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Fish out of Water
Collecting Aquatic Animals in the Early Modern Period

Marlise Rijks

At the turn of the seventeenth century, the Leiden profes-
sor Everard Vorstius (1565-1624) acquired a curious dried
crab from the Moluccas. Vorstius knew just whom to show
it to: his admired colleague and the authority on natural
history in Leiden at the time, Carolus Clusius (1526-1609).
Clusius came to visit Vorstius at some point in 1603 to study
the dried animal and included the new species in his book
Exoticorum libri decem (1605) (3.2). A clear picture of the crab
was added, which leaves no doubt as to which species Clu-
sius described: a horseshoe crab, an animal living in the
East Indies and the New World that was virtually unknown
in Europe at the time. Vorstius and Clusius must have been
excited to see, touch, and investigate the horseshoe crab — a
species they saw for the very first time. The anecdote also illu-
minates the importance of the culture of collecting in the field
of natural history, as well as the importance of good images.

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe had a live-
ly collecting culture. Princes and professors, apothecaries
and artists, merchants and physicians: different groups of
people became obsessed with collecting. They filled their
cabinets (or Kunst- und Wunderkammern) with man-made
and natural objects: artificialia and naturalia. Various aquat-
ic naturalia belonged to the most fashionable collecta-
bles: think of horseshoe crabs, blowfish, sawfish, narwhal
tusks (3.5), and corals and shells (3.7). Particularly fashion-
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able were objects from the East- and West-Indies, which
reached Europe on an unprecedented scale as a result of the
rise of trading companies (see chapter 4). In first instance,
collectors were mainly interested in the most curious,
rare, or exotic naturalia, but in the course of the seven-
teenth century, and especially in the eighteenth cen-
tury, the emphasis shifted towards a greater atten-
tion for ‘typical’ or local nature. At the same time, the
interest in and need for classification grew (see chapter 5).

While Clusius seems to have thought he was the first to
publish an image of the horseshoe crab, another picture of
the animal had been printed over a decade earlier. In 1590,
Theodor de Bry (1528-1598) published the first volume of his
best-selling America series in Frankfurt am Main. This first
volume includes an engraving of native people fishing, with
a variety of aquatic animals, including two schematic horse-
shoe crabs (3.1). Another image of a horseshoe crab occurs
onthetitle page of Ole Worm’s (1588-1655) Museum Wormianum
(3.4). This Danish collector acquired large numbers of aquat-
ic naturalia. The horseshoe crab is depicted on the right-side
wall amidst the saw of sawfish, some dried fish, a crab, a squid,
two small turtles, and two large turtle shells. In the Early Mod-
ern Period, all these animals belonged to the broad category
of ‘fish’, which basically referred to the whole aquatic fauna.

The engraver Nicolaes de Bruyn (1571-1656) had a similar-
ly broad notion of the category ‘fish’. With the publication
of his Libellius varia genera piscium complectens around 1594
(3.3), he was probably the first to put on the market such a
print series specifically devoted to fish. The pictures are

» Collecting Aquatic Animals 49
in the Early Modern Period



clear and recognizable, which fitted the early modern turn
towards nature in both the arts and sciences. Among the de-
picted species we find commonly known fish such as cod,
sturgeon, carp, ray, haddock, garfish, herring, and sole, but
also other aquatic animals such as shrimp, crabs, lobsters,
water snakes, frogs and toads, and mussels and shells. De
Bruyn even included some fictitij pisces (fictitious fish) and
the fabulosus equus Neptuni (mythical horse of Neptune).

Monsters and mythical creatures long remained an integral
part of the fascination for the aquatic fauna (see chapter 2).
One aquatic collectable that was related to a mythical (land)
creature was the narwhal tusk (3.5; see also 2.7). Narwhal
tusks were prized collectables and thought to be the horns
of unicorns. In the Early Modern Period a debate arose
about the reality of the unicorn. Some suggested the horns
actually came from a marine animal. Respected scholars
and collectors such as the aforementioned Ole Worm
were involved in this debate, which revolved around
‘proof’ from textual sources, collected objects, and images.

