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On the Double Meaning of Plastic and 
What It Has to Do With Collecting
This article argues that the triad of art, nature, and 

collecting gains new perspectives through the 

ambiguous semantics of plastic. In our present, 

‘plastic’ is primarily a mass product made of poly-

ethylene, polyester or PVC. Created by engineers 

in chemical laboratories and no longer by crafts-

men and artisans in their workshops, synthetic 

things are produced, used, and thrown away in 

gigantic quantities. Between 1950 and 2017, 6.3 

billion tons of plastic waste are said to have accu-

mulated worldwide without being biodegradable.1 

The vast majority of this plastic waste ends up in 

the oceans, where it now circulates in gigantic 

currents, especially in the northern Pacific. In the 

past, ‘plastic’ had completely different connota-

tions. For centuries, the term vis plastica had de-

scribed the almost inexhaustible drive of nature to 

take different forms, or its transfer to the technē 

of humans, who imitated this intrinsic transforma-

tive power. 

And collecting is quite close to plastic in both 

senses of the word. As pictorial sources show us, 

in the Renaissance and Baroque eras, human be-

ings put themselves at the center of the scene as 

collectors. Surrounded by curious, unusual ob-

jects, the human being often slipped into the he-

roic role of Prometheus, who unlocked the secrets 

of nature.2 Nowadays, however, it is the ocean 

that can be described as a curator of artifacts. As 

a matter of fact, as a result of a circulating oceanic 

gyre, acheiropoeitic accumulations of man-made 

things come into view on huge surfaces.3 In early 

modern times, on the other hand, collectors were 

ambitious to assemble and condense the world 

inside four walls by gathering and exhibiting ex-

otic objects from distant regions.4 Today, anthro-

pogenic mass-produced goods have become 

nature’s plaything, often in places where no hu-

man being has ever been before. Under the influ-

ence of the Anthropocene, facts that are taken for 

granted are dissolving.5 The vis plastica of nature 

has become the natural force of plastic, and col-

lector and collection have exchanged places! 

The First and Second ‘Plastic Age’
Against this backdrop, it seems worth considering 

talking about a first and a second ‘Plastic Age’. 

In the first ‘Plastic Age’, between 1550 and 1650, 

man’s artistry competed with the plastic power of 

nature in a previously and subsequently unattain-

able inventiveness and elaborate combinatorics. 

The inventories and items collected in the Cabi-

nets of Curiosities bear eloquent witness to this. 

The joy of the unusual, the mysterious, and the 

enigmatic influenced the choices of the collector. 

Ostrich eggs, corals and nautilus shells were re-

garded as wonderful relics of a strange, enchant-

ing nature; masterful craftsmanship increased 

their effect even further. 

The second ‘Plastic Age’ began around 1950 

and will probably continue for several decades, 

perhaps until around 2050 – a century in which 

plastic should become an artificial and industri-

ally produced throw-away product.6 Plastic has 

become the substrate of advanced capitalism. In-

deed, in the much-quoted words of Victor Leb-

ow: “We need things consumed, burned up, worn 

out, replaced and discarded at an ever-increasing 

rate”.7 With its smooth surfaces and bright colours, 

plastic represents the promises of modernity: the 

promise of a sealed, perfect, clean, smooth abun-

dance. It embodies the fantasy of freeing oneself 

from the dirt of the world, from decay and death.8 

Roland Barthes speaks of plastic as an “alchemi-

cal substance”.9 And who does not remember the 

words of Andy Warhol, who loved Los Angeles 

and Hollywood for a very specific reason? “Every-

body’s plastic, but I love plastic. I want to be plas-

tic”.10 Today, the dream of the ultimate passivity 

of matter and nature, which only exists to yield to 
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take on certain shapes, and, on the other hand, 

marine exhibits in the cabinets of rarities from the 

late Renaissance and Baroque eras. Anyone who 

has even a fleeting interest in Kunst- und Wun-

derkammern knows that naturalia from the sea are 

an indispensable part of their collection. Sea and 

water and its ingredients were part of cosmologi-

cal ideas and, as such, quickly found their way into 

the Wunderkammern. The frontispieces of publi-

cations on famous collections of the time such as 

those of Ferrante Imperato, Francesco Calzolari, 

and Ole Worm describe this phenomenon.11 Eve-

rywhere one discovers a part of the room with 

exhibits that can be attributed to the sea – from 

mollusc shells and crustaceans to large fish skel-

etons. Many of them were considered wonders of 

nature and represented the then widely unknown 

and also feared marine world.12 

the will and whims of the modern subject, seems 

to have faded away. While on the one hand, en-

gineers have created plastic materials that have 

imposed their forms on society over decades, 

without thinking about their consequences and 

safe disposal, on the other hand, a ‘mega-matter’ 

of plastic floating in the oceans is now making it-

self visible on a global scale, and in a way that 

mankind cannot ignore. The sea has become an 

active collector and has started to communicate 

with people through its wandering objects. 

