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INTRODUCTION

Eighteenth-century conchological illustrations such as Figure 1, reproduced from the 
posthumous edition of Antoine-Joseph Dezallier d’Argenville’s La Conchyliologie, 
can appear artificial and stilted to modern readers.1 It seems as if artists were strug-
gling to generate something that is not “really” there by placing shells in patterns: 
that, in fact, they were “intending” to entertain and not to instruct. The authors and 
artists appear to be unable to treat natural objects in a properly scientific way: in 
effect, their books cannot be read as scientific any more. It is not that the status of 
these works is difficult to determine, for we still possess categories for them, and 
they are not complimentary ones; they appear to be superficial emanations of the 
lavish lifestyle of the eighteenth-century European élite, serving a purely decorative 
purpose. It has become impossible to entertain a representation of nature that is both 
scientific and decorative, and difficult to assimilate interpretations of such works 
which treat the ornamental as a subject of expertise, especially learned expertise.

Such analyses, often unreflecting, are also asymmetrical, however. For we are 
still happy to accept geometrical presentations of naturalia as authentic depictions 
of nature. Thus Figure 2, an early twentieth-century shell plate, is recognizable as 
a work of scientific taxonomy. In effect, geometricity and lack of ornamentation 
continue to be the transparent signifiers for scientific authenticity, and hence for 
nature, even though these two qualities are not in themselves classed as natural.2 
The ability of a scientific illustration to be a credible representation of nature is one 
that is constructed at least in part at the level of design. Like the texts and objects 
of other early modern sciences, eighteenth-century conchological publications 
and collections are to be understood as artistic objects, conforming to particular 
conventions of beauty and design. These conventions contributed to the production 
of images in books or arrangements in cabinets, and to the interpretation of such 
forms of order by competent viewers. My historiographical problem is construed 
in terms of the interplay between the material objects of knowledge and the means 
of making them ‘work’ — the form that their credibility takes in a particular culture 
— and hence I will also address the significance of challenges to such conventions 
of representation and display.3 

Ordering conventions were not necessarily made explicit within the texts accom-
panying images or collections. Historians have repeatedly indicated that images are 
never exhausted by text, and some have argued that text and images cannot even be 
‘read’ in the same way because they are not encoded in the same language.4 In the 
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particular case of scientific forms of visual display, whether cabinets, experiments 
or illustrations, the conventions of depiction may even be tacit. As sociologists of 
science have suggested, the work that is done to support scientific knowledge-claims 
is afterwards effaced so that they can appear transparent, self-evident and natural.5 
If scientific images are to be mobilizable as testimony in their own right, it may 
indeed be crucial that their meaning should be unexhausted by associated texts, and 
that the devices and rules by which they were constructed should remain partly or 

Jacques Mesnil after Jacques de Favanne, “Limaçons à Bouche ronde”. In Antoine-Joseph Dezallier 
d’Argenville, La conchyliologie, ou Histoire naturelle des coquilles de mer (3 vols, Paris, 1780), 
i, Plate 18. By permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.
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largely unarticulated.6 The value of images for scientific testimony, then, may rest 
upon the very fact that they belong to a different repertoire of testimony from texts. 
The manoeuvre by which the criteria of their evaluation are internalized permits the 
production of judgements about the validity of associated knowledge-claims which 
appear to be demonstrably and evidently true.

In the case of the shell books of eighteenth-century Europe, we can demonstrate 
in some detail how the design of the plates aided in the construction and recruitment 
of audiences for natural history. In the literature with which I shall be concerned, 
there is a considerable uniformity in modes of representation of naturalia, even 

Henry Augustus Pilsbry, “A study of the variation and zoogeography of Liguus in Florida”, 
Journal of the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia, ser. 2, xv (1912), 427–71, Plate 39. 
By permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.
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though the local circumstances under which collections were formed and concholo-
gies written varied widely. Explaining such uniformity is a central preoccupation for 
cultural histories of science. How can agreement be reached about what constitutes 
the ‘right’ way of representing nature; how is that representation policed; and above 
all, how do readers assent to the ‘naturalness’ of those modes of representation? 
Clearly, the natural history illustration is by no means unimportant in this process. 
Most natural historical authors and artists in the eighteenth century stated that their 
specimens were “drawn from nature”. Therefore, the question of whether a visual 
representation was naturalistic or not is meaningless without some further insight 
into what counted as ‘naturalistic’ in the first place. This paper will combine an 
exploration of the circumstances of local production of scientific illustrations with 
an acknowledgement of the persistence of particular conventions of representation 
in the face of changing criteria of authenticity and naturalness within the sciences. 
Such persistence can be explained by considering the social circumstances of natural 
history book publication in the early modern period. The high cost of commissioning 
engravings limited conchologies to the wealthier strata of the literate public. Artists 
who contributed to natural history books did not specialize in such illustrations, but 
in some other artistic category, such as landscapes or still lifes. The most substantial 
realm of overlap between the fine arts and natural history was in the domain of the 
decorative arts, from architecture to book ornamentation or fabric design. My argu-
ment will be that the training of artists and the education of polite consumers ensured 
that mid-eighteenth-century viewers brought artistic concerns to bear upon scientific 
illustrations, rather than vice versa.

Despite its undoubted importance in the manufacture of scientific authority and 
the support of scientific truth-claims, the scientific illustration has long occupied 
an uncertain place in historical literature. Scientific illustrations that do not contain 
human figures are not easily susceptible of the type of genre analysis performed by art 
historians. Whilst knowledge about artists themselves, their training and their practices 
is valuable, it also offers no explanation for the privileged epistemological status of 
the scientific illustration. Attention to the disciplinary practices by which authors 
sought to control the output of artists can help in this regard, but directs our attention 
away from the relations between the subject matter or style of the illustration, and 
the truth-claims of the text.7 The shell iconography published in eighteenth-century 
Europe conformed closely to aesthetic criteria that were rarely articulated in the text, 
but which were discussed in treatises on the nature of taste and the beautiful published 
from the late seventeenth century onwards. Such criteria were far from peripheral to 
the natural historical meaning of shells during this period; in fact, I will argue that 
praise of shells for exemplifying the regularity, contrast, variety and symmetry of 
nature, when ordered by man, was what drove natural historical interest in the first 
place. The book page or cabinet supplied an orderly, geometrical framework within 
which the properties of naturalia could be displayed. Even though the form of display 
of specimens was rarely explicitly commented upon by authors, collectors or artists, 
there is a quite remarkable homogeneity in the presentation of shells as visual objects 
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in books, which survived into twentieth-century works concerning shells and other 
small naturalia.8 Yet the secondary literature has devoted little attention to the general 
problem of the patterns of specimen placement on the page. This is not a problem 
that falls under the rubric of histories of art or science as currently construed. 

A swift survey of some of the primary materials will enable these methods of 
presentation of shell images to be charted in broad outline. Figure 1 makes evident the 
first, and most crucial, criterion for plates of shells in the eighteenth-century natural 
historical literature: symmetry. Wherever there was more than one visual object on a 
page, the units were arranged so as to display an approximation of bilateral symmetry. 
This criterion often determined orientation and size, so that a large shell on the far 
right of the page would be matched by a large one on the far left, and so on. A coiled 
shell with its apex pointing to the top of the page would often be matched in the same 
way. Even where the adoption of particular methodological concerns meant that two 
aspects of the same specimen were shown on the same page, these were often used 
as the mirror images of each other. This criterion was extremely widespread in the 
conchological literature of the eighteenth century. But this is not because it was the 
only or the self-evident way of representing shells. Many late seventeenth-century 
conchologies, such as Filippo Buonanni’s 1681 Ricreatione dell’occhio e della mente 
or Martin Lister’s 1685 Historiae sive Synopsis methodicae conchyliorum, although 
widely read in the eighteenth century, displayed no such concerns.9 During the eight-
eenth century, works from cultures in which such design conventions were not yet 
widely operative also do not display specimens distributed in this way. Nor can one 
appeal to merely pragmatic concerns about the use of space on the page — what 
one might call “packing criteria” — to explain the orientation and positioning of 
shell images on the page, since similar conventions may appear whether the plate 
shows twenty separate images or just four. Commonplace patternings of shells upon 
a printed page reveal another design criterion, evident only in reading the book from 
beginning to end. Plates were not to be viewed in isolation. The arrangements of the 
shells on each page, whilst always displaying symmetry, varied from one page to 
the next, and were rarely identical on two successive pages, although similar sorts 
of designs might be repeated within a single book. Thus, symmetry was matched 
by variety, both within the shape of the shells themselves and in the succession of 
images which composed the book as a whole. 

The first French symmetrical shell plate appears to have been published in 1692, 
in Claude du Molinet’s Cabinet de la Bibliotheque de Sainte Geneviève. Du Molinet, 
an Oratorian priest from a noble family, curated the famous cabinet at the church 
of Sainte Geneviève from the late 1670s onwards and was principally interested in 
coins and medals.10 In most earlier illustrations of cabinets, such as the museum of 
Ferrante Imperato, depicted in 1599, or the famous woodcut of Olaus Worm’s collec-
tion of 1655, the use of symmetry as a criterion of arrangement is not evident, even 
though such illustrations tended to idealize their subject. Symmetrical arrangements 
can be found in a handful of natural historical plates and frontispieces predating the 
1670s, and they were produced by artists who espoused a more Italianate visual 
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style, unlike the woodcuts typical of emblematic natural histories.11 However, the 
use of symmetry in books and in cabinets continued to be exceptional until the final 
decade of the seventeenth century. Thereafter, it became the norm in several countries, 
especially for conchologies. In France, this shift coincided with what Szambien has 
described as a revival of interest in Vitruvian architectural principles at the Académie 
Royale d’Architecture. Others have argued that the definition of symmetry in its 
modern sense, as “the reflecting correspondence of points in a plane, or parts of a 
body, with respect to a common axis”, was itself a seventeenth-century invention.12 
As the cabinet became a prominent domestic space in many polite households, it 
became routinely subject to criteria of architectural beauty such as symmetry; the 
rise of polite standards of tastefulness in the domestic decorative arts, the pervasive 
spread of luxury consumption and display, and the assimilation of scientific practice 
within polite society together enabled these criteria to become generally applicable 
to natural history collections and publications.13  

It was particularly in the French and Dutch natural historical literature that sym-
metrical design conventions were early developed to a high degree. Amidst the many 
natural historical works published in the Dutch Republic during the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries, symmetry is prominent in books published by a small 
group of collectors who appear to have shared particular settings and modes for natu-
ral historical sociability in the first two decades of the eighteenth century, François 
Valentijn, Albert Seba and Levinus Vincent, and in Simon Schijnvoet’s rendition 
of Georg Everhard Rumph’s Ambonese curiosity collection.14 Different types of 
natural historical specimens warranted different styles of depiction. In Albert Seba’s 
famous Thesaurus, shells, fossils, lizards, chamaeleons, snakes, and butterflies were 
given a symmetrical arrangement, whilst quadrupeds, other reptiles and birds were 
depicted in a ‘naturalistic’ setting against a backdrop of branches or landscape.15 In 
the frontispiece to Seba’s work, reproduced in Figure 3, the naturalist apothecary 
indicates two pages of his book which are not, in fact, opposite one another in the 
real book, and which demonstrate the two representational styles. Clearly, although 
these authors and their artists rarely commented upon the fact, there were conventions 
operating in the presentation of natural objects on the printed page which were so 
universal and so unquestioned as to resemble natural laws. To understand what was 
at stake in scientific styles of representation of the natural, it is helpful to consider 
how the boundary between nature and artifice was configured.

