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The woman, the pearl and the shellfish: an inscribed shell of the
Fondation Gandur pour I’Art

The archaeological and ethnological collections of the Fondation Gandur pour I'Art include several
shells, which bear witness to the amazement of mankind at marine fauna. If ancient metal-crafted
shells are extremely rare, this one is even more striking, as it bears an inscription engraved on its
surface. The few letters displayed on this artefact invite us to reconsider the importance of shells in

ancient religious practices.

Shellfishes in the Greek world

A thin and fragile ribbed husk of silver, this piece represents a stylized shell valve, perhaps freely
inspired by the valves of a pecten. If just over two millennia have passed since it was produced,
implying wear such as small missing bits and cracks, this sharp-serrated shell still emits something
supernatural as if it came from the workshop of a visionary silversmith who, without paying too
much attention to realistic details, did his best to reveal its quintessence.

Although they were known by a few words only, such as ostrea or konchos, which seem
interchangeable and do not reflect the diversity of species known to the Greeks', shellfishes were
regarded as treasures of the sea’. Cockles, pectens, giant clams, tun shells, nautiluses, cowries and
other shellfish species which dwelled in the Mediterranean or the Red Sea were always prized by the
Ancients. If they recognized their dual nature, both mineral and animal, they considered that the
shell, which was associated with stone, was more valuable than the animal it sheltered’.
Symbolically important, shells were even depicted on coins (notably from Tarentum) since the early
5™ century BC. But the Greeks would also see subtle similarities between shells and vessels®, as the
concavity of the former naturally predisposes them to be used as containers. A source of inspiration
for artists, the simple or complex beauty of shells was imitated in noble materials (gold, silver,
bronze, marble, glass) during the entire Antiquity. In the classical world, we notably know a
‘pelican’s foot’ made of marble and dated to the 4™ century BC, which imitates the sea snail of the

same name®, and the body of some aryballoi is fashioned to imitate a bivalve (fig. 1)°. Besides, the
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magnificent blue glass cup of the Steinhardt collection was inspired by a similar shell’. As to the
Boscoreale treasure of the late 1° century BC, it comprises a conch of hammered silver slightly larger

than the shell of the Fondation Gandur pour I'Art, but technically and stylistically close to it® (fig. 2).

The offering of shells

Due to the beauty of shellfishes, the Greeks would use them as offerings, sometimes in their natural
form, sometimes as works of art imitating nature. Shells could be used as a humble funerary
offering (some were found in child burials of the Kerameikos®, and terracotta shells were found in
tombs of the Hellenistic period in Myrina and Southern Italy'®), but it was mainly a present offered
to the gods. But to which gods? And by whom?

Sanctuary inventories—like those of Delos, and notably the one of Aphrodite-Arsinoe Philadelphos,
in the 2™ century BC-are filled with references to shells". Sometimes silver-plated, sometimes
enhanced with elements of gilded wood, they were displayed inside the temple on small wooden
columns™. The recipient gods were Apollo, god of promontories (to thank him for a miraculous catch
of fish)™, the Nymphs, goddesses of marine caves™ and, of course, the fair Aphrodite. In a graceful
epigram, Callimachus gives voice to a shell (in this case, a nautilus) offered to the goddess by a
young maid®. The nautilus was probably dedicated to Aphrodite as a sign of gratefulness, perhaps
to thank her for allowing a successful seafaring, as the maid had been travelling from Smyrna to
Alexandria®™. This custom was confirmed by excavations, as shells of giant tuns (Tonnae Galeae)
were discovered among the votive material of the sanctuary of Aphrodite at Amathus, on the island

of Cyprus.
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Shells for the pearl-goddess

More than any other island, Cyprus was the domain of Aphrodite. In the 6" century BC, shells of the
‘dirty cowry’ species (Erosaria Spurcae) worn as necklaces by young women depicted on small
terracotta plaques, were directly associated with the feminine sex because of their shape. These
ornaments probably identified them as being under the protection of Aphrodite, goddess of love and
fecundity”. In Greece and Southern Italy, it is mainly since the 4™ century BC that bivalve shells
become an attribute or even a symbol of Aphrodite™. Indeed, the fair goddess, conceived by the

I” and to have

semen of Ouranos fallen on the water, was said to have been born of a bivalve shel
thus sailed to the island of Cythera. Terracotta figures show her kneeling in a shell surrounding and
protecting her’®. Aphrodite seems to enjoy these shells, which represent both her divine cradle and
her craft. On a painting in Pompeii, the goddess is depicted lying in a serrated bivalve shell similar to
ours, in a situation which visually identifies her to the gemstone of a pearl oyster (Pinctada

Margaritifera)”. After all, Aphrodite is the fairest of all goddesses, just like the pearl is queen over

the seas. In the Hellenistic and Roman periods, these two could represent one another®.

Shells and the beauty of women

Due to this close association with Aphrodite, goddess of beauty and love, goldsmiths drew their
inspiration from shells to produce several precious objects related to beauty, such as pecten-shaped
cosmetic boxes (as in Paternd, Sicily, 3" century BC)® or precious ablution cups®, like the ones used
by the women depicted in the House of Menander at Pompeii®. The Fondation Gandur pour I'Art’s
shell was probably originally meant as a cup used for body care. But it conceals a specificity which
makes it even more precious: it bears an inscription, which finally brings us to the woman

mentioned in the title of the present note.
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Writing one’s name on a shell

A Greek inscription in capital letters runs below the second ridge from the right (fig. 3). In fact, this
should rather be termed a graffito, as the irregular and unadjusted letters are lightly engraved in the
metal. The person who inscribed these few signs did not have a good command of writing and this
task must have represented quite an effort, but one can feel that it was done with painstaking care.

The letters read KY A A K A (Kulaka), followed by a small square, a word without equivalent
today. Considering what precedes on the link between shells and women, the most likely hypothesis
is that we are dealing with a woman'’s first name in the nominative form. Although this first name is
so far unattested in Greek onomastics, names formed on the root Kul(l)a are known throughout the
Greek world”. In this case again, it must come from a Hellenized region of the Mediterranean basin,
Greece or Southern Italy. One can therefore surmise that ‘Kulaka’ is the name of the person who, for
some time, was the owner of this cosmetic utensil: a woman who, one day, dedicated it to a
goddess-possibly Aphrodite-in the hope of receiving her assistance or to thank her for it. It is thus a
feminine offering, made by a woman for a goddess of women, which is reminiscent of the gift of the
nautilus by the young Smyrnean girl in the above-mentioned epigram?”.

To conclude, this silver shell must be assigned to the rare yet well-attested production of shell-
shaped artefacts inspired by nature, which can temptingly be connected to the cult of Aphrodite.
The formal similarities it shares with the Boscoreale conch encourage us to date it to the end of the

Hellenistic period.

Dr Isabelle Tassignon
Curator of the Archaeology Collection
Fondation Gandur pour I’Art, november 2018
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