Different Types of Hybrid Objects
There would be no history of collecting without 

collecting objects. This essay deals with artefacts 

in the sea and naturalia from the sea, i.e., on the 

one hand, gigantic accumulations of macro and 

micro plastics in the oceans, which nevertheless 

Fig. 1. Thomas de Critz (1607-1653), attributed to, John Tradescant the Younger with Roger Friend. Oil on canvas, 107x132 cm. Ox-

ford, The Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology.
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out their passion for collecting, the Ashmolean 

Musuem in Oxford would not exist. In this paint-

ing, the younger Tradescant appears in the back-

ground with his colleague, while an opulent wealth 

of shells and corals stands in the foreground. Such 

conchylia were surrounded by stories oscillating 

between miracles, allegories, and natural history.14 

Shells were so much sought after by collectors 

because at first glance they illustrated the ‘sculp-

tural power’, namely the ‘vis plastica’, the artistic 

activity of nature. When this portrait was painted, 

shells were still considered by many to be sponta-

neous creations (‘creatio ex nihilo’) of nature. This 

theory, which originated with Aristotle, was based 

on the assumption that shells could be created by 

solar radiation, i.e., by heating sand or mud. The 

creative power of the sun is thus expressed in 

shells, and art had the task of imitating this cre-

ative principle. 

What this painting also reveals is the main fea-

tures of the age when the world was explored. 

Expeditions to previously unknown parts of the 

world not only brought profitable goods but also 

exotic curiosities and rarities to Europe. The older 

Tradescant testifies to the rising interest in the 

commercial exchanges in this new form of trade. 

In an appeal to commercial travellers dating back 

to 1625, he expressed his keen interest in buying 

everything that was huge and strange, from the 

head of an elephant to the largest shellfish.15 The 

more peculiar the items from afar were, the great-

er was his willingness to purchase them.

Between artefacts in the sea and naturalia 

from the sea, despite all their differences, there 

are commonalities which give rise to a third genre, 

that of hybrid objects. Hybrid objects were par-

ticularly popular in cabinets of curiosities. And 

such objects are also becoming increasingly wide-

spread in the vastness of the ocean. As Giuseppe 

Olmi has noted, this pronounced tendency to-

wards syncretism, which is ultimately based on 

a predilection for the bizarre and the grotesque, 

culminated in the Kunstkammer of the second 

half of the 16th century.16 The shell, for instance, or 

the nautilus, “which is to be counted among the 

outstanding wonders, because it moved by expel-

ling water, and in addition sets its own sail”,17 as 

Giovanni Battista Olivi wrote in his 1584 descrip-

tion of the Musaeum Calceolarium in Verona, was 

an object in which nature’s richness of form and 

intricate human artistry met.18 In the following 

photo, a shell is carried by a golden triton whose 

Among the maritime exhibits in the Kunstkam-

mer, shells were particularly popular. Shells are 

the ideal items for a collector. There are many 

species, both rare and common, they are small in 

size and often beautiful.13 It is striking how often 

one encounters shells in paintings when collec-

tors immortalize themselves, as documented by 

John Tradescant Senior and Junior (fig. 1). With-

Fig. 2. Goblet made from a shell with a gilded triton as mount-

ing, end of the 16th century. Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Muse-

um (Kunstkammer). Die Entdeckung der Natur. Naturalien in 

den Kunstkammern des 16. und 17. Jahrhunderts, ed. W. Seipel 

(Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, 2006), p. 263.
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The effort to order and classify nature according 

to the existing species – natura naturata – was 

paired with an approach aimed at grasping it in 

the mode of its creation and ever-changing na-

ture – natura naturans. In the Anthropocene, on 

the other hand, we are often confronted with rep-

resentations that radiate horror and beauty, that 

stun us but can also shake us up. The very fact 

that, in the Anthropocene, the processes take 

place over long periods of time, which can far ex-

ceed human life, and thus often occur in secret, 

forces their visualisation, which must make use of 

specific visual languages.21 Indeed, we often deal 

with visual constructs or with sections of a larger 

whole.

Perceptions of greatness that far exceed the 

imagination of the individual human being often 

dominate the aesthetics of the anthropocenic dis-

course. The bird’s-eye view photos of Edward Bur-

tynsky or J. Henry Fair show the relentless plun-

dering of earthly resources. Huge octopus-like 

dredging monsters are visible stripping the earth 

of its mineral resources. As if they were a force 

of nature crushing all natural forces, they embody 

the human influence in the Anthropocene.22 

What is irritatingly fascinating about these 

visual examples is not just the fact that the bad 

and reprehensible can also radiate beauty. Under 

water, everything looks more beautiful simply be-

cause everything floats and is in motion, in bright 

colours, even if it is rubbish (fig. 3). Sublimity, “das 

Erhabene”,23 can perhaps occur when one realizes 

that, in this image, the tiny and the giant come to-

gether: a plastic bag in the immeasurable vastness 

of the sea. The following question is raised: do im-

ages that create a controversial beauty trigger a 

process of rethinking or does this kind of aesthet-

ics lead to anaesthesia?24 There are also temporal 

structures inherent in the materiality of this plastic 

bag, which the viewer could become aware of: it is 

made of crude oil which took millions of years to 

form in the underground rock layers. For the next 

centuries to millennia, the bag will fall to the bot-

tom of the ocean and fragment into smaller piec-

es without dissolving completely. Between these 

two longer periods, there is the short time span of 

a few weeks in which the materials composing the 

object were extracted, and then the object pro-

duced, filled, sold, and discarded. 