Paula Findlen has suggested that interest in jokes of nature — natural objects 
such as figured stones, which seemed to blur the boundaries between the artificial 
and the natural — declined in the late seventeenth century, to vanish entirely during 
the eighteenth. In part, she argues, this transformation was brought about through a 
new emphasis upon Nature’s order and regularity.16 Yet for authors such as the Dutch 
cloth merchant Levinus Vincent (1658–1727), the painterly powers of nature were a 
central justification for displaying and writing about natural objects. By considering 
Vincent’s writings about his collection as a product of his culture, we can explore 
some ways in which these texts served to mediate between the collector, the physical 
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entity of the collection, and his audience.
Vincent had numerous books and pamphlets published during the first two dec-

ades of the eighteenth century, first in Amsterdam, and later from Haarlem, the 
town to which he moved his renowned collection, as well as his business, in about 
1705.17 Most of his text was written in Dutch, with some Latin contributions and 
some partial translations into Latin or French. This eclectic set of printed materials 
was a private undertaking in the sense that the publication was commissioned by 
Vincent. In these works, the definition of authorship is almost inverted. Rather than 

Jacob Noubraken after J. M. Quinkhard, “Albertvs Seba, Etzela Oostfrisivs”. In Albert Seba, 
Locupletissimi rerum naturalium thesauri (4 vols,  Amsterdam, 1734), i, frontispiece. By permission 
of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.

FIG. 3. 
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presenting himself as the author, Vincent sought to use the printed page as a way of 
displaying the authorship of the natural world. Descriptions of his remarkable collec-
tion and copper-plate engravings intervened between odes to God and His Creation 
— and to Levinus Vincent and his — written by visitors to the Cabinet numbering 
amongst Vincent’s friends. Some went on to become noteworthy collectors in their 
own right, like Johannes Brandt.18 Different poems by the same authors, including 
Vincent’s artist, Romein de Hooghe, and his publisher, François Halma, appeared 
in successive publications. The first, Wondertooneel der nature (Theatre of nature’s 
marvels), appeared in 1706.19 Most of the subsequent descriptions of his collection 
differed largely in the number of eulogizing poems or the length and detail of the 
description of specimens, and are not clearly identifiable as separate books. Thus 
the titlepage illustration of the Wondertooneel appears on the titlepage of Vincent’s 
Elenchus tabularum of 1719 and on that of the Korte Beschryving (Short descrip-
tion), of his cabinet published in 1727.20 Several poems appear in more than one of 
these publications, some of which are hardly more than pamphlets. The de-centring 
of authorship was borne out by the frontispiece to the later works, reproduced in 
Figure 4, where the cabinet’s owner is not identifiable among the crowd of circulating 
friends admiring the symmetrically arranged specimens.

For Vincent and his circle, these publications served a mediating function in 

R. van Huysen, second frontispiece to Levinus Vincent, Elenchus tabularum, Pinacothecarum 
(Haarlem, 1719). By permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.

FIG. 4. 
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the interpretation of the cabinet. No-one, gazing upon the multiplicity of natural 
productions, could fail to worship God in His Creation. The readership was divided 
into “Liefhebbers”, or lovers of natural productions and of God, and atheists, who 
were alternately bidden to “come before the light, and learn ... in all these works / 
to observe the actions of the Supreme Artist” or to keep quiet: “Every animal has a 
tongue, to find out your guilt against you.”21 As in other late seventeenth- and early 
eighteenth-century natural histories, butterflies and other metamorphosing insects 
became analogies for the Christian transfiguration of the human body at the Resur-
rection; Vincent boasted that his cabinet contained every species described in Maria 
Sibylla Merian’s book on the subject.22 The books thus served to publicize the col-
lection, to elaborate upon its theological meaning, and to display social status. Poetic 
contributions reiterated common themes such as the visits of foreign rulers to the 
collections (Peter the Great had kissed the threshold; the Duke of Tuscany had turned 
down specimens from the collection; Frederick of Prussia had said that no-one could 
look upon the cabinet and claim that there was no God).23 In effect, the printed works 
constantly denied Vincent’s authorial status, pointing to a greater book, authored by 
God himself.24 The texts emphasized that the originator of the collection had been 
Vincent’s brother-in-law, Anthonie van Breda. Vincent referred to himself, instead, 
as the principal maker of order; writing of the shell cabinet, he commented: “This 
Cabinet can also be seen as one of our principal pieces, and has all been fashioned 
and worked by us into the current condition and order.”25 

Themes of light and order, natural theological arguments from design opposed 
to the progress of atheism, are familiar ones in European scientific literature from 
this period. Vincent’s collection problematizes sharp distinctions between the disor-
derly cabinet of curiosities, designed to inspire wonder through juxtaposition, and 
the orderly, systematic, encyclopaedic collection.26 This account of the setting for 
Vincent’s illustrations and cabinet suggests one possible interpretation of Levinus 
Vincent’s plates, all of which were based on the same format. Each illustration, such 
as the plate of insects reproduced in Figure 5,  can be divided roughly into three 
tiers. At the top of the page, the depicted cabinet was divided into series of small 
numbered drawers, whose precise measurements were given in the accompanying 
texts. These drawers enshrined the classificatory principles used by the naturalist: in 
other words, they exhibited an order imposed by the human possessor of the cabinet. 
In the centre of the image, the artist showed several drawers removed from the stack 
and leaning against the cabinet so as to display their wares. The overriding format 
of design here relates to the powerful use of bilateral symmetry in ordering the 
specimens, both in relation to one another and to the pattern as a whole. Simultane-
ously, however, there were strong contrasts in form and pattern evident in each small 
subdivision demarcated within the whole drawer. Such contrasts are echoed by the 
contrasts between each part of the image as a whole. In this middle tier, then, there 
is a balance between symmetry and contrast. Finally, beneath these three drawers, a 
few larger specimens were placed completely at random, even, apparently, escaping 
the frame of the picture. Such disorderliness, I suggest, expressed the diversity and 
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variety of nature escaping man’s ordering activity.
Symmetry, variety, contrast, uniformity, diversity — these were terms widely 

employed from the Renaissance until the end of the eighteenth century in philosophi-
cal and artistic treatises whose authors sought to define the nature of beauty and 
taste. In the illustrations of Vincent’s collection, just as in his book, the opposition 
between symmetry and variety, order and disorder was itself a pointer to the relation 
between the collector, the collection and God Himself, who was the author of natural 
productions that Vincent merely ordered. Here there was no fundamental opposition 
between artificial and natural, because the basis for admiring Nature was as God’s 
artist.27 Demonstrating the specifically artistic principles upon which the appreciation 
of nature could proceed was central to this textual and visual presentation of Nature. 

Unknown artist, “Pinacotheca 1”. In Levinus Vincent, Elenchus tabularum, Pinacothecarum 
(Haarlem, 1719). By permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.

FIG. 5. 
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So when Vincent’s poetical friends described “Shells most beautifully decorated 
by Mother Nature”, or admired his “particular and unusual Orders and figures, all 
embroidered with tiny woven Beads”, they were writing of what was, at bottom, the 
same practice.28 The construction of patterns with smaller naturalia to make exten-
sive colourful “Phrygian” borders, or garlands, masks and other ornamental figures, 
appeared in other Dutch books of collections.29 Natural productions that were inher-
ently curious, by virtue of being intricately designed and painted by Nature, were 
displayed within an orderly and ornamented setting which itself elicited admiration 
for the designer’s skill. Multiplicity and diversity were balanced by symmetry and 
order, reason by admiration: fine craftsmanship at the human level mirrored that at 
the divine. Vincent was himself an artist, designing figured silks, and a merchant 
supplying international markets in textiles. In these decades the Dutch silk commerce 
was at its peak, rivalling the French.30 Indeed, it was most probably thanks to Vin-
cent’s contacts with silk suppliers in the Orient and mercers around the world that his 
poetical friend Vollenhove could write “Of the wonders of Nature, brought together 
from all regions of the world by ... Vincent”.31 As in other shell collecting works 
of the early eighteenth-century Republic, the colonies as the source of natural and 
monetary wealth, providentially opened to Dutch enterprise, were never very distant. 
Although Vincent’s cabinet was thus a product of early modern empire-building, it 
differed from princely collections in its dependency upon mercantile, rather than naval 
and political, networks of acquisition. Scientific and commercial practice mirrored 
one another in the Vincent family’s activities at home, converting exotic materials, 
whether silk or shells, into fashionable designs, and profiting by them.32