During the sixteenth and seventeenth century, artists started
to depict fish in more detail and greater numbers than ever be-
fore. Whereas depictions of the Biblical stories of the miracu-
lous draught of fish had long been popular (see chapter1), now
engravers and painters invented new genres with detailed de-
pictions of fish - such as specialised fish series in print (e.g. by
De Bruyn), market scenes, allegories, and still lifes. Some col-
lectors amassed beautiful albums of watercolours with imag-
es of plants and animals. These functioned as complements
to the actual naturalia in their collections, or, when a particu-
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lar specimen was missing, as substitute for the actual object.
Images and preserved specimens both had their advantag-
es. One could argue that preserved specimens came as close
to the living ‘actual thing” as one could imagine. But even
specimens are representations that would not have existed
without human intervention. A popular collectable such
as a sea horse, for instance, had to be selected, captured,
dried, transported, sold and bought, and then finally put
on display in a cabinet. Some things were lost as a result of
preservation - in the case of fish the most important thing
that got lost was the original colour. Here, coloured images
had an obvious advantage over preserved specimens. In the
Early Modern Period there were debates about the value of
different types of representations. Also, some collec-
tors were experimenting with preservation techniques
or gave detailed instructions to their contacts over-
seas on how-to preserve their desired collectables.

The most common method of preserving fish was drying.
When it was relatively easy, fish were dried and kept as a
whole, for instance in the case of trunkfish and blowfish. It
is no coincidence that those specimens easiest to preserve,
were most often found in collections. Another common
preservation technique was to skin fish and dry the skin: a
process very similar to the preservation of plants in a her-
barium. One such method was developed and described
by Johan Frederic Gronovius (1690-1762), a physician and
botanist based in Leiden. The practice of preserving fish in
pots and jars filled with alcohol seems to have been gradu-
ally rising during the seventeenth century. In fact, these two
techniques for the preservation of fish, drying and keeping
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them in alcohol, remained almost unchanged for 300 years.
The famous collection of the apothecary Albertus Seba
(1665-1736) contained both wet and dry specimens. In Seba’s
portrait (3.6) we see a large number of jars filled with alco-
hol and (unrecognizable) animals against the wall behind
him. In his right hand, Seba is holding such a jar — with a
snake. With his left hand, he points to some shells scat-
tered on the table. Shells were among the most common
and fashionable collectables: every self-respecting collector
owned some. In Seba’s Thesaurus, the multi-volume cat-
alogue to his collection, we find images of shells laid in
decorative patterns. Curious shells with attractive forms,
colours, and patterns were considered as ‘art made by na-
ture’. But again, very practical reasons were also important
in collecting trends: shells were relatively small, easy to
transport, and did not need any preservation technique at
all. As with all fashions, shell collecting also had its critics.
In his popular emblem book Zinne-poppen Roemer Viss-
cher (1547-1620) ridicules the ‘geck’ (foolish) collector who
spends large sums of money on shells — as if it are jewels (3.7).
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3.1| Theodor de Bry, ‘The manner of their fishing’, in: America,
part 1, Frankfurt am Main, Theodor de Bry, 1590, plate XIII.

[1368 A 8]

— In 1590, the engraver-publisher Theodor de Bry (1528-1598)
published the first volume of his best-selling America series. The
beautiful images made by De Bry and his sons added much to the
popularity of the series. The engravings in this first volume were
based upon the drawings by the English artist John White (d. ca.
1593). In ‘The manner of their fishing’, we see native people fish-
ing as well as a variety of aquatic animals. Two rather schematic
horseshoe crabs are depicted in the lower right corner. De Bry de-
picted the horseshoe crab mistakenly with large pincers, perhaps
to ‘normalise’ it, so in order to render it more like the crabs with
which he was familiar. This copy in Leiden University Library is
beautifully hand coloured.
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3.2 | ‘Cancer molluccanus’. In: Carolus Clusius, Exoticorum libri
decem, Leiden, Officinia Plantiniana, 1605, p. 128. [755 A 3: 2]

— This edition (755 A 3: 2) of the Exoticorum libri decem was Clusi-
us’s own copy. It contains notes in Clusius’s own handwriting as
well as other hands. Pasted to the pages are also pieces of printed
texts and images from other books. The corrections and notes
were added as preparation for a new edition of the work, which
was never published in the end. On the page with the image of
the horseshoe crab we read in Clusius’s own clear handwriting
that this crab was, in fact, not unknown and that it was described
in the ‘Virginiae historia’ and depicted there on plate XIII. This
must be a reference to De Bry’s America. It seems that Clusius
had not associated the specimen he described from the Moluc-
cas with the New World reference, while the image in De Bry is
indeed quite different from Clusius’s clear image. However, it is
remarkable that Clusius only added this note after the publica-
tion of the Exoticorum libri decem, as he knew De Bry personally
and was involved in the preparation of the first volume of the
America series.
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3.3 | Nicolaes de Bruyn, ‘Roch & witvisch'. In: Libellus varia genera
piscium complectens, s.1., Francoys van Beusekom, s.d. [first ed. ca.
1594)), plate 5. [THYSIA 1316: 2]

