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Abstract: Material Cultures of the Global Eighteenth Century employs the method of “object
biography” to trace ten objects in global circulation during the eighteenth century. Through
changes in function, form, and meaning, it reveals how material transformation is shaped by
power relations, technical constraints, and cultural negotiation, while exposing the narrative
dilemma of object-centred historiography. The book’s scholarly contribution lies in providing an
operational “itinerary of things” for global history, and in opening up a new question: how might
the traces of silenced makers be recovered from the traces of things.
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In 1716, a clay portrait modeled by a Chinese artisan set out from Madras in India and
arrived in England. It stood in for a father far away, witnessed his daughters’ marriages, and
eventually entered the National Portrait Gallery. This journey across three continents and spanning
a century neatly encapsulates the intellectual ambition of Material Cultures of the Global
Eighteenth Century: to place things at the centre of historical narrative, tracing transformations of
meaning and form in motion. This clay portrait is one of ten object biographies traced in the
volume. Edited by Wendy Bellion and Kristel Smentek, Material Cultures of the Global
Eighteenth Century: Art, Mobility and Change (2023) brings together leading scholars from the
fields of art history in Britain, Spain, North America and South Asia. Taking “things change” as its
central cue, the volume seeks to redraw the map of global connections in the eighteenth century.
Rejecting the Eurocentric view of objects as mere backdrops to history, this book positions them
as active participants in and witnesses to historical change.

In terms of its scholarly lineage, this book extends the global turn initiated by Felicity
Nussbaum’s The Global Eighteenth Century (2003), grounding it in the study of concrete objects.
It also engages with the path opened by Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life of Things (1986), yet
shifts the focus from the “social construction of meaning” to “the historical transformations of
materiality itself”. As the editors note in the introduction, earlier scholarship often assumed that
objects maintain their physical integrity throughout their life spans. This volume, by contrast,
emphasises that things undergo not only shifts in meaning but also substantial physical alterations,
such as breakage and repair, disassembly and recombination, translation across media, as well as
domestication across cultures. These material transformations, the editors argue, are essential to
understanding power relations, cultural encounter and historical change.

The ten chapters of the book present a range of case studies that illustrate the multiple forms
of material change in the eighteenth century. Rather than following the volume’s chronological
organization, this review groups the cases into three interrelated levels, functional transformation,
morphological remaking, and the accumulation of meaning. Progressing through these three levels,
the review reveals how eighteenth-century globalization emerged from the successive
transformation of objects: from function to form to meaning.

The first level of thing’s change examined in the book concerns cases where an object’s
physical form remains unchanged, but its function and role are fundamentally transformed. The
clay portrait in the opening chapter modeled by the Chinese artisan, Amoy Chin Qua, was
originally commissioned as a personal keepsake for Joseph Collet, a merchant of the English East
India Company. Yet once it crossed the Indian Ocean and arrived in England, it took on an entirely
new function. Standing in for a father who had been away for years, it became an emotional
anchor for his four daughters and an authoritative witness to their marriages. Collet himself called
it “a sort of Picture or Image of my Self” in a letter, entrusting it with paternal authority he could
no longer exercise in person. While its function changed, the clay and its patterns remained

exactly as before. However, chapter Six presents a contrasting example. In the Mughal court, there


https://www.gcsjournal.com

Global Civilization Studies Vol. 1, No. 1, 2026 https://www.gcsjournal.com 151

is a positive link between betel and royal ritual. But after the English East India Company took
control of Bengal, betel was stripped of its ceremonial role. It became a bulk commodity loaded
into cargo holds, a source of profit for the colonisers. The betel remained chewable and mildly
intoxicating, but the elaborate rituals that once surrounded it vanished in the ship’s hold.

Taken together, these two cases form a telling contrast: the clay portrait gained a new
function, while betel’s ritual function was deprived. Indeed, it requires a reconfiguration of power
relations. For such transformations to occur, an object’s physical form must be stable enough to
carry them. The insight that functional change presupposes material stability is one that cannot be
reached by tracking meaning alone. And yet, this very stability exposes a paradox. When an object
silently bears the meanings imposed on it, does it truly become a protagonist of history, or does it
remain, still, a backdrop? This paradox touches on the ambiguity of the book’s core concept of the
“agent”. In the first set of cases, the clay portrait’s agency derives from the function Collet
assigned to it; betel’s agency is defined by the ritual value the colonizers stripped away. The
objects themselves simply endure these meanings. If this is what we mean by agency, how does it
differ from the traditional view of objects as mere carriers of meaning? To answer this question,
we must turn to the next set of cases those in which the object’s form itself begins to change. Does
thing begin to speak when form starts to shift?