Mercantile concerns also configured the domestic setting and construction of the 
collection itself. The ornate borders surrounding the specimens were the handiwork 
of Johanna Vincent, Levinus’s wife and Anthonie van Breda’s sister, although no 
text by her was published. Explaining the frontispiece which he produced for Vin-
cent’s early account of his cabinet, de Hooghe presented Johanna allegorically as an 
“assiduous Maid”, pointing to a box displaying “the artful graces which her needle 
has embroidered with coral work”.33 Luxury, skill and wealth were balanced by the 
virtue of industriousness, and by the identification of the worship of design with 
that of nature: Vincent was merely the designer admiring the grand Design. Thus 
naturalia could mediate between the ostentatious display of wealth and the shifting 
ascribed value of the individual specimen. By the late seventeenth century, Dutch 
satirical attacks against the ostentatious display of luxury in clothing and lifestyle 
had declined.34 Vincent’s wealth was legitimated by publications showing his own 
piety and his wife’s virtue. Such writings portrayed his public ostentation as directed 
primarily towards God’s glory, and his passions as balanced by the orderliness of 
the cabinet, the geometricity of the printed page. Here, the en-textualization of the 
collection hinged upon the self-presentation of the collector, and every illustration 
or poem contributed in some way to that. In the collection as in the book, it was 
also hard to say who was ‘the’ artist: besides Levinus’s artful arrangements and 
Johanna’s ornamentation, the collection also contained watercolours by Antonie van 



12 ·  E. C. SPARY 

Breda, while the artist of this first frontispiece, de Hooghe, figured in the book as a 
poet as well as a draughtsman.35 Standard differentiations of those involved in the 
production of natural history books into “author” and “artist” (a distinction suiting 
an epistemological hierarchy in which artists are subordinate to and distinct from 
naturalists, and artistic conventions to scientific truths) are therefore hard, if not 
impossible, to apply here.

Vincent’s books located natural history within early eighteenth-century Dutch 
culture, tracing the threads that joined piety, industry, design, colonialism, display, 
friendship, and publication in a tightly-woven fabric. The books ‘worked’ best for 
the close-knit community of expert readers in Dutch urban and colonial centres. Out-
side such circles, interpretation became more difficult; other conchological authors 
commented unfavourably upon the Dutch use of the vernacular, and the commercial 
aspects of Vincent’s collection — its lavish use of materials, its craftsmanship, and 
the entry fee charged — sometimes seemed out of place, even contrary to good 
scientific practice. Despite his natural theological inclinations, the Swiss polymath 
and physician Albert von Haller, for example, grumbled about the high entry price 
of two florins on a visit to Vincent’s cabinet in 1726.36 

FROM DUTCH CRAFTSMANSHIP TO FRENCH CONNOISSEURSHIP

By pursuing the reception of the pictorial conventions operating in these images 
of early eighteenth-century Dutch cabinets such as Vincent’s into another cultural 
setting, it is possible to construct which survived and which vanished. One crucial 
aspect of Levinus Vincent’s publications was their role in presenting him as a rational 
and enlightened Croesus. By the early eighteenth century, collecting naturalia had 
become a means of converting the ostentatious display of wealth into the economy 
of virtue. Collectors in early eighteenth-century France may have embraced natural 
history specimens for similar reasons. As Crow and Scott argue, the decade after the 
end of the Regency, marked by the collapse of French credit with the failure of the 
Law scheme, encouraged greater austerity and the restraint of ostentation.37 Collec-
tors of the 1710s and 1720s had focused their attentions upon objects of substantial 
value: predominantly paintings, antiquities and coins. Natural history opened up a 
means of collecting that could enable one to continue to exhibit taste and expertise, 
but now in combination with a virtuous self-presentation and at lesser cost.38 If shells 
and other naturalia cost less than works of fine art, prices in the first half of the cen-
tury were nonetheless high, with the rarest and choicest specimens selling for the 
equivalent of about a year’s wages for an artisan. Conchology was definitely limited 
to the well-to-do, but it had the moral advantage that natural productions were not 
reducible to financial value alone; to display them was to display one’s piety and 
learning, not merely one’s wealth.39

Many of the design criteria of Dutch conchological plates were also appropri-
ated in the shell literature of eighteenth-century France. This can be explained by 
the very intimate link that existed between the development of the natural history 
market in France and the famous Dutch collections of the early eighteenth century. 



SCIENTIFIC SYMMETRIES   ·  13 

Shell collecting first became widespread in France thanks to the successful marketing 
enterprise of one Edmé-François Gersaint (d. 1750). Gersaint, a merchant special-
izing in objects of the fine arts, had a boutique on the Pont-Neuf in Paris from 1718 
onwards. Over the next decade, both independently and in tandem with other traders 
in works of art and nature, such as Pierre Remy, Glomy, and Helle, Gersaint sought 
to tap into the growing market for small genre paintings from the Northern school. 
Simultaneously he fostered, through his boutique, the sale of paintings by those French 
painters who are held to have created what is now referred to as the rococo style.40 
The very last painting that the artist Antoine Watteau (168?–1721) ever produced 
was a shop sign of remarkable proportions — nearly ten feet long — to hang over 
the entrance to Gersaint’s premises. This was in 1720, when the ailing painter was 
sharing Gersaint’s home. Not far away was Watteau’s own workshop, where he and 
a team of journeymen artists turned out new paintings, many of which were sold by 
Gersaint. In 1727 and 1731 Gersaint launched a series of prints after Watteau, at a 
time when the printed reproduction of works of art for sale to a general audience 
played an increasingly important role in the financial support of artists.41 In 1730, on 
a routine trip to Haarlem to buy up old masters, Gersaint was shown around Vincent’s 
cabinet by his widow.42 Perhaps as early as this, he was already buying the shells 
which ranked alongside paintings in the collections of Dutch Liefhebbers, with a 
view to encouraging them as a new form of curiosity in Paris. The November 1735 
issue of the journal Le Mercure, edited by Gersaint’s friend and client, the chevalier 
Antoine de La Roque, contained an article advising gentlemen to purchase shells.43 
Soon thereafter, Gersaint produced the first of what would be a substantial series of 
auction catalogues, for a shell collection to be sold on Monday, 23 January 1736.44 
The trade in shells imported from the Dutch merchants continued well into the latter 
half of the eighteenth century.45 Gersaint, by virtue of the élite collecting circles 
within which he moved and his many publications, was central in the creation of a 
Parisian market for natural history specimens.

The printed materials that Gersaint generated served a variety of purposes. 
Firstly, they served to advertise his auction sales and to generate increased interest 
in collecting. The publication of this catalogue was an induction into a new form of 
curiosity which Gersaint sought to turn to his own profit. Collectors of prints and 
paintings by Watteau, Lajoue and Boucher were both Gersaint’s best customers and 
his friends, and when they died, it was often he who sold off their collections piece-
meal, sometimes with regret but always at a profit.46 Gersaint’s second catalogue 
of 1737 offered a shell collection compiled by himself, natural history books such 
as Seba’s Thesaurus and Lister’s Historiae Conchyliorum, and prints of Vincent’s 
cabinet and of the famous Watteau signboard.47 In this sense Gersaint was as instru-
mental in creating the criteria for proper collecting as in supplying collected objects 
to consumers. Gersaint’s publications helped to define what it meant to be a curieux: 
he devoted much discussion to how the collector should conduct himself and what 
character traits were appropriate to such an individual. Particularly in the case of 
shells, Gersaint could use his publications to offer guidelines as to the proper mode 
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of appreciation of naturalia for those unfamiliar with this branch of curiosity. For 
him, as for Vincent, shells were literally masterpieces of Nature the artisan, in an age 
when knowledge about skill in design and execution was the hallmark of the polite 
individual. Again, like the Dutch collectors, Gersaint stressed the visual effects of 
shells, the pleasures of symmetry, variety and diversity and the intricate workman-
ship of each specimen.48

Gersaint’s writings were particularly important to his clientele because few French 
collectors read Dutch, the language of many of the shell books. An international com-
munity of collectors depended upon experts travelling within the Dutch Republic, 
such as Gersaint and the collector Joseph Bonnier de la Mosson, and upon illustrative 
material. The language barrier meant that whilst the visible standards of symmetry, 
contrast, and variety were imported into France with the shell-collecting fashion, the 
natural theological justification for collecting in the texts of Vincent, Rumph, Seba, 
or Valentijn was transformed there. Conchological ‘aesthetic’ principles were instead 
welded onto a culture of tasteful, polite self-presentation which would dominate élite 
life in France for much of the century. Thus, for example, the connoisseur editor 
of the Mercure in the 1720s and ’30s, de La Roque, would never specialize in shell 
collecting, but according to Gersaint, he possessed just such a collection of these 
objects as would suffice to mark him out as a man of taste.49 

Because learning was a property of polite society, many among the polite élite 
argued that collections and scientific books should conform to the demands of good 
taste and style, qualities manifested through the design and decorative properties 
of the cabinet or the book.50 Works of art and the sciences were subject, for some 
decades, to the same type of scrutiny and criticism. Because most natural historical 
readers defined themselves as persons of taste first and foremost — this denoting 
their participation in an élite of wealth, fashion and education — most natural history 
collectors, authors, engravers and publishers needed to orient their labour towards 
the production of an object which recognizably belonged within this world. Natural 
history books and collections were a category of luxury good, highly visible in the 
domestic interior, and artists were involved in their production as they also generated 
designs for objects such as fans, furniture, fashions, and firescreens. The same artists 
who worked for naturalists might publish books of flower engravings which were at 
once works of natural history, silk and embroidery design sourcebooks, and entertain-
ing volumes for the polite reader. Many rococo artists were renowned for still lifes 
or silk or tapestry designs, for interior architecture as well as for their more famous 
genre or allegorical paintings and Crown commissions. François Boucher and his 
patron Jean-Baptiste Oudry produced designs for the Beauvais tapestry manufacture; 
Oudry was also renowned for his hunting and animal paintings, and illustrated works 
of literature and natural history. Jacques de Lajoue painted overdoor panels for the 
cabinet of a leading collector, Bonnier de la Mosson, a wealthy financier who held 
the post of treasurer to the estates of Languedoc.51 Within mid-eighteenth-century 
French culture, collections and depictions of them are best understood not as part of 
a progress towards scientific rationalism, nor as forms of fine art in their own right, 
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but rather in terms of their connections to interior architecture and print culture. It 
is in such cultural spaces that collections and representations of them flourished, 
spread, and were evaluated.52

