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The Object in a Book

The Object in a Book

This is a book about the Bilder-Akademie fuer die Ju-
gend of Johann Siegmund Stoy, an eighteenth-century
Nuremberg pastor turned pedagogical entrepreneur.
This picture encyclopedia lived up to its name: each of
its fifty-four sheets of copperplate engravings contained
nine separate images, for a grand total of 468 pictures.
The central field always featured a Biblical story, while
the encircling ones addressed such themes as secular his-
tory, nature, occupations, mythology, and moral lessons,
with each image supposedly reflecting some aspect of
the central image. With these lavish engravings came
supplemental volumes of brief explanatory texts, often
drawn largely or even verbatim from other elementary
or encyclopedic works. Most intriguingly, after first be-
ing sold as entire sheets, the pictures were separated into
468 cards, a set that came complete with an organizing
box whose nine compartments corresponded to the nine
sections on each page. The individual cards could thus be
taken out, handled, reorganized, and replaced.

Anke te Heesen advances two reasons for her micro-
historical study of this object. First, that there is nothing

special about Stoy’s Bilder-Akademie. This turns out to
be a good thing, because it allows her to use the picture
encyclopedia as “an epitome of the Enlightenment” (p.
6), illustrating some of the basic pedagogical principles
and practices of this crucial period in the history of edu-
cation, when new theories of psychological development,
rising standards of living, and the increasing prominence
and self-confidence of the Buergertum created unprece-
dented interest (and opportunities for indulging that in-
terest) in the formative possibilities of childhood. Sec-
ond, te Heesen asks, if Stoy’s work is representative of
Enlightenment culture, whywere the original engravings
“transferred into a box?” (p. 8). What did the box con-
tribute to the pedagogical mission of the work, and what
does this development signal about the relationship be-
tween intellectual and material culture in the Enlighten-
ment?

The World in a Box proceeds to establish these points
carefully, methodically, and, in the end, persuasively.
In the first section, “Book,” te Heesen sketches the bi-
ographies of the book and its author and places them
in the context of their peers, which more than ade-
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quately demonstrates their embeddedness within the tra-
ditions of children’s encyclopedic literature and within
eighteenth-century culture. (Stoy even suffers from the
quintessential ailment of the period, namely hypochon-
dria.) While this conclusion is hardly surprising, its
demonstration gives te Heesen an opportunity to intro-
duce readers to the world of eighteenth-century ped-
agogy; Comenius and Basedow make appearances, as
do sensational psychology, the history of toys, and the
Encyclopedie. Specialists in these individual fields may
find themselves nodding at some points and quibbling
about others, but most everyone will learn something
new about the eighteenth century from this collection
of information. This reader, for example, gained a real
sense of the economic landscape of Enlightenment pub-
lishing in the important, but not central, city of Nurem-
berg. Te Heesen’s approach does sometimes leave the
individual components of her descriptions unconnected
to each other or to the book’s larger narrative. Stoy’s
hypochondria, for example, prompts a discussion of the
link between the rise of this imaginary malady and the
decline of (imaginary) witchcraft, not an examination of
its relationship to the medical illustrations in his work.

The pictures take center stage in the second sec-
tion, “Image,” which analyzes their pedagogical role. Te
Heesen again considers Stoy as part of a larger histori-
cal phenomenon, in this case, a tradition of educational
images that stretches back to medieval stained glass win-
dows. However, te Heesen then begins to offer origi-
nal interpretations based on detailed examinations of the
images in the Bilder-Akademie: where they came from
(many were copied from other sources), how they were
changed, and howwell they transmitted information and
ideas by themselves and in conjunction with the accom-
panying texts. The value of this narrow focus is evident
in te Heesen’s ability to trace the disjunctures and com-
peting elements in the picture encyclopedia. One Biblical
image, for example, is altered to focusmore on the human
element in the story, while another emphasizes the role
of sudden, divine providence even more than its original
source. The refreshing conclusion, therefore, is that the
Bilder-Akademie “failed” in certain signal respects, a view
supported not only through te Heesen’s own reading of
these images, but through quotations from contemporary
reviews. In particular, Stoy’s reliance on older traditions
of Biblical imagery and emblematics is revealed as out-
dated, confusing readers rather thanworking in harmony
with the text and the larger purpose of the work. In the
end, knowledge and morality could not be harmoniously
fused in late eighteenth-century Germany.

However inadequately fulfilled, Stoy’s larger purpose
was to valorize man’s role in Creation: Creation is the
work of God made for the benefit of man and under his
control. And not just any man but, as te Heesen argues
in the second part of the “Images” section, the upright,
sober, rational Buerger. Through the gestural program
of the pictures, proper behavior, centered on restraint,
was supposed to be idealized and transmitted. Again, this
strategy was imperfectly realized, and the resulting “het-
erogeneity in the pictorial effect” (p. 126) meant that the
picture plates in both content and form teetered on the
edge of uselessness.

What happened when these images were transferred
into the box is examined in the final section, “Box.” This
material change, which made order tangible as well as
visible, was the culmination of the Enlightenment educa-
tional project. The metaphysical and physical properties
of the compartmentalized box, which te Heesen traces
from its origin in printers’ typesetting boxes through cab-
inets of curiosities and merchants’ sample boxes, pro-
vided the training for the idealized Buergertum that the
picture encyclopedia in its original form was unable to
achieve. Substantiating this claim through comparisons
with Enlightenment mnemonic theory, the encourage-
ment of children’s collecting by leading pedagogues, and
the psychological effects of the haptic (tactile) sense, te
Heesen gives the box an active role in the shaping of
modern forms of knowledge.

If there is an overall argument in this book, it is that
the box solves the problems that the page could not.
And yet, as te Heesen briefly acknowledges at the end,
many of the original problems (the small, cluttered im-
ages, the inconsistencies in depiction) still remained; the
box could not create perfect order. While the sections
on “Image” and “Box” sometimes work at cross-purposes,
their individual contributions to the history of ideas and
their dissemination are powerful and thought-provoking.
Te Heesen demonstrates both the difficulties of realizing
ideal (pedagogical) programs and the importance of man-
ufacturedmaterial culture in these endeavors, suggesting
howmuch can be drawn from a nuanced study of a single
object. If she had continued to discuss the box’s failure, te
Heesen could have perhaps advanced our understanding
of the frailties and tensions of late Enlightenment culture
and the anxieties of Buergerlichkeit even further.

As a material artifact, The World in a Box is itself
handsomely constructed, with generous allocations for
plates and for a state-of-the-art appendix on the “Bib-
liographic Record of the Picture Academy.” Although
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its contents are somewhat fragmented, this book (like a
box), fits everything in eventually, with one signal excep-
tion: despite many references to the rise of pedagogical
entrepreneurs, the development of new products, and the
growing influence of mercantile and consumer culture
(including te Heesen’s insight that collections involved
the ordering of private property), no section examines
the Bilder-Akademie as an artifact of capitalism.

This, then, is less a book about eighteenth-century
pedagogy (although it does serve as a genial introduc-
tion to this topic) than a contribution to the history of
ideas and the history of material culture. It performs a
valuable service to both fields in sensitively examining a

distinctly middle-brow object, which was subject to due
recognition in its time and undue obscurity since. In ad-
dition to specialists in these fields,TheWorld in a Box will
be of interest to graduate students and advanced under-
graduates as a model of an object history.
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