetexta, a white toga edged with a stripe of Tyrian purple, was restricted 
to the most senior magistrates, while the solid purple toga picta was solely 

34	 See Book 6 (Terpsichore, De Poëtersse), 3, Van Hoogstraten 1969, 221–222.
35	 Soriga 2017, 118–119.
36	 An experiment that demonstrated this was conducted between 1906 and 1909 by the German 
chemist Paul Friedländer. See: Sandberg 1997, 20.
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worn by generals celebrating a Roman triumph.37 By the fourth century 
CE, only the Roman emperor was permitted to wear ‘imperial purple’, and 
during the Middle Ages this privilege was enjoyed by the highest priests. 
Van Borselen compares the attainment of the purple toga to the laborious 
extraction of the pigment:

Remember that noble Honour is like the purple pigment
Which is extracted from the steep throat of f ishes,
At the heart of the Sea, from their prickly house,
Where they are only visited by foam and spume.
Thus the wreath of honour can be obtained by those who exert themselves,
With labour and effort, with sweat and blood. (B1v)

The metaphor subtly points out how the blood shed by rulers is hardly ever 
their own. Establishing power, either at home or overseas, involves atrocities 
against those who serve, resist or live peacefully in the depths of the ocean. 

37	 Edmondson 2008, 29.

Figure 6.5 Peter Paul Rubens, The Discovery of Purple by Hercules’s Dog, c. 1636, oil on panel, 
28x34 cm, Bayonne, Musée Bonnat-Helleu, inv. no. CM 3.
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Subjects, indigenous populations and their natural environments are all 
entangled in the quest for ‘the purple’. Thus a world lies hidden within a 
tiny shell.

With the fall of Constantinople and the destruction of its great dye works 
in 1453, the production of purple stagnated.38 In the seventeenth century, it 
was no longer produced on a large scale. When Van Borselen claims purple 
was ‘Now rather common, yes, had almost become banal’ (A8v), he probably 
does not realize that the same colour could now be fashioned by mixing 
indigo with the much cheaper ‘cochineal red’. This pigment was extracted 
from cochineal larvae, a production method the Spanish had adopted 
from Mesoamerican peoples.39 This ‘rather common’ red still involved the 
bloodshed of indigenous peoples and animals.

If the purple trail of the murex is traced from ancient natural histories 
to early modern travel accounts, the reader of Beach is confronted with dis-
crepancies. Van Borselen’s evident enthusiasm in studying shellf ish seems 
at odds with his vivid descriptions of their penetration and extraction. And 
the image he creates of shellf ish as wonderful beings in themselves does 
not align with that of the shell as merely a creation, however ref ined. The 
discrepancy is characteristic of early modern thought at the crossroads of 
a scholarly tradition which considered nature in terms of Creation,40 and 
the emerging natural sciences, which increasingly perceived nature as a 
self-evolving system – natura naturans, as Spinoza would call it in the 
Ethics (1675).41 In the latter view, nature is an expression of the positive 
power inherent to every being, a power that affects and interrelates all 
beings in the same plane. Using the shell as a thing to think with, Van 
Borselen’s thinking is carried in both directions. One line of thinking points 
vertically upwards, leading from the created shell towards its Creator, 
as was observed in the image of the staircase. In ascending the murex’s 
spiral staircase, violence is encountered on every level: from the shellf ish 
to its human exploiters, their sovereign rulers and, ultimately, the god 
in whose name they act. The other line of thinking unfolds horizontally, 
propelled by the shellf ish’s immanent desire to live and grow. It is through 
this desire or conatus in every being that humans can relate to shellf ish, 
creating affective entanglements with living things on the other side 
of the planet. One should be wary of suggesting that Van Borselen was 

38	 Cooksey 2017, 109.
39	 Sandberg 1997, 48.
40	 Banks et al. 2011, ix, xvii.
41	 Spinoza 2000, 100 (E1P29S).
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preoccupied with matters of ecology and colonialism as we understand 
these concerns today, but his study of shells certainly opened his eyes to 
the immoderate desires of his fellow human beings. Whoever thinks with 
the murex will not allow the violence overseas to be shrouded beneath 
a cloak of purple.

