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SHELE STOCKED
Shelling by Blott Kerr-Wilson

Words by Julia Burdet

he humbie mussel is an unexpected barometer for some of the most pressing
environmen:al and political issues of our times, but shell artist Blott Kérr-Wilson knows
her shefifish.

“When 1 first started, 36 vears ago, there were so many shelis avaitable 1o buy, but now
theyre very limited. It’s much, much harder than it was to find shells; as the seas are heating
up. Towards the end of the time when | was living in France, a few years ago, almost all the
mussels died because of bacteria. The seas are also becoming more acidic,
of ¢calcium, 30 they’re now much more fragile. The difference in mussel shells in particular is
really clear — they're finer and more brittle, I've noticed this happening for the last ten years
and over the past two years now it's becom en more apparent. | fear that in the future
some moliuses won't be able to make shells at all because of the acidity.”

1 shells are made

The UK'S departure from the EU has also had unexpected ramifications for Blott. “Since
Brexit it's really difficult 1o ger hokd of common shells. | used 1o buy one tonne bags — now
I'm buying shells singly. Mussei shells are the worst nightmare to source, 1 was getting them
from a paelta supplier in Spain, and before Brexit people would have given them away, Now
oyster and scallop companies have collapsed 100, | went 1o a fishmonger and he said they

don't get scallops in shells any more, and the farmed shells | used to find just aren’t there.”
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The perils facing our seas and oceans and its plant and animal life are the paramount concern
to Blott, but her shell stocks at least are healthy. “I have stock. I've got glass bottles of shelis
and British shells.” Some

s and conch shells are now on the CITES list of endangered species, and Blott uses

like a sweet shop and a big metal container mainly full of miner:
abalo

shells t

ough bona fide sources. Others are

are still found washed up on shores and sold

med in the Philippines for food.

from shelifish far

“When | turn up on a job all my marterials will arrive ahead of me. It is a great process to have

10 unpack and organise the shells into a new environment as it reminds me of what | have,

never use because [ just can't get them

curved shell. But my favour

There are some shells that come on every job and

sheli is

arl and Asses g te

to work for me. | love mother-of

the blue mussel shell — I love the colours inside and out. | use it flat on its back, on its tummy,

on its side... it's a bi-valve, so it can ‘flow” in either direction.”

The popularity of shell grottos dates back to ltaly in Renaissance times, though in 2007 an
ient Roman dc
ne Hill. The
France to England, The 1626 Woburn Abbey grotto is the first known shell
ence, though it’s not known how old the famous Margate shell

d marbie was found under the

entury trend for having a shell grotto in the garden of grand houses

med cave adorned with shells, mosaic 2

ated with the Knights Templar with a
ery to be

grotto is, and some believe it may have been as:

construction date of the mid 12th century. Blott is curious and would like the my

solved. “Everything can be carbon dated!™ she insists,

arden bus stop
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“Most grottos on big estares were built as folies for entertainment. The most wonderful
grotto is the Goodwood shell house from the 1740s because | believe it was done by a
woman, [t's very fine. Women did not go out and stick shells in walls during the times when
these shell grottoes were being made. | don't have any proof — this is my reading of it — but
Goodwood is like a tapestry. | believe if the then Duchess, Sarah, wife of the 2nd Duke of
Richmond didn't do the grotto herself, then she oversaw it.”

Blott does more than oversee her own shell projects. When we arrange a call, the timing is
dependent on the process — “How about now, before 1 mix the cement?” — and on another
¢all we take 2 break in the conversation before it dries 100 hard for Blott 1o reposition the
shells, The ¢cement constitution is all-important to the result. "If it's a restoration project I'll
use lime mortar. | get the mix made up to the ime content of the surrounding area, otherwise
1 use a tile cement or silicon glues. It's very specific depending on the surface.

