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Anne MAriss, ‘A World of New Things’: Praktiken der Naturgeschichte
bei Johann Reinhold Forster, Campus Historische studien, 72 (Frank -
furt am Main: Campus, 2015), 459 pp. isBn 978 3 593 50477 3. €56.00
(Paperback)

it is noteworthy when a book’s argument is based on such diverse
eighteenth-century examples as europeans who drew lines in the
sand on the island of Tanna to claim control over Pacific commercial
exchange; a missionary’s need for books in the southern indian town
of Tranquebar; and the display of Asian plant seeds in the German
city of Halle. These historical case studies are interlinked because of
the biographical complexity of the book’s historical protagonist,
Johann reinhold Forster, on the one hand, and the author’s method-
ological claim for writing a global history of enlightenment knowl-
edge on the other. By combining the richness of historical case stud-
ies with a deep commitment to methodological reflectivity, Tübingen
historian Anne Mariss presents a highly readable book on the histo-
ry of science that will be of interest to a wider, non German-speaking
readership.

The author explores how the men involved in James Cook’s sec-
ond voyage (1772–5) encountered ‘a world of new things’, as Forster,
a German natural scientist and member of Cook’s crew, enthusiasti-
cally wrote to the english scholar Thomas Pennant. Mariss approach-
es enlightenment naturalist scholarship by examining the actual
practices that shaped the production of eighteenth-century knowl-
edge. in line with recent research on the production of knowledge,
she posits that enlightenment natural history emerged from the glob-
al exchange of information and objects. Given that current research -
ers’ claims for global history often fall short of their achievements, A
World of New Things is a remarkable contribution to recent debates on
global/local history and the production of science. Knowledge about
nature, Mariss argues, was the product of various and interrelated
spaces of encounter, such as ships, universities, and the republic of
letters, all of which shaped the scientific community’s social bound-
aries. This approach challenges historians’ understanding of the cen-
tres and peripheries of the enlightenment world by drawing our
attention to networks. The exchange of things, Mariss claims, stimu -
lated new approaches to object-centred research in the late eighteenth
century. The author thereby emphasizes the impact of artefacts, texts,
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and images on the production of knowledge through pro cesses of
negotiation, translation, and transfer. These processes turn ed the
production and conservation of enlightenment science into a fragile
material and sensory enterprise.

The book begins with a biographical sketch of Forster, a global
agent as well as a networker across europe generally and between
Germany and england in particular (ch. 2). By situating Forster with-
in a scientific community, Mariss stresses that eighteenth-century
scholarly disputes affected his reputation and caused historiograph-
ical lacunae. While plenty of research focuses on Forster’s son, Georg,
a naturalist in his own right, a prominent enlightenment writer, and,
later on, an ardent supporter of the French revolution, Johann rein -
hold’s biography and work are widely forgotten. This is even more
surprising in light of the large number of available sources. Mariss
draws on journals, diaries, treatises, and correspondences to show
that the Forsters’ natural history was teamwork practised by father
and son as early as their 1765 russian journey. Draw ing on hand-
written and printed sources from Johann rein hold’s time in
Warrington and Halle, where he taught at the Dis sen ter’s College
and university, Mariss then outlines Forster’s conceptual approach to
natural history (ch. 3). An empirical examination of nature, Forster
believed, was essential to understanding God’s creation and promot-
ing human progress. Over decades, Forster contributed actively to
contemporary scientific debates on topics ranging from biblical ex -
planations for the presence of fossils to the impact of fire and water
on the geological development of the world. He knew how to play
the social game of science, manoeuvring between discourses, clien-
tele and pa tron s of various nationalities, and how to criticize or incor-
porate scientific positions.

in chapter 4, the book’s core and greatest strength, Mariss exam-
ines Cook’s ship as a diverse social space that shaped the local pro-
duction and global circulation of knowledge. in a thorough analysis
of Forster’s ships journal, Mariss reconstructs natural history as a
shared enterprise performed not only by the scientists but also by
other members of the crew and by the indigenes whom the travellers
encountered. sailors and Polynesians, who participated in the net-
works of circulating objects through their maritime, linguistic, and
local knowledge, cooperated, competed, and came into conflict with
travelling scientists. However, the scientists’ scholarly descriptions of



the voyage and their publications silenced these actors’ contributions
to the production of enlightenment knowledge.