A Queen’s Conch as a Thought-Thing

Around 1645, Adriaen van Gaesbeeck depicted a young man standing in 
the middle of a spacious domestic room (f ig. 6.6). The assembled objects on 
the table designate the space as a study: an open folio rests against a lute, 
behind which a globe has been placed. A statue of Venus, partly framed by 
the map of Italy hanging on the wall (perhaps a reference to a grand tour), 
stands towards the right. On the wall above the map two shelves have 
been f itted, f illed with more books, another globe, a wooden box and one 
surprisingly large seashell.42 This latter object is a Strombus gigas or queen’s 
conch, brought to the Dutch Republic from the Caribbean.

We see a queen’s conch high up on a shelf in Cornelis de Man’s The Curios-
ity Shop (f ig. 6.1). Unlike certain specimens discussed above, this conch was 
likely not meant as a collector’s item. Because of ‘lumpishness’, large shells 
would not f it in a cabinet drawer and thus were usually purchased not to 
be part of a collection but rather as a single object. In this young man’s book 
room, the queen’s conch serves as an instrument of study, akin to the globe, 
the map and the writing implements.43 Early modern inventories of library 
collections list non-book items that had been kept in a study in addition 
to books and other papers.44 These items include things that we f ind in 
Gaesbeeck’s painting, such as small-scale statues (often of Erasmus), globes 
(or miniature globes that were referred to as ‘hand-globes’) and scientif ic 
instruments, as well as some shells.45 Shells, often exchanged among scholars 
as gifts, must have exerted a special appeal to these scholars, but that does 

42	 A similar conch is found in another of van Gaesbeeck’s interiors with a mother sewing 
near a cradle. His master, Gerrit Dou, borrowed this motif and included it in The Mother (1658, 
Mauritshuis), where it can be spotted leading against a book on a shelf, placed as in Gaesbeeck’s 
painting towards the back of the room.
43	 See for instance Schijnvoet’s annotations to Rumphius’s text following chapter 22, referring 
to plate XXXV. Rumphius 1992, 162.
44	 According to the inventories of book collections assembled in the Mediate Database, see 
Montoya et al. 2022. I am grateful to Alicia Montoya for her assistance.
45	 Handglobes are mentioned in the inventory of Alexander de Bie, 1689 (Montoya et al. 2022).
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not fully explain their presence in studies. Erasmus was said to have one of 
the earliest shell collections. If shells were instruments of study, what exactly 
was their function in a book room meant for thinking and introspection?

Even though the objects’ presence aligns with the furnishing of studies in 
the Dutch Republic, Gaesbeeck’s depiction of the study is f ictitious. Actual 
studies were very small, boarded-off partitions, created for professional 

Figure 6.6 Adriaen Gaesbeeck, Young Man in his Study, c. 1640–1650, oil on panel, 100x76 cm, 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv.no. SK-A-113.
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thinkers such as clergymen or scholars.46 The growing need for seclu-
sion resulted from the rise of Protestantism, which recommended that 
individuals read the Bible in their own native languages, combined with 
the new philosophy of René Descartes and the inf luence of Humanist 
writings, which insisted that study and self-ref lection would provide 
a better grasp of one’s inner life. The increasing demand for seclusion 
went hand in hand with a novel division of space in the domestic sphere. 
Boarded-off book rooms, sparsely decorated, were usually located on the 
second f loor of the house, ‘in the most silent corner’, as Willem Goeree 
observes in his publication on the architecture of the home.47 By the 
mid-seventeenth century, book rooms were widespread. Genre paintings 
increasingly display small rooms at the back of the house – or in any case 
removed from noisy family life – which were the domain of men, such as 
we see in interior paintings by Nicolaes Maes and others. A set of stairs 
leads to a small, book-f illed room f itted with a desk, on which a book and 
an ink set have been placed.