It would be worth trying to transfer the feel-

ings of sublimity, of both horror and fascination, 

which until now have been triggered by the sight 

arms are looped into the mounting (fig. 2). Finely 

crafted, this hybrid object oscillated between the 

spheres of art and nature. The exotic quality of the 

material, even though it already has some kind of 

magical aura, is further enhanced by a fine artistic 

design. 

Similar objects, yet under reversed signs, can 

be found in the trash vortex of the Pacific, such as 

transparent, smooth plastic bottles whose outer 

surface has been occupied by shells (fig. 3).19 The 

single elements of these hybrid objects really com-

plement each other: in the decorated shell goblet, 

the organic part is present at a fixed point, while 

the elements made of precious metal are added 

as moving parts. In the plastic bottle covered by 

shells, the artefact is the static part, while nature 

brings about dynamism and change. By the way: 

with the help of this plastic vehicle, shells reach 

regions of the world where they do not belong 

at all. Hybrid objects in the sea and from the sea 

show how questionable the distinction between 

culture and nature has become today. 

Artefacts in the Seas as Patterns of the 
Sublime
This expansion of the perspective towards hy-

brid and grotesque natural objects and artefacts 

in Mannerism put the classically measured ide-

al beauty of the Renaissance to the test.20 Such 

strange things had a special effect, and not only 

because they oscillate between inclusion and ex-

clusion and are able to create a zone of flowing 

transition beyond the common patterns of order. 

Fig. 3. New hybrid objects between nature and artificiality, 

fished in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. © National Geographic.
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of a stormy sea or a mountain covered in mist to 

constellations of objects associated with the col-

lective, planetary power of humanity.25 Or should 

we agree with Bruno Latour, who believes that 

the sublime in nature belongs to past ages? “How 

can you feel the sublime while guilt gnaws at your 

guts?”.26

Some Conclusions and a Brief Outlook
The Greek word  means ‘suitable for 

forming, skilful for shaping’ and etymologically 

forms the root of the word ‘plastic’ used in west-

ern languages today to refer to a synthetic ma-

terial as well as the artistic-formative capacity of 

nature and the human being in the early mod-

ern period. The picturesqueness of the museum 

staging in the cabinets of curiosities should not 

obscure the fact that every marine exhibit con-

ceals a radical decontextualisation that is con-

trary to nature. Shells, corals, and fish skeletons 

are removed from their natural cycle, they are 

no longer in their element when they become 

showpieces for human cognizance and aesthet-

ics. They are dead, made permanent – often with 

the help of preservatives – they cannot even de-

compose. On the other hand, the artefacts that 

cavort in the sea consist of substances that are 

hostile to nature and attract pollutants. Plastic is 

a recalcitrant material. This material is so impen-

etrable, so isolating from its surroundings that – 

as we all know – a person quickly suffocates as 

soon as a plastic bag is placed over his or her 

head for a few minutes. Both the artefacts in the 

sea and the naturalia from the sea are the result 

of practices that basically document man’s dis-

turbed relationship with nature.

The approach of the ultimate passivity of mat-

ter and nature has proved to be erroneous. Na-

ture, or what we call nature, has become active 

as a collector and communicates with humans 

through material signs. The ocean has become 

obsolete as an inexhaustible no-man’s land. 

Based on this assumption, Hugo Grotius argued 

for freedom of fishing in the high seas in his Mare 

Liberum, published in 1609. And indeed, when 

the book was written, the seas were teeming 

with life: “For it is certain that if many hunt on the 

land or fish in the river, the forest is easily robbed 

of its animals and the river of its fish, which is 

not the case in the sea”.27 As late as 1937, Rachel 

Carson could write from “the surface of waters 

of the ocean” as “boundless pastures”, overflow-

ing with “the stuff of life”.28 Barely eighty years 

later, we are living in a time in which, if effec-

tive countermeasures are not taken, there will be 

more plastic particles than fish in the sea in the 

foreseeable future.

The previous remarks dealt with two plastic 

ages. They do not address the third ‘Plastic Age’ 

that is currently emerging. Nowadays, material 

chemists and engineers are increasingly taking 

nature as their role model. With its exquisite plas-

ticity, nature offers a toolbox for inventive de-

signers of advanced materials. Maybe it will not 

be long before plastic is synthesised by bacteria, 

without waste disposal and without further pollu-

tion or contamination of the environment. Despite 

their admiration for nature’s achievements, biomi-

metic chemists are unwilling to revive the theol-

ogy of nature and the celebration of the ‘wonders 

of creation’, as many collectors did in the late Re-

naissance and Baroque eras. Rather, biomimicry is 

based on a technological perspective on nature. 

There is reason to fear, since no scientist and engi-

neer will be able to resist the temptation not only 

to imitate nature, but to surpass it.

Fig. 4. Plastic bag in shallow sea water. (Photo: picture alliance/

dpa/Mike Nelson).
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