Educated and well-to-do people were united by knowledge about the proper exer-
cise of taste and by practices such as collecting and reading, modes of self-conduct 
which set one aside from the impolite. A rococo work of natural history was thus part 
of a larger system of values. To be understood, authors depended upon the reader’s 
prior familiarity with certain standards of design and beauty; thus their works often 
contained textual and pictorial devices derived from particular polite stylistic tradi-
tions. The natural history book was an indispensable intermediary for naturalists in 
directing readers in the proper ways to approach and appreciate nature as manifested in 
cabinets. It tied the scientific study of naturalia to particular cultural conventions of the 
decorative by means of a multiply reproduced commercial object, the print. In about 
1735 Boucher produced a picture of naturalia entitled “Rocaille”. This work formed 
the basis for two frontispieces he designed, one for Gersaint’s 1736 and 1744 auction 
catalogues, and the other for Dezallier d’Argenville’s Histoire naturelle éclaircie, 
which was reused in the 1757 edition of the conchological part alone, and, slightly 
retouched, in the posthumous 1780 edition. Charles-Nicholas Cochin produced a 
frontispiece for Gersaint’s later catalogues, one also of 1744 and one dating from 
1745. The presence of a Boucher or Cochin frontispiece, like that of a Watteau sign 
above one’s premises, announced before the expert reader had even reached the text 
that the book in question belonged within a very specific visual tradition; its posses-
sion would denote one as a person of taste. Conversely, Boucher himself became a 
leading natural history collector whose auctioneer, Pierre Remy, eulogized him as a 
man of natural taste, with a varied and agreeable collection.53 

The possession of shell books was part of a process of commercialization of the 
rococo which enabled less wealthy individuals to own the apparatus of taste.54 The 
medium of print allowed naturalia to be within the reach of those of more moderate 
wealth, even those who could not afford to collect in their own right. The relation 
between wealth and possession characterized the natural history book as commodity 
well before the days of Gersaint, as a review of Rumph’s Thesaurus imaginum piscium 
testaceorum in the December issue of the Journal des sçavans for 1711 explained: 
“The purchase of this one volume will put [readers] in possession of one shell, for 
example, which cost its proprietor as much as 500 florins.”55 By the 1730s, however, 
undiscriminating wealth was often presented as undermining polite self-presentations. 
From this decade onwards, collecting manuals criticized those who heaped up their 
treasures with no regard for order or beauty. Instead, the emphasis was on the use 
of specimens to demonstrate the balance between nature’s diversity and variety on 
the one hand, and the collector’s orderliness, choice and taste on the other. French 
natural history merchants such as Gersaint, Helle and Remy offered their services 
not to get their clients whatever they wanted for money, but as mediators assisting 
the exercise of the client’s own taste. Gersaint’s publications were thus important in 
aiding the tasteful honnête homme to define himself through his purchasing power, 
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and Gersaint himself posed as the expert advisor to the connoisseurial collector. 
During these same decades, journals and other printed materials were the setting for 

critical debate on works of art, in which a general ‘public’, detached from particular 
patronage hierarchies, was increasingly invoked.56 The tie between collecting works 
of art and collecting works of nature meant that after 1720, institutional savants 
were increasingly a minority amongst owners of natural history collections, whilst 
nobles, financiers and artists were prominent.57 In short, over the middle decades 
of the eighteenth century, the locus of expertise over natural historical knowledge 
was shared between connoisseurs, dealers, and savants. Until the 1780s at least, the 
natural history book in France had a dual or triple readership, united only at the level 
of the pursuit of taste. Concerns with tastefulness as a means of displaying one’s 
membership of polite society drove the practice of natural history, and not the other 
way around. 

The principles of symmetry, variety, orderliness and contrast that were apparent 
in Vincent’s work were still a commonplace of definitions of taste in many contem-
porary treatises. A text by Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de La Brède and de 
Montesquieu, posthumously included in the Encyclopédie article “Taste”, asserted that 
“wherever symmetry is useful to the soul and can assist its functions, it is agreeable 
to it; but wherever it is useless it is dull, because it removes variety. Now the things 
we see in succession must have variety ...; by contrast those we see in a single glance 
must have symmetry”.58 Knowledge about variety and symmetry and their proper 
uses was fundamental to expert judgements about the beautiful which marked out 
the person of taste in polite society. Many eighteenth-century shell authors sought 
to explain the philosophical value of conchology in terms of beauty: it was a study 
that generated a superficial visual beauty, but that in itself could lead the mind to the 
more philosophical understanding of the rational principles of beauty implanted in 
the mind by God, as Gersaint’s words illustrate: 

I have sometimes had the pleasure of observing the ecstasy into which such 
resistant people almost always fall, at the opening of a drawer of choice pieces. 
Indeed, nothing is more seductive than the sight of a drawer of well enamelled 
Shells; the most flowery Border is not more enjoyable, and the eye is struck so 
marvellously that one is hardly able to fix [one’s gaze]: the difficulty is in knowing 
what one should admire most, the perfect work of that one or the bright colours 
of this; the marvellous symmetry of another, or the harmonious irregularity of 
the last. Everything is astonishing, from the smallest [shell], whose perfection 
you may sometimes discover only with the help of a Microscope, which reveals 
its unsuspected beauties, and makes you cry that Nature is never greater than 
in her smallest objects.... What variety in their shapes! In no other production 
has Nature played with more diversity; there are flat, concave, round, half-round 
ones; some are notched, others serrated; some are prickly, others rough! ... What 
precision in their fabrication!59

During the 1740s, French conchological authors began to discuss how the criteria of 



SCIENTIFIC SYMMETRIES   ·  17 

taste could be reconciled with the desire to display shells methodically, by family or 
genus. It has long been assumed that the appeal to method implied the abandonment 
of the tasteful collection. In this way, twentieth-century historians have confused a 
variety of critiques with one another. Firstly, they have assumed that eighteenth-
century critics of collectors who merely “heaped up” their treasures with no concern 
for order were referring to the tasteful collector. But the contrast between order 
and confusion was of long standing in writings on the arts. It did not point the way 
toward a nineteenth-century understanding of nature, science or classification. Nor 
did it entail an anatomical study of molluscs as the primary foundation for classifi-
cation; nor the abandonment of the study of the shell collection as a work of art, or 
of widespread interest in shells as beautiful objects. While the specific conventions 
of good taste in appreciating natural objects changed, critiques of earlier aesthetic 
criteria rarely suggested that such judgements were illegitimate. As late as 1775, the 
abbé Favart d’Herbigny attacked the tulipomania, shell grottoes and embroidered 
flower borders beloved of seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century collectors. Using 
shells to make borders and sculpted figures — the original rocaille — was deemed 
appropriate only to the vulgarly commercial, “permitted to the florists, and necessary 
to textile manufacturers and carpenters ...”, a clear attack against certain Dutch col-
lectors.60 This prominent conchologist rejected “puerile arrangements and symmetries 
of colour” from shell collections, in favour of a proper classificatory method; but he 
still placed knowledge of the ornamental intricacy of shell construction and patterning 
at the heart of the ‘serious collection’ of the eighteenth century. Historians who have 
seen the call for method as demarcating the transfer of natural productions from the 
realms of connoisseurship to those of ‘science’ have thus profoundly misunderstood 
the nature of the appeal to order.61

 The most fashionable of conchological authors made a clear distinction between 
the curieux and the naturaliste. As Antoine-Joseph Dezallier d’Argenville, a lead-
ing collector, explained in his L’histoire naturelle éclaircie of 1742, the former, 
“devoting everything to the pleasure of the eyes, sacrifice methodical order in order 
to form compartments [which] vary both by the Shells’ shapes and by their colours; 
the enamel thereof is charming, and it is the finest view one can imagine”.62 Histo-
rians writing about the fate of curiosity in the eighteenth century have accordingly 
stopped with that division and taken it as proof that collectors were now dividing 
into “professional naturalists” and “amateurs”. But these latter categories did not, in 
fact, map onto the distinction between curieux and naturaliste being generated by 
natural historical authors. Moreover, professionalization was hardly an outcome of 
that process of distinction: how could it be, in a world in which many academician 
naturalists were independently wealthy and in which many naturalists, institution-
based or otherwise, described themselves as amateurs or lovers of nature?63 Far from 
seeking to suggest that shell collectors were frivolous individuals concerned only with 
personal aesthetic enjoyment, d’Argenville explained that the philosophe would be 
more likely to be a true lover of shells, for a philosophical insight alone would reveal 
the skilled manufacture of objects which were “treated as trifles by many people”. 
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Similarly, Gersaint, in his efforts to encourage the shell market a decade before, had 
contrasted the curious study of this branch of physique with the indifference of those 
who considered shells to be mere trifles.64

After a long disquisition on how to get the best visual effect from a collection, 
d’Argenville concluded by showing how philosophical method could still translate 
into the language of admiration applied to flowers and miniatures: “Although it seems 
that in arranging Shells by family, one loses the fine enamel of the colours, one can 
nevertheless approach the beauty of Borders in a numerous collection, such that each 
drawer is filled with a single family, then the colours which vary between different 
species of the family present a most agreeable perspective, and one only loses out in 
the diversity of shapes.”65 The emphasis was upon reconciling the demands of method 
and beauty. As d’Argenville’s reviewer in the Journal de Trévoux expressed it, “in 
men the taste for Natural History is a scientific curiosity ...”.66 Gersaint similarly 
denied “that the only motive of the Curious in acquiring curiosities is entertainment 
and that the Physicist only has study in mind, and counts the recreation of the eyes 
as nothing ...”. Instead, “the pleasure one meets with [in a collection] is of second-
ary importance to the Physicist, as study and research are for the Curious”.67 These 
same concerns for a conciliatory arrangement of practitioners and specimens were 
reiterated in Denis Diderot’s addition to the article “Cabinet d’histoire naturelle” 
in the Encyclopédie. Beginning with an attack on those who heaped up specimens 
without concern for taste or order, Diderot configured the cabinet precisely as a 
locus for imposing regularity on the “sublime disorder” of nature, thus permitting 
orderly study. He called for an arrangement “which pleases people of taste, interests 
the curious, instructs amateurs and inspires savants with ideas. But fulfilling these 
different aims without compromising one or the other, allocating as much as pos-
sible to scientific distributions without distancing oneself from the paths of nature, 
is not an easy task”.68 