As we have seen in Van Borselen’s Beach, shells had great metaphorical 
potential and were used as objects of reflection and as models for human 
character.48 In the quiet solitude of the study, shells, when picked up during 
moments of musing, were meant to trigger reflection. The conch shell in 
Gaesbeeck’s painting clearly invites a physical, sensual and profoundly 
thought-provoking encounter. When taken down from the shelf (itself a 
physical activity requiring a ladder), the conch would feel heavy in the young 
man’s hands. It might have evoked a series of sensations when his f ingers 
touched its otherworldly surface, his ears listened to its oceanic sound and 
his eyes peered deeply into its dark interior.49 He may even have touched 
the shiny pink inside with his lips. In the second part of Meditations on First 
Philosophy (1641), René Descartes describes having a similar experience while 
pondering the question of how one can truly know another object through 
the senses. He puts theory into practice by taking a piece of wax in his hand. 
He feels its malleable material, perceives how it melts and changes shape 
in his palm, and smells its flowery fragrance. After giving the matter ample 
consideration, the philosopher realizes that he will never be able to fully 
comprehend the substance of wax in its totality, regardless of his sensory 
experience of it. He draws the now famous conclusion that the only thing 

46	 Fock 2001, 84. My discussion of the study is also based on: Van der Veen 2000, 136–171.
47	 Goeree 1681, 133–137.
48	 For a discussion of shells as things to think with, see: Grootenboer 2021, 103–126.
49	 Descartes 1989, 84–85.
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he can truly know after meditating on the piece of wax is the workings of 
his own mind thinking about his sensual experiences.

Gaesbreeck’s student need not be an advocate of Cartesian thought to 
begin meditating about the exotic, awe-inspiring object in his hands. From 
the comfort of his study, he could have ref lected on the conch’s empty 
interior as the former home of a now dead sea creature, or he may have 
philosophized, with Descartes, about ontological questions around the 
dualism of mind and body. A shell was a particularly suitable thing to prompt 
thinking about this dualism. Its dark, impenetrable interior, once home to 
a living creature, readily sparks comparison with a house, or indeed, with 
the human body as housing the soul. In literature, the shell quickly became 
a metaphor, a model even, for the relation of the body to the mind. This is 
evident, for instance, in the expression ‘to crawl back into one’s shell [in je 
schelp kruipen]’, still used by speakers of Dutch. Likening a body to a shelter 
for the mind followed, in part, the established iconography of land snails as 
containers of the soul. The dialectic of appearance and withdrawal evident 
in a sea creature living in its house was employed by Jacob Cats when he 
advised people in general, but women in particular, ‘to stay in your shell’, 
meaning that they should keep within the boundaries of their gendered, 
domestic space.50 Shells were associated more widely as representatives of 
human interiority, as containers not just of individual souls but of the cradle 
of humanity as such, as can be seen in the remark of the seventeenth-century 
Dutch poet Sprankhuysen: ‘It would be a good thing if man would turn 
into his own shell and think to himself: What was I before I was born?’51

While tightly closed molluscs were used as images of human character 
(indicated, for instance, by the phrase that someone is a tight as a clam), the 
spiralling shape of whelks (hoorntjes in Dutch) began to visualize a trajectory 
into a deeper sense of self, as we have seen in Van Borselen’s Beach. Mary 
Carruthers has demonstrated that since mediaeval times, the activity of 
thinking had been understood as an interior journey, often described as 
either an ascent towards the divine or a descent into the depths of the mind. 
During the rise of Humanism, the staircase remained a trope for the activity 
of thinking. Montaigne famously wrote about his desire for a solitude that 
would enable him to think by referring to the staircase in the tower leading 
up to his study. In prints and paintings, generic depictions of philosophers 

50	 ‘Blijft binnen u schelpen, dat zal u helpen’, in Cats, appendix. Also cited in translation in 
Hollander 2002, 162.
51	 ‘t Waer wel soo goet dat de Mensch in zijn eiygen Schelp kroope, ende Aldus by hem selven 
dachte: Wat was ick, eer ick gebooren was?’, in: Prosperetti 2006, 409.
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deeply absorbed in thought can often be found in solitary spaces near spiral 
staircases. Due to the study’s distinct location in the house, stairs became a 
prominent feature in the depiction of such rooms – and Gaesbeeck’s painting 
is no exception. Gaesbeeck’s staircase is rendered for realistic effect, but it 
also refers to the neumic tradition of thought, which employed this motif 
since mediaeval times.52

