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That Incomparable
Moravian

ne day in the late 1640s in Massachusefts, Cotton
o Mather, ever zealous to make Puriton New England

the cultural center of the New. World, noted in his
journal his disappointment that a certain “incomparable
Moravian” was not, after all, to become an American by
accepting the presidency of Harvard College:

That brave old man, Johannes Amos Comenius, the fame of

whose worth has been trumpeted as far as more than three lan-

guages could carry it, was indead agreed . . . fo come over to

MNew England, and illuminate their Celledge and Country, in the

duality of o Presiden), which was now become vacant. But the

solicitation of the Swedish Ambassader divarting him anether
way, that incomparable Moravian became not an American.

Who was this Johannes Amos Comenius? Why had his
fame as an educator spread all the way from Europe to
Mather’s Massachusetts Bay Colony?

Comenius was an educational reformer born in 1592 in
Moravia (now part of the Czech Republic). He became a cler-
gyman of the United Brethren, an evangelical Protestant reform
sect known popularly today as the Moravian church. At the
time of his consideration for the presidency of Harvard, he was
living in exile in Sweden. Indeed, the religious persecutions of
the Thirty Years’ War and its affermath had forced Comenius to
live most of his life away from his native Moravia.
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Despite this and the deprivations of war, Comenius
achieved fame throughout Europe as a reformer and writer of
innovative textbooks and other educational works. His Janua
Linguarum Reserata (“The Gate of Language Unlocked”) was
a Latin language textbook that taught a basic vocabulary of
eight thousand carefully selected words and the principal
points of Latin grammar. The instructional strategy of the
Janua consisted of Latin sentences about a variety of topics,
forming a kind of encyclopedia of basic human knowledge of
that time. Comenius also argued that the teaching of lan-
guages should be divided into stages parallel to four human
developmental stages. For this insight Piaget acknowledged
Comenius as a forerunner of genetic psychology.® The Janua
became one of the great pedagogical best-sellers of all time,

°Jean Piaget, J. A. Comenius: Pages Choisies (Paris: UNESCO, 1957).
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and it influenced, wittingly or unwittingly, virtually all later
scholars of language instruction.

Comenius was also one of the earliest (and certainly the
most renowned) champions of what we call visual literacy and
visual education. The last fourteen years of his life were spent
in Amsterdam, from where he oversaw the publication in
1657 of the work for which he is today best known and on
which he had been working for years: Orbis Sensualium Pictus
(“The Visible World Pictured"”).

Orbis Sensualium Pictus was the first illustrated textbook
specifically designed for use by children in an instructional set-
ting. (It was not the first children’s picture book. The English
printer Caxton, for example, had produced an illustrated edi-
tion of Aesop's Fables as early as 1484.) The design and illus-
trations of Comenius’s text were expressly intended to enhance
learning. The 150 woodcut drawings were learning and
teaching devices, not mere decorations. The text embodied
the application of educational theories espoused by the author
over a period of forty years. It is interesting to note, for exam-
ple, that Comenius chose Aristotle’s observation “Nihil est in
intellectu, quod non prius fuit in sensu” (“There is nothing in
the mind which was not first in the senses”) to adorn his fitle
page. The primacy of this principle has been supported
increasingly by modern psychological research.
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Orbis Sensualium Pictus is truly remarkable for having incor-
porated, more than three hundred years ago, so many educa-
tional concepts that seem thoroughly modern. Underlying
Comenius’s use of visuals was a theory of perception based on
the idea that we learn through our senses and that this learning
imprints a mental image that leads to understanding. A real
object is preferable for this process, but visuals may be used in
the learning environment as substitutes for the real thing.

The design and illustrations of Orbis Sensualium Pictus, the
author tells us in his preface, were intended “to entice witty
children to it, that they may not conceit a torment to be in the
school, but dainty fare. For it is apparent, that children (even
from their infancy almost) are delighted with pictures, and will-
ingly please their eyes with these sights.” His pedagogical aim
was thot children “may be furnished with the knowledge of the
prime things that are in the world, by sport and merry pas-
time.”

The idea that fearning should be a “merry pastime” rather
than a burdensome chore is startlingly modern. Indeed, cen-
turies were to pass before this basic educational philosophy
became what it is today-the common wisdom. Aptly called
“that incomparable Moravian” in his own time, Johannes
Amos Comenius may still be called so in ours. A
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