Diderot, who commented with equal ability on the fine arts and the sciences, here 
espoused views that typified those of Gersaint’s clientele, for whom expert knowledge 
of the principles of the fine arts was a sine qua non for polite participation. Since 
nature was both source and goal for artists, the expert connoisseur of nature was 
simultaneously often also the expert connoisseur of fine art and, indeed, it is clear 
that interest in the latter preceded and shaped interest in the former. The manner of 
representing nature favoured by polite collectors was thus driven by the initial train-
ing in artistic modes of tastefulness which they shared, the key to the doors of polite 
society. As with most of Gersaint’s clientele, d’Argenville came to natural history 
from the standpoint of a connoisseur in the arts. His interests as a polite collector 
spanned two closely related enterprises: the fine arts and natural history. Taught by 
Roger de Piles, the architect Le Blond and the engraver Bernard Picart (later to depart 
for a radical existence in the Dutch Republic), d’Argenville was himself a trained 
draughtsman whose first work, published in 1709, concerned the theory of gardening. 
In fact the majority of his writings concerned the arts, including a lengthy biographical 
work on the “most famous painters”, criticizing the hierarchy of history over genre 
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painting.69 Yet he was also a member of the prestigious Société Royale des Sciences 
of Montpellier, and published on the natural history of shells and minerals. A common 
theme linking d’Argenville’s writings in the fine arts and in natural history was the 
stress upon nature as a source of true knowledge of the beautiful, a storehouse of 
design, whose study contributed to the moral improvement of the individual and the 
worship of God. “The smallest things in Nature, as one knows, declare the skilful 
hand from which they come, and [the nature of] the excellent artisan of the Universe.” 
In this respect, d’Argenville participated in a larger artistic, scientific and theological 
debate over the relationship between nature and beauty.70 Similar views can be found 
in Encyclopédie articles on nature as a category of the fine arts. In his article “Works 
of art and nature”, the chevalier de Jaucourt noted how

The finest and smallest writing, such as the whole of “Our Father” written 
on a silver penny, ... when examined under the microscope, appears to be as 
deformed, coarse and barbarous as if it had been written by the heaviest hand; 
but the marks on the wings or bodies of moths, scarabs and other insects, when 
enlarged as much as possible with a lens, are found to be precisely circular, and 
the other lines and marks nearby seem to be drawn regularly and delicately with 
all possible exactitude.71

Commenting on the profusion of colours, the proportion, symmetry, and uniform-
ity of the organs of the multitude of insects, de Jaucourt deployed the language of 
aesthetic appreciation shared by Gersaint, d’Argenville and others. The visual world 
of these lovers of natural history required a language of workmanship which was, at 
this time, the same as that used to comment on human works. Indeed, as the defini-
tion of “natural” in the same Encyclopédie volume claimed, “that which is artificial 
can be called natural, and is so insofar as it is not miraculous”.72 Towards the end of 
the eighteenth century, conchology in France was becoming more ornamental, not 
less, as revealed by the final edition of d’Argenville’s book, prepared by two artists, 
Guillaume and Jacques de Favanne de Montcervelle, who owned a renowned collec-
tion in their own right, and who may themselves have been specimen-sellers. Their 
reworked plates for the main portion of the text were considerably more elaborate 
and ornamental than the originals.73

NATURE, AUTHENTICITY AND SCIENTIFIC STATUS

In the early part of the eighteenth century, collectors and savants drew no fundamental 
distinction between the natural and the ornamental. However, a shift in the manner 
of apprehending works of art over the period from the 1730s to the 1750s is also 
reflected in new concerns with the status of natural beauty. Pomian has shown how 
concern with the beauty of paintings gave way to greater attention to the problem of 
attribution, a problem resolved through an expert knowledge, increasingly demanded 
of dealers, of the practices employed by different painters. The focus shifted from 
admiration of colours and immediate engagement with the beauty of the displayed 
object to sceptical scrutiny of the practices involved in its construction. At the same 
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time, Pomian argues, there was a move away from the expertise of the collector 
towards that of the middle-man, the dealer or independent expert who needed to 
possess artistic training himself. This shift was mirrored by a broadening of the 
social circle of collectors from a small group of individuals who often knew each 
other personally to a wider, more anonymous collecting public.74 Thus the location of 
expertise was at stake as debates over the authenticity of the collected object became 
more intense, more embittered and more sophisticated. Dezallier d’Argenville was 
one of those attacked by the older generation of connoisseurs for advocating these 
new strategies for evaluating works of art.75 In his natural historical writings, these 
new concerns with authenticity appeared as a call to philosophes to resist the illusory, 
seductive power of natural beauty when observing shells.

Do not allow yourself to be dazzled by their beautiful colours, their brilliant lustre, 
their regular compartments, that would be the means of multiplying their species 
to infinity; Authors carried away by the beautiful variety which Nature brings 
to them ... have little exerted themselves to recognize their true characters; you 
should dwell most upon their form, figure, mouths, extremities and circonvolu-
tions, for it is these which should determine the family, genus and species.76 

The study of beauty alone was dangerous in the realms of the fine arts and natural 
history. The superficial beauty of natural and artificial objects needed to be under-
pinned with a new expertise, new categories which represented underlying truths. If 
Nature sought to lead naturalists astray by dazzling them with diversity and visual 
beauty, the philosophe should counterweight seduction with the rational pursuit of 
regularity and order. Such concerns may well have emerged more from transforma-
tions in the social world of fine art collecting than from a new ‘scientific’ apprecia-
tion of nature.77 

Apparently similar concerns underlay the writings produced by naturalists attached 
to the Parisian scientific institutions. “That same beauty which has attracted atten-
tion to shellfish has become a powerful obstacle to the progress of [natural history]”, 
claimed the young naturalist Michel Adanson in the preface to his natural history of 
the shells of Senegal, published in the same year as the second edition of Dezallier 
d’Argenville’s conchology.78 Against the seduction of shells’ beauty, Adanson decried 
the neglect of the humble animal nestling within, a critique of shell collectors which 
has been treated as evidence of the development of a more ‘scientific’ approach. In 
fact, however, other conchologists, including d’Argenville, had exhorted naturalists 
to pay more attention to the living animal, as part of the admiration of God’s care 
for the most humble of His creations.79 Unlike others who called for the study of the 
shell’s inhabitant, however, Adanson made it quite clear that there could be no hope 
of a reconciliation between the aesthetic appreciation of nature and its scientific 
study. True scientificity did not lie in resisting beauty and trusting classification, for 
Adanson also expressed his suspicion of classificatory methods as a true route to 
natural knowledge. Previous classifications of shells were denounced as superficial, 
the product of an hour of leisure, rather than the prolonged and complicated study 
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“full of thorns and difficulties” of the true nature of the shell and its animal. This was 
a profoundly radical revision of the natural history of shells: “not so much a method 
or system, as a new manner of considering Shellfish....”80 Adanson’s skepsis concern-
ing both classifications and ornamentation, his criticism of them as unnatural modes 
of appreciating naturalia, were echoed by his mentor at the Jardin du Roi, Bernard 
de Jussieu, and by the coauthors of the first part of the famous Histoire naturelle, 
générale et particulière, Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton and Georges-Louis Leclerc de 
Buffon, whom Adanson admired.81 In his Encyclopédie articles, Daubenton explained 
at length the artificiality of collections compiled for the purpose either of eliciting 
admiration or of displaying a classificatory system.82 His account denied the natural 
status of both methodical and symmetrical collections. 

This new agenda for the scientific study of nature distanced it from earlier models 
of scientific and curious styles of display which had cohabited in earlier conchologi-
cal works. Like Adanson, Daubenton rejected beauty from within the remit of true 
natural knowledge, arguing that “the diversity of forms and colours which shells 
present to us is but a vain spectacle in comparison to the real knowledge we can 
draw from the conformation of the animals which inhabit them”.83 It was therefore 
a concern with ensuring the authenticity of knowledge drawn from Nature which 
was at stake in this debate over shell classification. To interpret the criticisms of 
Adanson and Daubenton as evidence of a “greater attention to Nature”, or as part of 
a “development of modern biology”, would be to miss the basis for the debate alto-
gether. The very nature of Nature was contested: for one side in this debate, Nature 
was herself an artisan, producing objects whose beauty was their raison d’être. For 
such naturalists, the purpose of observing Nature at all was to move from external 
beauty to the true, rational beautiful with a view to comprehending the nature of 
God. For the Jardin circle of naturalists, by contrast, natural beauty was definitely 
excluded from the scope of scientific enquiry; it was simply unconnected with the 
pursuit of a greater truth in nature. The seductive enjoyment of natural beauties 
and the rational understanding of true nature were incompatible. In retrospect, only 
one side in this debate has emerged with properly scientific credentials.84 However, 
many contemporaries judged those who espoused a model of Nature as artisan to be 
credible scientific practitioners. 

A profound disjuncture thus separated the natural history of d’Argenville and that 
of Adanson. The issue of authenticity was just as much at stake in rococo accounts 
of the management and display of specimens, but here the boundaries were quite dif-
ferently located. The model of nature espoused by the rococo collectors also defined 
certain treatments of naturalia as inauthentic, but those which were inappropriate 
differed from the treatments stigmatized by the institutional naturalists. The concerns 
of d’Argenville and Gersaint in their warnings about unnaturalness were closer to 
debates raging in the world of the fine arts about the proper limits of restoration. 
Thus there were certain treatments of shells which they viewed as necessary ways 
of bringing out the true nature of the specimen. “Assisting nature, and making her 
appear in her full glory, is the principal goal to which everyone should try to aspire: 
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on the contrary, [there is] nothing bolder than wanting to force nature, [and] adding 
graces to her.” D’Argenville expounded at length upon the procedures for polishing 
shells, which were portrayed as methods for bringing out the species which “Nature 
had ... initially refused us” by removing the drap marin, a greyish outer coating on 
some species. 