This particular cement is for a shell project in Blott's own bathroom in her Norfolk home,
where she moved after returning from France. The ‘redecoration” has taken a litthe longer
other shell
tled!
ilt as the
clients wanted somewhere for visitors 10 sit out of the rain or just enjoy the view and listen o
the animals in the field. | wanted there to be an extra surprise so | painted the ceiling a vibrant
red. The inspiration for this was taken from what a joyous and peaceful place it was to work
as the garden had not opened for the scason yet.™

than anticipated due 1o Blott regularly being cailod away to design and build 3

marvel, “When a client rings up and says, “We have a bus stop we would love shel
off | 0.” The bus stop is in the gardens of Elton Hall near Peterborough. *It was bu
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y Verey, the revered English garden designer, wr

n¢t was tot own when the current owner

¢y House garden, ¢ ally ove

1 saved,” Blott recounts. “The wonderful owner Lady

“This litthe folly was discovered

1

ell design.,, a i > one used 1o live in

asked for one n the s

Anne Ev:

job as Lady Anne got so involved by bringing

e minerais

¢ garden. This was such ¢

1L

ecd | would not tell her where | had usedt her gifts and it was up

d shells to include, We

| some she has not yet found. She came 1o see me twice

10 her to discover, 1 think there are st

vad been up to. | could always hear her arriving as she hac

aday to chat and discover

a massive bunch of keys attached o her belr thar clinked as she walked.

eaw

an | first started my shelling career

his job was very special to me as »

Rosemary Verey, who was a gardening superstar 10 her groto, 50 1o be actually

yildings was a big wow. O

most jobs, | start with the

2 in one of her gard

as tha ime | nee T'he peacock for

use to help choose some wine for a
y the wine | noticed a

12 to be my next shelh

g

NS 10 jom m

adventure, | Know no

andom things,”
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led 1o unusual solutions to its particular

xrs. The owners of The
arke, along with the architect, Maria Speake from

2l *bridal oo

challenges. Rye has a yearly scallop festival celebrating local grow
George pubin Rye, &

Retrouvius, decided they wanted a celebratory scalloped s

as part o
iit has been beautifully

says Blott. “This sort of free flowing shelling
looks so random but in factis probably the most difficu

restoration. “The George hotel was badly damaged in 2019 ar

restored by these brilliant visionary people,”

type of shell decoration as it has

10 look intentional and not just ‘shell dashed’ (Blott's term for a background of shells),

Unfortunately, due to Brexit there was a shortage of scallop shells, but luckily Katie did 2 mad

W near Canterbury, for some, and

wonderfully they had been cleaned

hink these loos should be gender neutral as both the men's and ladies’ are

Blote’s work usually involves using many different types of shell, but on'a project in France
she experimented usin,
wonderful wooden
I'wa

r beloved mussel. “This
am room which t

of coursewas f

antic old st clients asked if

S interested in shelling. Because the builc wules

18 was near La Roc

is the local dish, | ¢ nificent shell. [ rer

tded 1o go for the nted sculpror

1 Verity giving me some words of advice: “There isan ‘ugly working and

ave 1o work through it to see what is really happen

To get to the ugly stageon t

ject was frighte as it was such a massive job and 1« ot of work before I realised

Many of Blott's projects are smaller studio commission artworks, which can take the torm of
vall relief.

“Sometimes there are projects that are totally ridiculous and | should not undertake them, but

shell cones, furniture inkays or sculptural framed pieces. Sea Lavender s a circu

— fortunately for me! — | believe in saying yes. | was so proud of the Sea Lavender as | never

know what the outcome of doing this sort of piece will be and it worked so well. It looks so

» touching the ends of sharpened knitting needies. It used tiny white tusk
tle trees.” Morston is another circular
S in @ swirling sea tempest pateern,

soft butin factis
shells and the smallest sea urchin spikes that look lik

piece, made with Asses' ears and purple Cay Cay

Blott also crafts st
“Throughout my shell career, if | mention | do shell decoration, most people
“Oh — remember those figurines with wobb!

Il pots and wears the experience of mak as a badge of honour,

Oh yes

es?i™.

my granny used to shell pots™ ¢

During lockdown | decided that | wanted to shell d vases. They gave me so

much pleasure to create but the lead work was such hard work, with hours of banging ot

the metal to make it stretch and curve. | could not believe how difficult it was to make sure

the pieces looked right from every angle, and they were so heavy to handie. So yes, | have
shelled pots.... and | am proud of that.”

ts working in the UK, and Blott is keen to spread the

There is a small cadre of shell ar
word about
shells" into the English |
common

he verb ‘to shell’ asin "to decorate with
ng the term

tive art. “I'm trying to g
Maybe if | get int ed enough and keep u
e. It would be fun to have it as a word in the Oxford

he dec

‘shelfing’, it'll beco

English Dictionary!
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