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Curatorôs choice: 

Professor John Plunkett (Exeter University) 
 

My favourite item is this bunch of flowers made from sea shells; I 

love the ingenuity, beauty but also the strangeness of this decora-

tive object as you get up close to it and realise what it is actually 

made out of. For me, this artefact says a lot about the Victoriansô 

creative yet contradictory attitude towards nature: in a world that 

was becoming increasingly urban, they sought to hold onto the nat-

ural world. Yet in this object the beauty of flowers has been  repro-

duced in a way that is anything but ónaturalô: one material (shells) 

has been made to represent and simulate another. The ephemeral 

beauty of flowers has been made permanent: it would have been 

experienced and admitted in an elegant drawing room rather than 

in a field or hedgerow. I am always so impressed by the workman-

ship ï the sheer number of hours ï that went into creating such 

Victorian fancy-work, as this bunch of flowers; it is a piece of art 

with elements of the bizarre and quirky at the same time.         
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Basket of flowers made from shells 

 
In this object, three creative female occupations are combined: 

flower arrangement, natural history exploration and the making of 

ornamental objects for the drawing room. The creation of decora-

tive objects with sea shells was a popular pastime for middle-class 

women during the late eighteenth-and-nineteenth centuries. An ar-

ray of seashell flowers delicately crafted with wire and string and 

then housed under glass domes was typical of the types of orna-

mental shell-work produced. These shell-work flowers were part of 

a genre where objects were made to resemble and improve nature; 

wax-work flower and foliage could create  displays that never 

spoiled or faded. In The Young Ladyôs Book: A Manual of Elegant 

Recreations, Exercises, and Pursuits (1829), there was a whole 

section on Conchology; the manual  declared that óOne very gen-

eral employment of shells is gone out of fashion; but we should like 

to see it revived among our juvenile friends; we allude to the imita-

tion of flowers with shellsô (86). It also noted that another favourite 

pastime with shells was for young ladies to turn them into decorat-

ed grottos. 
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skill in the drawing room. However, it was equally undertaken by 

working-class men.  In 1827, a mechanic from Exmouth was re-

ported to have constructed a model of King Solomonôs Temple in 

shell-work, using 150,000 shells, which was 4ft 7 inches long. Later 

in the century, shell-work was promoted as healthy, improving ac-

tivity for girls. In the Girlôs Own Paper in 1880, articles described 

how to collect, display and beatify even the most common type of 

shells found on the English coastline; shells could be rubbed with 

emery and water and then oiled to bring out their colour; they could 

be put in a vinegar and water solution to eat off a rough, dingy ex-

terior and reveal a mother-of-pearl surface. Shells could be used to 

make trinket or jewellery boxes by gluing them to plain wooden 

boxes. There were even óSeashell Missionsô where girls were to 

gather boxes of shells to be distributed amongst children in hospi-

tal for them to decorate and arrange. In the Boyôs Own Paper, such 

decorative purposes were eschewed on the basis that its male 

readers would have more scientific aims; Rev. Theodore Woodôs 

article on óThe Naturalist at the Seasideô (1900) complained that 

ócollecting empty shells is very poor fun, after the first novelty has 

worn off. No true naturalist ever does it; he wants to know some-

thing of the animals inside the structureô (670). While seaside sci-

ence aimed to promote detailed scientific observation and active 

participation in natural history, tourists were sometimes more inter-

ested in gathering shells that simply caught their fancy.  
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Collecting and displaying shells was both a science and an art  

during the Victorian period. The arrangement of this collection in its 

box exemplifies the Victorian drive to classify and define the  char-

acteristics of different types of local shells. Shell collecting was a 

pastime that could be undertaken by all; for middle-class women, it 

was a form of fancy-work, designed to show  their creativity and  

 
A collector's exhibition drawer  
of local and imported shells 
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Introduction:  
Science at the Seaside 

 
The exhibition cabinet óScience at the Seasideô was launched in 
April 2014 to showcase the creative, commercial and scientific en-
gagement with the North Devon coast from the 1830s onwards.   
Natural history, rational recreation, collecting and tourism were 
amongst the key passions, which underlined the gradual becoming 
of science at the seaside as a cultural phenomenon of the Victori-
an and Edwardian times. This guide provides an overview of such 
contributing factors to the popularisation of seaside science 
through the compilation of a series of object biographies of the ar-
tefacts on display in the exhibition cabinet; each object exemplifies 
a fascination with the natural world, even while showing how na-
ture was very much part of culture and society.  
 
The pursuit of scientific discovery, in all its forms, seeped into 
many aspects of Victorian cultural and civic life. As a leisure pur-
suit, popular science combined pleasure, curiosity and spectacle 
with an enlightenment desire to better understand the surrounding 
world. Its success was aides by a widespread belief in rational rec-
reation; that is, in the idea that leisure time should be used for im-
provement as well as for amusement. Rockpool rambling or fossil 
hunting provided a hands on method of finding out more about the 
environment. Mechanicsô Institutes, athenaeums and natural histo-
ry societies were set up to cater for the interest in popular science 
and natural history. These local institutions and groups usually 
hosted a variety of óimprovingô scientific shows, lectures, demon-
strations and exhibitions, which reflected the investment of local 
audiences in modern technological and scientific advances. Fol-
lowing in their footsteps, Ilfracombe Museum hosted a range of 
family activities and events, which aimed to emulate the spirit of 
such seaside culture. 