Although several Naturalists wish to have all Shells as they come from the sea, in 
other words, covered with mud and in a rough condition, one cannot completely 
agree with them. How much one loses in beauty and variety in the colours and 
species, if one decides not to clean and uncover Shells, even polish them on 
the wheel; a Shell is like a rough Diamond which one cannot enjoy until it is 
uncovered, cut and polished; it is by that means that one acquires new species, 
and, so to speak, a second Shell.85

Gersaint went even further, insisting that the drap marin was no more than an acci-
dental byproduct of the living conditions of the shell: “I dare to say that unless a 
Shell is not rid beforehand of that grime which is totally foreign to it, the beauty of 
that Shell is not seen as Nature formed it.”86 Because of the emphasis on Nature-as-
artisan, the artificial enhancement of natural specimens and the elaboration of her 
raw materials into new forms were not perceived to be unscientific or even unnatural 
by these writers. The Jardin naturalists redefined visual innocence so that only the 
unornamented counted as the natural; but the rococo collectors did not subscribe to 
the same distinction between the natural and the ornamental, nor to that between 
the scientific and the unscientific. In rococo works of natural history, it was after 
all only because they were viewed as displaying ornamental qualities that shells 
and other natural productions, such as birds, flowers, corals, or butterflies, merited 
scientific study at all.87 

These differences in the aesthetic of natural history were closely tied to the manner 
of appreciating naturalia. Naturalists were sharply divided over how to observe shells. 
Their difference lay not merely in the type of observation to be made (anatomy versus 
pattern, for example). It was in fact a far more profound disagreement about what 
could be seen at all. Gersaint’s discussion of the marking of shells reveals the manner 
of looking at shells adopted by the collector: “What variety in a single genus! It is 
so great that one rarely finds two Shells perfectly alike; there are always differences 
in the size, external form, or certain particular markings. Nature even employs such 
markings to the point of peculiarity; in fact one finds Roman letters, Hebraic char-
acters, musical notes and sometimes heads of Men and Animals. The regularity of 
the compartments exceeds that of the compass and rule; and painting is obliged to 
cede to the brightness of their beautiful colours.”88 The whole nomenclature of the 
rococo conchologists was predicated on the existence of resemblances, for they used 
vernacular names which expressed systems of similarity and difference: 

in saying that I have seen a large and well preserved Spiny Woodcock I make 
myself understood, and the person to whom I am speaking forms for himself, on 
the spot, an image of the piece which I want to describe to him, because I have 
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formerly agreed with this person to give that name to a Shell which completely 
resembles a woodcock’s head in shape, and to add the term ‘spiny’ because it is 
covered all over with very sharp points, and to distinguish it from another species, 
also named Woodcock, for a like resemblance, but which has no spines.89

The noms de guerre, as the vernacular names used by the rococo collectors were 
known, would seem to fit well within enlightened models of progress. D’Argenville 
allied the use of the vernacular with the abolition of retrograde erudition in the 
progress of the sciences: “it was the only way of dragging this subject from the 
Latin and Greek languages in which it has been buried up to now.”90 But, again, 
the contrast with Adanson’s natural historical project reveals how problematic the 
system of resemblances was for a different model of the relations between art, 
nature and science. Whilst also insisting upon a vernacular nomenclature, Adanson 
argued for completely arbitrary and invented terms, and banned all names derived 
from a resemblance with some other object, such as the Chicory, Fig, Telescope, or 
Woodcock, and all adjectival names, such as the Tiled or Flamboyant. The system 
of resemblances which was so fundamental to the rococo manner of appreciating the 
natural world was here completely abandoned in favour of a nomenclature that was 
designed to be accessible to French speakers — Adanson chose short words which 
conformed to the rules for word endings in French, as well as to the “genius of our 
language” — but which was based wholesale upon neologism. Thus he offered his 
readers the Kambeul, Liri, Soron, Yet, Rafel, and Nivat in place of the Spider, Tiger, 
Prepuce, Noah’s Ark, Coxcomb, or Butterfly Wing. Later, Adanson advanced even 
further on his path of linguistic reform, as in his censor’s report upon a 1767 conchol-
ogy by the academician collector Etienne-Louis Geoffroy, which he wrote entirely 
in an orthography of his own invention.91 In his insistence upon the local study of 
shells and their animals, and in his adoption of several of Adanson’s classificatory 
principles, Geoffroy subscribed at least partially to Adanson’s concerns. However, 
the names that he used were the noms de guerre, and he was listed in Gersaint’s first 
catalogue as the owner of a “very fine collection of Shells”.92

For d’Argenville, there was no question but that these similarities were real. In a 
lengthy discussion of figured stones, he was at pains to distinguish petrified naturalia 
from the pictures painted by Nature in certain agates known as dendrites. Although 
these last were true “sports of nature” and effects of chance, not intentionality, it 
was no less true that the images existed: “one never tires of admiring the craftsman-
ship of the ramifications one can distinguish. Some of the Florence stones represent 
towns, houses, towers and steeples; others show landscapes, heathers, mosses and 
other shrubs.”93 Likewise, in offering a series of dendrites for sale in 1737, Gersaint 
added a plate depicting the specimens, on the basis that it was otherwise impos-
sible to give a just idea of what each represented. Imagination might enhance these 
natural pictures but Nature, rather than the observer, was their creator. What early 
eighteenth-century collectors saw in these objects is something which is not repro-
ducible by historians, yet for this community of viewers and readers, the observation 
of resemblances structured the meaning of Nature. But increasingly vocal critiques 
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of the interaction between imagination and nature worked to unpick the basis for 
admiration of Nature’s works of art. The Encyclopédie article “Agate”, co-written by 
Daubenton and Diderot, targeted a category of naturalia which featured prominently 
in rococo collections, the dendritic agates. Daubenton stressed that what was seen 
to be figured in agates always demanded the exercise of imagination: “as long as 
imagination is contributing, one can see whole pictures there: such was the famous 
agate of Pyrrhus, king of Albania, in which, according to Pliny, one claimed to see 
Apollo with his lyre and the nine Muses, each with her attributes....” These forms 
could not be naturally present, Daubenton argued, since different observers would 
see different pictures: “one only has to listen to most people who cast their eyes on 
certain agates, they see many things in them which others cannot even glimpse. That 
is to take the marvellous too far; sports of nature have never produced anything on 
agates but a few features [which are] always too imperfect even to be sketched.” 
Where the possibility of replicating observation was ruled out, the very existence of 
the entity to be observed must be questionable. At the very least, Nature was clearly 
no great artist; but Daubenton’s implication was that anything to be seen in such 
objects was a human and not a natural design: there could be no expert pictorial 
reading of Nature. This debunking was immediately followed by Diderot’s account 
of how to manufacture fake dendrites.94 In the Encyclopédie’s plates, however, these 
strictures separating imagination from actuality, the artistic from the natural, were 
not so rigorously followed. The artist, de la Rue, headed one plate devoted to another 
well-known ‘pictorial’ type of stone with the title “Florence stone, showing ruins”.

D’Argenville too attacked the faking of specimens. He picked on practices of fakery 
such as those now being discredited for the fine arts, describing dendrites made by 
drawing “shapes of trees, and then wiping them with Turpentine”, a practice which 
“fools nobody”. He listed procedures for making apparently new species which “have 
fooled the most skilful people”, by treating shells with particular chemicals or by 
rubbing down the outer layers. Such procedures, when they were acknowledged, 
occupied a position between outright fakery and a love of trompe l’oeil which was 
still on the side of the angels. But for d’Argenville certain practices espoused by the 
Dutch were definitely not on, notably the habit of painting shells such as the Widows, 
Clogs, or Chinese Buttons with different colours and of etching or engraving them 
with “Historical subjects” or with “stripes, circles, stars in relief and a thousand other 
shapes which Nature did not see fit to give them”. In this case, however, the critique 
derived from the priority given to Nature as artisan: “[the artists] impoverish, so to 
speak, the subject by trying to make it unique....”95 In fact, nature’s own handiwork 
could never be surpassed. Rococo accounts of Nature’s craftsmanship dwelt upon 
the powerlessness of artists to produce accurate replicas of natural things, and on 
their far inferior skills when compared with God’s artisan; judgements about valid 
manipulations of specimens resembled contemporary concerns about authenticity 
in the fine arts. By contrast, the Jardin naturalists treated nature not as perfect and 
bountiful but as imperfect and inadequate, only serving human needs if “improved”.96 
It was crucial to the support of improving natural history by the Crown that nature 
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should be widely perceived as defective, and that improvements upon her abilities 
were not merely embellishments but essential repair work, governance by man. These 
debates over the relations between nature and art were thus tied to other discussions 
of the status, role and powers of nature. 

In transforming and ordering natural objects, there was a continuity between the 
tastes and intervention of the collector and those of the artist, in France as in the 
Dutch Republic. If artists like Boucher could be collectors, so too collectors like 
d’Argenville could be artists; at least one historian has argued that d’Argenville, 
despite his disclaimer, was responsible for engraving the plates in the earlier editions 
of his book.97 Each plate was paid for by one of the polite collectors whose cabinets 
were described and praised in the bulk of d’Argenville’s text. While the ownership 
of each shell depicted was not indicated, the subscription policy tied d’Argenville’s 
enterprise into a network of collecting, making the book itself a collection of col-
lections. Recruiting subscribers who could support the high cost of publishing an 
illustrated volume was a common tactic, and no doubt a familiar one to d’Argenville, 
the son of a leading Parisian libraire or publisher. In this particular case, publication 
also depended on the penetration of a social world of collectors who between them 
owned the rare, sometimes unique, specimens that were to be described. 

D’Argenville’s conchology was an epitome of polite natural history. It deftly joined 
the demands of taste to those of classification by shuttling the reader back and forth 
between plates and text. In a chapter on classificatory method, three orders of shells, 
the univalves, bivalves and multivalves, were subdivided into families by considera-
tions of shape drawn from the shell as a whole (convoluted or straight, conical or 
spherical), the aperture (circular or oblong, flanged or plain), or the apex (rounded 
or pointed). In keeping with his concerns about systematic chastity, d’Argenville was 
emphatic about the importance of drawing familial characters from such considera-
tions and not from colour or markings on the shells, or from the protuberances and 
crenellations on their surface or margins. Such characters were not, however, irrel-
evant to classification: as features of lesser importance, they still served to determine 
differences between species and varieties. Taking as an example the whelk family, 
the species included Buccinum laeve, named for its polished exterior; B. tuberosum, 
for its tubercles; B. undosum, for its undulations; B. turris Babylonica, shaped like a 
tower; and B. mitra Papalis — shaped like the Pope’s mitre. Varieties included BB. 
albidum, rubrum, and marmoreum, respectively, white, red and marbled. 