— The engraver Nicolaes de Bruyn (1571-1656) was born in Ant-
werp and trained by his uncle Abraham de Bruyn, who was one
of the first artists to produce an animal print series (of four footed
animals). Nicolaes’s print series of aquatic animals seems to have
been the first in its sort and was probably published around

1594 in Antwerp by Assuerus van Londerseel (some years before
Adriaen Collaert’s well-known Piscium vivae icones). The series
now in Leiden University Library is the second edition, published
by Francoys van Beusekom. Plate 5 (of 13) depicts a ray and two
‘white fish’ (a bream and another species). As in all the plates, De
Bruyn includes the Dutch and Latin names of the species.
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3.4 | G. Wingendorp, Cabinet of Ole Worm. In: Ole Worm,
Museum Wormianum, Amsterdam, Elsevier, 1655, frontispiece.
[656 A 8]

— The catalogue of the collection of the Danish scholar Ole
Worm (1588- 1655) was published posthumously in 1655. The fron-
tispiece of the Museum Wormianum gives a good impression of
the wealth and variety of Worm’s collection. A large share of the
depicted collectables can be categorised as aquatic. Next to the
boxes filled with shells and coral, there are impressive large
aquatic animals hanging on the ceiling, as well as some of the
most curious and popular (parts of) aquatic animals: the saw

of sawfish; a horseshoe crab, and a narwhal tusk (including its
skull).
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3.5 | Narwhal tusk, 17th century, 197 cm. [Museum Boerhaave
V25804]

— Narwhal tusks were on display in many a collector’s cabinet in
the sixteenth and seventeenth century. The tusks were thought

to be unicorn horns, but already in the sixteenth century, doubts
arose as to the reality of the unicorn. Textual sources seemed to
confirm the existence of the animal: the unicorn was described in
antique texts, but also in the Bible. The Hebrew text of the Bible
included an animal called re'em, later translated into Greek as
monokérotos (in the Septuagint), and in unicorn in several vernac-
ular Bible translations. Whereas the discussion was originally
about the right interpretation of textual sources, the actual horns
in cabinets came to play a decisive role. People now started to
suggest that the horns sold as unicorn horns were in fact horns of
a marine animal. Around the same time, travel accounts report-
ed of narwhals. The debate about the tusks fascinated collectors
throughout Europe: Ole Worm for instance, wrote a disputation
about the issue in 1638.
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3.6 | Jacob Houbraken (sculp.)
and Jan Maurits Quinkhard
(pinx.), Portrait of Albertus Seba,
in: Albertus Seba, Thesaurus, vol.
1, Amsterdam, Janssonius van
Waesberge, 1734).

[PLANO 47 A 1-2]

ALBERTVS SE
Pha

ACAD: CAESAR: LEOPOLDINO
e e ONIENSIS INSTITVIVS SODALIS.

— The Amsterdam-based apothecary Albertus Seba (1665-1736)
was one of the city’s most avid collectors. In 1716 he sold his com-
plete collection to Tsar Peter the Great for the incredible amount
of 15,000 gulden. But that was not the end of his collecting-career:
he amassed another great collection of naturalia, while he also
started to prepare a catalogue of his collection. The monumental
Thesaurus was published over the course of thirty years (partly
after Seba died) and beautifully illustrated with more than four
hundred plates. Among the large images are the famous depic-
tions of shells (in decorative patterns), a horseshoe crab, and
countless fish. Included was also this portrait of the collector:
Seba looks at us amidst part of his collection of wet specimens,
shells, corals, minerals, and albums.
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3.7 | “Tis misselijc waer een geck zijn gelt aan leijt’ (it is
astonishing how a fool spends his money). In: Roemer Viss-

cher, Zinne-poppen, alle verciert met rijmen, en sommighe met proze,
Amsterdam, Johannes van Ravesteyn, 1669 [first ed. 1614]), plate 4.
[1174 G 8:1]

— One can hardly think of a more popular collectable in the
Early Modern Period than shells. But as this moralistic emblem
by Roemer Visscher (1547— 1620) demonstrates, shell collecting
was also criticised as a foolish activity. The image shows a variety
of shells on a shore and the subscription tells us that it is wasteful
to spend a lot of money on shells; objects that were used to be
considered children’s toys. Collectors are apen (monkeys), mim-
icking the collections of emperors and kings. However, those who
are active in the shell trade are soo geck niet (not that crazy), as
they make good money. Perhaps not coincidentally, the following
emblem (5) in Zinne-poppen mocks the collecting of tulips (for
which incredible prices were also paid, leading to the well-known
‘Tulipmania’ in the 1630s).
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