Mariss similarly defines the politics of plant classification as part
of the europeans’ global ‘bioprospecting’ efforts. When Forster con-
sulted his copies of linnaeus and Buffon, Mariss argues, he decon-
textualized local botanical knowledge and represented it in accor-
dance with european discourses. These discourses drew the bound-
aries of both the legitimacy of knowledge and the acceptance of peo-
ple’s ability to participate in a scientific community. The author’s
reconstruction of Forster’s book holdings during the voyage is a fur-
ther merit of the study. later in the same chapter Mariss examines
the mobility of natural artefacts. since their material fragility endan-
gered the epistemic status of knowledge, the dissection and depiction
of animals and natural objects were common means of preserving,
constituting, and mobilizing natural historians’ knowledge. such
taxidermic and visual practices not only represented knowledge but
also shaped its production through aesthetic idealization.

Finally, chapter 5 connects the world of global mobility with Halle,
where Forster was appointed to the university’s chair of natural his-
tory in 1779. Mariss shows that this German university was by no
means a static entity, but a vivid agent of eighteenth-century global
botany. The botanical garden and natural cabinets, both symbols of
the university’s enlightened ideal of education, enabled object-cen-
tred teaching and represented academic prestige. Forster ensured the
supply of natural artefacts through his active correspondence and the
mutual exchange of goods with the Danish–Hallensian mission in
Tranquebar, india. Professors’ households were also places of shared
work in the production of knowledge. They provided space for the
division of labour and the exchange of ideas between scholars and
students, wives, children, and servants. such teamwork, however,
not only mirrored the global reach of their networks but also reflect-
ed social inequality in forms of collaboration and sociability. One
wonders, therefore, about the absence of sources that might indicate
the contribution that Forster’s daughter made to her father’s natural
science enterprises. is the absence of Antonia, who even travelled to
surinam, really due to Forster’s disapproval of her ‘independent’
lifestyle, as Mariss suggests, or is it the result of the silencing logics
of the textual production of male and enlightenment scientific
knowledge?
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By connecting Forster’s global travels with his local institution,
Mariss also provides broader conclusions about academic cultures
and scientific paradigms. The academic institutionalization of natu-
ral history led to its differentiation into a variety of disciplines. Yet
Mariss further argues that the availability of natural artefacts, which
were classified, sorted, and ready to be compared with each other in
european cabinets, enabled the emergence of the nineteenth-century
scientific evolutionary paradigm. Though one might wish for a more
detailed discussion of this observation, A World of New Things is a
central contribution to the history of enlightenment science. Mariss
demonstrates that enlightened knowledge was not simply a product
of reason, but of visual, material, and tactile experiences. eighteenth-
century scientists shared a fascination for nature, which was also the
product of passionate competition in hunting for and collecting natu-
ral artefacts that was shared by various protagonists of a wider Faszi -
n ations gemeinschaft (Martin Mulsow). The representation of knowl-
edge, however, silenced a variety of mainly non-european, non-male,
and non-academic protagonists who participated in its production
through the exchange of plants, animals, minerals, and other natural
items.

The book’s argument would have benefited from a thorough
material examination of some of the objects collected during Cook’s
voyages. A study of these artefacts, which are today exhibited in
museums worldwide, would promote an object-centred dialogue
between historians, museologists, and anthropologists that could fur-
ther challenge the social logics of enlightenment science. such re -
search, for instance, could outline the extent to which the european
scientists’ practices relied on Pacific cosmopolitanism (nicholas
Thomas), that is, the exchange of objects and mobility of protagonists
in non-european encounters and networks. in fact, this is only one
way that Mariss’s study could stimulate future research. Her book
rehabilitates the work of Johann reinhold Forster and prompts his-
torians to continue rethinking the global connectedness of enlighten -
ment science as well as its local contexts. There was no linear increase
in knowledge, but natural science was the product of the global
dynamics of knowledge, the precarious mobility of artefacts, and the
contingency and conflicts of history.
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