The way in which these references to qualities and similarities ségued into tasteful 
appreciation is evident from the accompanying illustrations. Each plate was devoted 
to one of d’Argenville’s families, so that their sequence within the book replicated 
his systematics. Each specimen depicted on a plate was labelled with a letter that 
related to an accompanying legend bearing no specific name, only a couple of lines’ 
description of the depicted shell, which concentrated on colour and surface mark-
ings (the cross-referencing between specific name and identifying letter appeared in 
a separate list heading the discussion of each family). Such characters thus acquired 
more weight, in the plates, than features such as the shape of the mouth, which had 
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served to produce the major classificatory divisions. As the reader’s gaze focused 
down from the sequential divisions, which allocated one family and one collector 
per plate, to the detail of the plate itself, that gaze replicated the transition from 
philosophical to ornamental characters.

At the same time, symmetry itself served as a comparative feature in the systemat-
ics. In Plate 6, “Limaçons a Bouche ronde”, reproduced in Figure 6, the specimens 
labelled D and F are on opposite sides of page, separated by a quite different shell 

Unknown artist, “Limaçons à Bouche ronde”. In Antoine-Joseph Dezallier d‘Argenville, L’histoire 
naturelle éclaircie dans deux de ses parties principales, la Lithologie et la Conchyliologie (2 
vols, Paris, 1742), i, Plate 9, opp. p. 254. By permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University 
Library.

FIG. 6. 
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from within the same family in the page’s centre. The legend for F explained that 
this species “differs from that of letter D, because it is fluted, has no tubercules, & its 
interior part which is nacreous or silver, causes it to be called silver mouth”. Species 
D, by contrast, was the “golden mouth”: “pied, with striations & five rows of tuber-
cles; it is only remarkable by its interior, which is gilded & shining.” Such features 
could not be represented well on a black and white plate, but the juxtaposition of 
these two species on either side of a cabinet tray would have been self-explanatory 
to the viewer of a collection. As in the Dutch case, symmetry served to engineer a 
classificatory distinction founded on visual appearance and contrast. In a different 
plate, a similar deployment of bilateral symmetry served to draw attention to a very 
rare laevorotatory spiral, a desirable collector’s item, by contrasting it with a normal 
dextrorotatory one.98 

The Histoire naturelle éclaircie’s plates served the needs of polite collectors in 
other ways. In the legends, d’Argenville sometimes specified when a particular 
specimen had been processed, to prove that such techniques were unavoidable, and 
he also commented on which shells were the rarest. The scrutiny of a plate thus 
translated the viewer from the abstractions of systematics to a world of connoisseu-
rial judgements: beauty, colour, markings, polish, and rarity were all at issue. The 
conventions of arranging specimen ‘units’ directed how viewers should look at the 
specimens, and the legend instructed them as to what aspects of the depicted speci-
men were worthy of remark. The plate was a flat surface which could be observed 
as a visual whole or as a set of such units which could be compared and contrasted. 
Like the cabinet, the book was a three-dimensional object in which the sequence of 
plates (or shelves) correlated with a systematics that worked in depth as well as in 
breadth. D’Argenville’s illustrations literally display the rococo network of collecting 
in which he participated on equal terms, and his eulogies of cabinets commend the 
collectors’ artistic aspirations. At the same time, his book embodied the criteria of 
good taste outlined by Montesquieu and quoted above: symmetry in a single glance, 
the coup d’oeil offered by the page, and variety in anything regarded in succession, 
whether it be the sequence of plates in the book/cabinet, or the sequence of shells 
on the page/in the drawer. This was a literal disciplining of vision within the canons 
of eighteenth-century theories of beauty.

It is not surprising, then, that besides his rejection of the noms de guerre, Michel 
Adanson also abandoned the conventional arrangement of shells as he added to his 
conchological collection between the late 1750s and his death. Rediscovered in the 
early twentieth century, Adanson’s shell collection approximated a herbarium, with 
specimens pasted onto pages. In the Histoire naturelle du Sénégal, Adanson asserted 
that his experiences of the living shellfish in Senegal had led him to identify shells 
which varied externally in colour, patterning, size and shape as members of a single 
species at different stages of development.99 A species was thus often represented in 
his coquillier, as Figure 7 demonstrates, by a cluster of individuals of diverse form 
and appearance, so that established conventions for relating individual naturalia to 
one another were partially replaced by new ones stemming from different models 
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of the species as a natural entity. Roughly symmetrical arrangements had evidently 
given way to a more heterodox system of ordering in which several specimens from 
one species were included on separate cards, and real shells were interspersed with 
engravings cut from published works, or Indian ink sketches by the naturalist. This 
was a far cry from, say, Bonnier de La Mosson’s coquillier, in which shells resided 

A ‘page’ from Michel Adanson's shell collection. E. Fischer-Piette, “Les mollusques d’Adanson”, 
Journal de conchyliologie, lxxxv (1942), 103–377, Plate 3. By permission of the Syndics of 
Cambridge University Library.

FIG. 7. 
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in symmetrical array on a bed of blue and white satin.100 The collection, in Adanson’s 
hands, was ceasing to be a flat surface with interrelations defined by the motion of 
the collector’s gaze; instead, there were conflicting vertical relationships of spe-
cies’ ‘identity’ which created tensions within the collection that could no longer 
be reconciled with symmetrical arrangements.101 Unlike d’Argenville, Adanson did 
not rely on his own hand or that of a friend to generate the plates to the Histoire 
naturelle du Sénégal, but on a young woman artist known for her salon still-lifes, 
Marie-Thérèse Reboul, later the wife of a leading neo-Classical artist, André Vien.102 
The conversion of collection to print entailed the reimposition of ornamental criteria: 
decorative figures on the titlepage, and symmetry restored, even if imperfectly, to 
the shell plates.

Unlike d’Argenville, Adanson made no mention of the Creator in his conchologi-
cal writings. He would ultimately reject natural theological explanations altogether; 
during the course of the 1760s, his manuscripts reveal his growing atheist convic-
tions.103 Meanwhile, conchological contemporaries often failed to appreciate the basis 
for Adanson’s dismissal of design as a classificatory criterion. Although agreeing that 
an animal-based classification seemed “most scientifical”, the English-based Portu-
guese collector Emanuel Mendes da Costa also noted the indistinguishable similarity 
of many of the shells’ inhabitants, and concluded that “the especial colours and forms 
of the Shells do not the less give a distribution or order, and proper characters to go 
by, than does the mechanism of the very fish themselves”.104

BEYOND FRANCE 

The Dutch and French styles of conchology, pious friendship and tasteful self-
construction, found their way to other European audiences. The fashion for shell 
collecting in the German lands began with the first volume of Georg Wolfgang Knorr’s 
Vergnügen der Augen und des Gemüths in 1757.105 Knorr was an engraver and prolific 
natural history writer. As in most natural history works, Knorr’s introduction identi-
fied shells as the objects of natural theological admiration. But the work itself was 
closely modelled on French counterparts. Planned in 1744, soon after the publication 
of d’Argenville’s work, it was completed by Knorr’s heirs, supervising a large team 
of artists and engravers. It says much for the predominance of the French model and 
the distribution of shell collections in Europe that many post-1750 conchologies 
catered for a French readership as well. Knorr issued a French edition from 1764 to 
1771, entitled Les délices des yeux et de l’esprit; the British conchologist Thomas 
Martyn’s The universal conchologist of 1784 was published in two languages, French 
and English. Nicolaus Georg Geve’s Monatliche Belustigung im Reiche der Natur, 
an Conchylien und Seegewächsen of 1755 was another bilingual work, this time in 
German and French.106 As Knorr’s work reveals, earlier foreign conventions of shell 
representation, and even well-known themes of frontispieces and other visual material, 
were imported wholesale into German conchologies. The fashion for shell collecting 
developed in the same years as the uptake of French rococo decorative styles.107 But 
like their Dutch and French predecessors, the Germans were silent about the decision 
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to display specimens on the page in symmetrical patterns. Symmetry and variety 
continued to be tacit signifiers for a natural theological world view and a concern with 
the ornamentation and architecture of Nature. The close connection between ways of 
representing shells and their symbolic function(s) seems to underline the importance 
of understanding these books as an art form with particular rules of composition. 

That this really was a sharp break in German modes of representing shells can be 
seen from a comparison with a book published shortly before Knorr’s, Jacob Klein’s 
Tentamen methodi ostracologicae (Leiden, 1753). In its solitary plate, reproduced in 
Figure 8, shells were irregularly distributed on the page, in an arrangement denuded 
of symmetrical pretensions. While Klein wrote his work for other naturalists, later 
German shell books were aimed increasingly at the expert collector, who could either 

The single plate accompanying Jacob Theodor Klein’s Tentamen methodi ostracologicae (Leiden, 
1753). By permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library.

FIG. 8. 
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be an institution-based naturalist or a wealthy cabinet proprietor. Like the French and 
Dutch conchologies, too, these German-language works offered readers a virtual tour 
around existing collections, with plates often annotated to show whence specimens 
came, and lists of names of collectors or descriptions of existing collections. The suc-
cess of Knorr’s and Geve’s work marked the emergence of an entirely different sort 
of conchological literature in German-speaking countries, reaching its high point in 
Martini and Chemnitz’s Neues systematisches Conchylien-Cabinet, the first volume 
of which appeared in 1769. 