This neumic tradition was fully revived when an extremely rare shell, 
closely resembling a spiral staircase, appeared in Europe. Called Epitonium 
scalare (literally ‘spiral staircase’), it immediately captured the cultural and 
intellectual imagination. Despite its rarity (at one point word went round that 
only three specimens were to be found in all of Europe), the spiral staircase 
became a frequent motif in philosophical and theological discussions.53 For 
instance, in a long poem entitled The Speaking Art Cabinet (De Sprekende 
konstkamer), Christoffel Beudeker illuminates the benefits of keeping cu-
riosities from the perspective of the cabinet. In contrast to the knowledge 
found in the ‘silent company’ of books, the speaking cabinet explains the 
course of history through a variety of things, including coins and shells. In 
book seven, the Epitonium scalare is brought up as an argument against the 
controversial philosopher Baruch de Spinoza’s claim that nature’s beautiful 
patterns (including those of shells) have not been created by a God but are 
generated by their own ‘concept’. Nature designs itself, Spinoza reasoned, and 
the cause for its existence should not be explained away through the existence 
of a transcendental God but must be found within the natural world as such. 
Firmly rejecting this idea, Beudeker uses the shell as evidence that God is the 
divine mechanic of the world: when he writes, ‘Behold the Spiral Staircase, to 
which no other kind compares […]. Who has invented this artwork? […] He 
alone who created all’.54 Beudeker’s example demonstrates that the image 
of the spiral staircase was f irmly imprinted on the collective imagination, 
so much so that it almost became a pattern of thought or a mindset. As we 
have seen, Van Borselen, too, is intrigued by the spiralling core of whelks, and 
compares it to a human being’s relation to a Christian God when he calls on 
the Almighty: ‘Let your Creature Be a Bending Staircase’.55

It is hard to tell whether the young man in Van Gaesbeeck’s painting 
would have followed such a pattern of thought and have mused about such 

52	 Carruthers 1998.
53	 Leonhard 2007, 183. Joan Coenraad Brandt’s shell collection, sold in 1792, lists ‘a very f ine 
and bright Amboina Wentletrap’ put down for 50 guilders (Dance 1986, 59).
54	 Beudeker 1748, 160–161.
55	 ‘Laet dyne Schepsel zijn een cromme wendel-trap’, Van Borselen 1611, D2r.
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philosophical complexities when holding the large conch in his hands. 
While other instruments of study, such as the map and the globe, relate to 
knowing the outside world, the conch draws attention to the deep sense of 
interiority contained within the thinking body. Whether he understood the 
conch as a shelter or a constraint, a refuge or a burden, its cave-like interior 
would no doubt have inspired him to descend ever more deeply into the 
depths of his young mind to explore it.

Conclusion

More than collectibles to be gathered and ordered in a static cabinet, lively 
shells prompted early modern Dutch people to think across distance and 
through time, as well as into themselves. Scholars, poets and makers engaged 
with both the specif ic material properties of different shells and their 
affective qualities. In the complex surface of mother-of-pearl, the saturated 
purple of the murex and the spiralling construction of the conch, people 
found tangible and metaphorical tools for making sense of the world they 
inhabited and for determining their own place within it.

Such sustained interactions with thought-things like shells ref lect a 
deep interest in understanding life and interiority, but they also reveal, 
unintentionally, a culture increasingly dependent on global environmental 
and human exploitation. Shadowing the contemplative activities of those 
who interacted with shells performs a critique of unethical Dutch relation-
ships to other peoples and to other animals, particularly in the sourcing of 
marine materials. Van Borselen draws out these ideas in his poem, which 
emphasizes the violent actions taken by humans in their quests to prof it 
from nature. Beauty and brutality coexisted within shells. As these tensions 
demonstrate, shells contain entire worlds, with the undeniable potential 
to encourage their beholders to consider the fragility of the ecosystem and 
the interconnectedness of all living beings.
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