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The New Bedford Whaling Museum Presents 
Sailor’s Valentines: Maritime Art from the Heart 

New Exhibition Features Intricate Mosaics Made of Shells Arranged as 
Tokens of Affection 

  

NEW BEDFORD, MA (June 15, 
2026) The New Bedford 
Whaling Museum (NBWM) 
opens Sailor’s Valentines: 
Maritime Art from the Heart on 
Friday, June 19. The exhibition 
features shellwork mosaics, 
known as “sailor’s valentines,” 
made with colorful shells 
arranged in intricate patterns 
inside octagonal wooden boxes, 
often incorporating hearts, 
flowers, anchors, compass 
roses, and romantic messages. 

Also included in the exhibition is a collection of photographs, books, and 
ephemera that relate to shell collecting and this folk art medium. Sailor’s 
Valentines will be on view at NBWM through November 8. 
 
“Artworks made with shells show an appreciation of nature and intricate 



craftsmanship,” said Naomi Slipp, Douglas and Cynthia Crocker Endowed 
Chair for the Chief Curator & Director of Museum Learning. “These unique 
sentimental maritime souvenirs from the 1800s serve as an important marker of 
a historical female art form, reflecting the artistic traditions, domestic skills, and 
economic roles of the time, especially for Caribbean women of color.” 
 
Created between 1830 and 1890, Sailor’s Valentines were not made by sailors 
at sea, as their name suggests, but instead reflect the artistic handwork of 
Barbadian women. Made for the tourist trade using locally sourced shells, 
sailors often bought these on stopovers in the Atlantic during their return 
journey home. Their popularity coincided with the rise of conchology, amateur 
shell collecting, and seaside tourism. 
 
The craft underwent a revival in the 1950s and 1960s and inspired a creative 
folk art form that continues today. American artists and collectors, including 
Evelyn Way Kendall, Ralph and Martha Cahoon, and Bernard “Bernie” 
Woodman, embraced and expanded the tradition, while contemporary artists 
like Sandi Blanda and Duke Riley continue to reinterpret the form. Riley 
repurposes plastic trash from East Coast beaches in his valentines to address 
environmental pollution and marine waste.  
 
This exhibition of approximately 50 works of art brings together historical items 
from the NBWM collection, loans from private collections, and modern 
examples of the art form from the Cahoon Museum of American Art. The exhibit 
was curated, in part, by Leeann Ream, Curator at the Cahoon Museum of 
American Art. It is supported by the William M. Wood Foundation, Dave and 
Marilyn Ferkinhoff, and the Boston Marine Society.  
 
Image credit: Ralph Cahoon (1910-1982) and Bernard Woodman (1920-
1986), Dancing by the Sea, c.1979. Oil on Masonite, wood, seashells, glass, 29 
x 29 x 4 inches, Collection of the Cahoon Museum of American Art 2002.5. 
 
High-resolution images available HERE.  

https://us.list-manage.com/wnj3HiPuOxM?e=4c3362b93c&c2id=6bd902895330f9b1ba553ff9a6ec038d


 

 
About the New Bedford Whaling Museum 
Founded as the Old Dartmouth Historical Society in 1903 and known as the 
New Bedford Whaling Museum, the Museum’s mission is to ignite learning 
through explorations of art, history, science and culture, rooted in the stories of 
people, the region and an international seaport. As the region’s historical 
society, NBWM documents and shares the diverse stories of this vibrant 
maritime region and its people, both bygone and current. 
  
The New Bedford Whaling Museum is the leading cultural institution in the 
region, reaching 190,000 visitors in New Bedford and through traveling 
exhibitions annually. Accessible by the South Coast Rail service and with easy 
parking one block from the front entrance, the Museum is located at 18 Johnny 
Cake Hill in the heart of the city's historic downtown. The Museum is open 
seven days a week from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., and is free from 4 p.m. to 7 p.m. 
every second Thursday of the month for AHA! Nights. Admission is free for 
Museum members; adults $24, seniors (65+) $22, youth $18.For more 
information, visit www.whalingmuseum.org  

                                                                           
For media inquiries, please contact:  
  
Kristen Levesque 
Kristen Levesque Public Relations 
kristen@kristenlevesquepr.com 
207-329-3090  
 
Mary Agnew 
MMkeithma@gmail.com 
617) 512-7489 
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