Particular visual styles of representing natural objects could be closely linked with 
particular ways of dealing with and speaking about them. As shell collecting spread 
from the Dutch Republic to France, then from France to the German lands, it was 
always accompanied by, and the source of, natural historical collections and images 
which utilized precise, and usually tacit, conventions of representation. Challenging 
such conventions could pose a problem since, given the fact that there was no formal 
distinction between ‘professional naturalists’ and ‘amateur collectors’, institution-
based conchologists like Adanson often failed to recruit assent to revisionist views 
of the natural world.108 The eighteenth-century collection or natural history book 
possessed a dual ontological status as both a scientific and an artistic object because 
collectors, authors and readers occupied a world in which taste was fundamental to 
displays of learning. It is for this reason that the materials of early modern natural 
history can be problematic for modern readers, who are accustomed to treating 
scientific books and scientific displays as authoritative sites for the separation and 
scrutiny of the ‘natural’ and the ‘artificial’. But these aesthetic criteria were the 
common ground for a scientific audience whose members defined themselves as 
tasteful individuals.

That such criteria were also hotly contested by certain naturalists reveals the 
importance of utilizing illustrations and collections as distinct forms of scientific 
testimony. The fact that images are ubiquitous in scientific books indicates the 
importance of their contribution to the testimonial status of the book. In seeking to 
explain how their authoritative status was established, it is not enough to refer simply 
to the long-standing tradition of illustration of scientific books, for the authoritative 
status of images is made or unmade by each reader. The fact that the proper method 
of representing natural phenomena and objects in visual form continued to be so 
carefully policed by naturalists bears further witness to the ongoing nature of this 
manufacture of visual authority. Representing nature demanded a whole battery of 
techniques for producing transparency and authenticity which were not to be found, 
for example, in illustrations to novels or in visual satires. And yet it is such works 
that have attracted most attention from historians of book illustration. Conversely, in 
exploring how scientific media could present nature appropriately, historians of sci-
ence have to some degree treated ornament as an epiphenomenon of scientific books 
and collections. But in the interpretation of shell books in the eighteenth century, 
the style and positioning of ornamentation was crucial for readers, not just because 
it could offer directions as to how to read the book, but because it sustained those 
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versions of nature being espoused by naturalists, collectors and merchants in early 
eighteenth-century Holland and France. Once such styles lost their unproblematic 
association with nature, they became both intrusive and superfluous to the appropriate 
interpretation of the book. Curiously, although symmetry persisted in later natural 
historical plates, conchology itself, the cynosure of scientific symmetry, had increas-
ingly lost ground as a serious part of natural history by 1800.109

Many histories of collecting, particularly shell collecting, have articulated the 
phenomenon in terms of crazes, fads and fashions, activities which are by definition 
both ephemeral and subject to the whim of the individual. At bottom, collecting 
is displayed as idiosyncratic, emotional, disorderly and untrustworthy, in fact, as 
a form of madness.110 These models, of course, are the absolute antithesis of the 
positivist scientific self-construction, which demands self-discipline and transpar-
ency in practitioners as a precondition for the production of inalterable and universal 
knowledge. Against such portrayals, the non-scientific practitioner is represented as 
inexpert, perhaps even undisciplined. Hence it has been possible to interpret forms 
of eighteenth-century collecting which were explicitly concerned with tastefulness 
as evidence of a lack of scientific rigour. Contemporary critiques juxtaposing the 
jumbled chaos of the cabinet of curiosities with the taxonomic discipline of the clas-
sified collection have been taken to equate with a transition from the ornamented 
private cabinet to the institutionalized collection, from the amateur collector to the 
professional naturalist and from fashion to science. Jean Courtonne’s prints of the 
cabinet of Bonnier de La Mosson are perhaps the most famous depiction of a natural 
history cabinet judged to exemplify the rococo.111 Courtonne’s picture of the natural 
history cabinet reveals the decorative use of the specimens, the bilateral and radial 
symmetry which operated not only in each drawer or case of the cabinet but also in 
the arrangement of the larger specimens outside the cupboards. This was a symmetry 
of form above all: long horns mirrored by long horns, short by short; stuffed cats in 
the same stance, facing away from one another; beetles matching beetles, birds con-
fronting birds. Gersaint, who characterized Bonnier de La Mosson as “plus Physicien 
encore que Curieux”, auctioned his collection lock, stock and barrel in 1744 when 
the amateur died.112 In other words, Bonnier de La Mosson exemplifies the ambition 
of the rococo naturalists to unite the scientific with the tasteful. 

However, the execution of strict design conventions within the cabinet of Bonnier 
de La Mosson has passed modern historians by. Katie Scott offers the following 
analysis: 

The arrangement of actual specimens in concrete spaces did little to redress the 
promiscuity of such heteroclite collections of curious things. Courtonne’s drawing 
of Bonnier’s natural history room ... shows an array of glass-fronted cases, but the 
flora and fauna have slipped their cages to climb all over the panelling, so that it 
is often impossible to distinguish between sculpted representations of serpents, 
stags’s heads, horns, coral, sponges and shells and the specimens themselves.

What Scott interprets — using the very language employed in the anti-rococo critiques 
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— as a bizarre state of (mental) disorder, effectively prevented, in her view, the 
implementation of a properly scientific classificatory system. “For a brief moment, 
before being completely undone by science, these late wunderkammern seem to have 
been host to a tense conviviality between fantasy and reason and fable and history.”113 
As a modern scholar, Scott is demonstrably discomfited by this apparent mixture of 
styles which seems to transgress the boundary between the ‘real’ and the illusory. 
Her discomfiture demonstrates the ethical freight that the representation of nature 
subsequently acquired and which it has never lost, demanding that those who perform 
the act of representing be carefully chosen and laboriously inducted into scientific 
knowledge by ‘professional’ scientific practitioners, and, above all, that they avoid 
all representation of nature in decorative modes. In mid-eighteenth-century France, it 
is arguable, the tables were turned, and those who sought to forge a hierarchy of sci-
ence over taste and scientific over artistic practice were not greatly successful in their 
attempts. Collecting indicated an aspiration towards tasteful self-presentation and the 
wealthy status of the connoisseur. Middling ideals such as orderly self-presentation 
and the moral employment of wealth were achieved in part through the purchase 
and display of scientific objects and books. In social status and in natural historical 
practice, mid-century collectors bridged the gap between the noble collection of 
the seventeenth century and the institutional collection of the 1760s and beyond.114 

From being treated as innate and thus historically inaccessible, the exercise of taste 
is now beginning to be treated as a learned, deliberated practice of self-presentation, 
in which collection, possession and consumption are extensions of the collector’s 
identity, and also mediations between the individual identity and a cultural system 
of judgements and conventions, visual or otherwise.115 

Today, the term ‘rococo’ has a wide, if sometimes suspect, currency amongst his-
torians of art and architecture. After the publication of Fiske Kimball’s The creation 
of the rococo in 1943, the history of the rococo became a respectable field.116 As such 
the expression no longer receives much in the way of definition from its art histori-
cal users. However, it was not a contemporary one. In most dictionaries it is said to 
have derived from the expression “rocaille”. Furetière’s 1727 Dictionnaire universel 
defined this term as an “assembly of several shells with unmatched and roughly pol-
ished stones, placed around rocks and in imitation of them. One embellishes grottoes 
with all sorts of rocailles”.117 There was even an expression, “rocailleur”, referring 
to a worker of rocailles. Such constructions increased in popularity during the 1730s 
and ’40s, at the same time as shell collecting, too, reached its peak in France. Rocaille 
became a form of design characterized by sinuous and asymmetrical convolutions, and 
manifested in architecture, furniture, and small household items such as snuff-boxes, 
fans and other luxury goods.118 The notion of a “rococo style” also extended to forms 
of bibliographic decoration such as arabesques, garlands and scrolls, familiar to any 
reader of eighteenth-century publications from cartouches, frontispieces, headpieces 
or borders.119 For these reasons the rococo has been characterized as being as much 
about possession as about the aesthetics of display, and, as this paper has shown, 
the possession of knowledge and its objects — books and specimens — formed a 
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continuum with the possession of tasteful luxury goods.120

The terms ‘rococo’ and ‘neo-Classical’ are often used to characterize an incom-
mensurability between heavily ornamented and simple designs.121 Clearly, I have not 
utilized the term ‘rococo’ in a traditional sense, as an artistic style vanquished by 
the ‘rise of neo-Classicism’. Critiques of ornamentation and asymmetry in the fine 
arts served principally to attack particular manifestations of patronage, institutional 
or collectorly power among artists, as has been demonstrated by Crow, Laign and 
Scott.122 My choice of “rococo” to describe mid-century conchologists derives rather 
from the close association between conchology and leading “rococo” artists such as 
Boucher. But it should be recognized that naturalia were also often used differently 
in fabric designs, grottoes or paintings than in cabinets and conchologies; symmetry 
appears to have been the prerogative of the latter, a means of denoting rational and 
philosophical styles of order. Hence it was possible for conchologists such as Favart 
d’Herbigny to criticize the use of rocaille as an appropriate method for arranging 
shells in a cabinet, even while adhering to tasteful “rococo” conventions of balance 
between variety and order, symmetry and asymmetry.123 Judgements about what forms 
of ornamentation were appropriate thus varied for different areas of a collection. 

In the sense that “rococo” might draw our attention to the existence of past styles 
operating in scientific books, which shaped readings and even underpinned the mean-
ing of “nature”, it is perhaps a useful term. But I have another reason for utilizing the 
term. The Oxford English dictionary records that when the term appeared in the late 
1830s and early 1840s, it was a pejorative expression, meaning “old-fashioned” and 
referring in particular to the French old regime. It emerged as a descriptive term for 
furniture, architecture and interior decoration “having the characteristics of Louis 
Quatorze or Louis Quinze workmanship, such as conventional shell- and scroll-work 
and meaningless decoration: excessively or tastelessly florid or ornate”.124 In short, the 
appearance of the rococo signified the abandonment of meaning for a whole system 
of decoration and visual interpretation in which mid-eighteenth-century natural his-
tory works had been deeply implicated and which had made them comprehensible. 
In effect, the use of the term acknowledges the irredeemably past nature of such 
styles, which are no longer accessible to us as readers and thus no longer convincing 
or meaningful. The retrospective application of this expression reflects the irritation 
of generations of subsequent historians, particularly those writing of the scientific 
rococo, who, unable to make the printed materials of d’Argenville, Gersaint, and 
others fit their categorizations, have finally dismissed these works as offshoots of a 
frivolous and politically incorrect age, a ‘prescientific’ eighteenth century.
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