Things change in three distinct ways. In Chapter Three, the temporary structures erected for
festivals in Paris undergo a process of disassembly and reassembly. Rather than being discarded
after the celebration, these decorations are carefully dismantled, catalogued and stored, waiting to
be reassembled for the next occasion. Here, thing’s form can be taken apart and put back together
at will, as it compliantly serves a political ritual that repeats itself over and over. Its life is
extended, but at a cost: it must be ready at any moment to become something else. Chapter Four
presents a strikingly different picture. When English Rococo silk designs were brought to China
for reproduction, weavers in Guangzhou adapted the original patterns to fit local loom widths and
the range of available dyes. Technical constraints shaped the creative process; but it was not
infinitely malleable, but could push back. Chapter Five pushes the tension even further. Madame
de Pompadour commissioned nineteen identical biscuit porcelain figurines to give to friends as
symbols of friendship. When an object is produced in multiple copies, all exactly the same, how
do we understand its identity? Are these originals or reproductions? Each of the nineteen was
genuine, but the meaning of genuineness had been altered by repetition. Walter Benjamin’s age of
mechanical reproduction had not yet arrived, but these figurines were already asking the question:
when forms are identical, can artistic uniqueness survive? Taken together, these three cases reveal
the internal tensions of morphological change. Objects can be endlessly dismantled and
reassembled; they can resist; they can have their uniqueness dissolved through replication.
Scholars approach the plasticity of form from different angles, debating whether an object
becomes freer when its form begins to change, or whether it is simply bound by another kind of

force.
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Finally, once things have crossed oceans and changed form, entering the realm of collections,
their fate is no longer their own. The weight of meaning grows heavier. Historically, the
accumulation of meaning has often been one-sided, even violent. To collect is not to preserve, but
to reassign value. The Chumash basket hat in Chapter Nine is a case in point. Woven by a Native
Californian woman, it entered the British Museum with its maker’s name erased, classified as an
“anthropological specimen” serving Europe’s imagination of “primitive art”. The things form
remained, but its author had disappeared. In Chapter Eight, minerals, gems and artefacts are
displayed side by side, their natural and artificial origins deliberately blurred. Stripped of their
original functions, they no longer belong to any court ritual; instead, they serve a narrative of
imperial extraction. The Pacific carvings brought back by Cook’s expedition in Chapter Ten
underwent the most radical distortion. Sketched, copied and adapted, they were eventually
reduced to visual symbols of racial difference in British print culture. The voices of their makers
vanished entirely; all that remains are the patterns and shapes through which we might trace their
presence, however faintly.

Scholars examining objects in collections find that meaning is reassigned by collectors,
curators and interpreters, while makers are voiceless. This is both the limit of the book’s
methodology and the real question it opens up. When the threads of social life are broken, when
makers fall silent, all that material can leave behind are traces. How, then, do these traces tell
history? And more fundamentally, when we ask what stories objects tell, how do we also see the
people who have been obscured?

More than three hundred years later, we can still see this clay portrait from 1716. But the
maker who brought it into being, Amoy Chin Qua—beyond a name of uncertain spelling—what
else remains of him?This question runs through the book, and through this review. The
contribution of Material Cultures of the Global Eighteenth Century lies in moving things from the
background to the foreground of history. The clay portrait acquired new functions, Guangzhou
silks negotiated with patterns, the Chumash hat was re-signified—material forms changed,
meanings flowed, all intertwined within global networks. The book confirms that tracing the
itineraries of things can reveal reconfigurations of power, technological constraints, and the
violence of collecting. Yet, when things become the starting point of narrative, a more fundamental
question emerges: When will those who remain silent behind things step into the center of the
narrative? Amoy Chin Qua becomes voiceless; the Guangzhou weavers are entirely anonymous;
the Chumash weaver’s name was erased; the makers of Pacific carvings were reduced to racial
symbols. The more detailed the biographies of things, the fainter the traces of people. This is not a
limitation of this book alone, but the methodological boundary of thing-centered historical writing:
when objects become protagonists, are their makers inevitably relegated to the backdrop?

This review’s analysis of “agency” seeks to reveal the theoretical roots of this boundary.
When “agency” is broadly used to encompass multiple meanings, bearing meaning, negotiation

and resistance, the fundamental difference between things and people is blurred. The warning of
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“survivorship bias” further points out: the things that enter historical narratives are often those that
successfully circulated, were preserved, and were documented; while broken, sunken things, and
their anonymous makers, are excluded. Can the history of things also be the history of people?
This book does not answer this.

But masterpieces do not provide ultimate answers, but open up fields worth questioning. This
book shows that the itineraries of things can be the starting point for global historical narrative.
This review asks after that how do we approach the silent majority? This is not to relegate things
to the background, nor to replace them with people, but to see the vanished figures within the
traces of things. The clay portrait still stands in silence. It witnessed a history, but the one who
made it may still be waiting—waiting for us to see not only the thing, but the invisible hands
behind it. The next destination for global history writing lies there: at the end of the thing’s

journey, to find the traces of people.
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