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I n t r oduc t ion

Revisiting Alexander 
von Humboldt

as a globetrotting natur a list, multifaceted 
scientist, and international celebrity, Alexander von Hum-
boldt (1769–1859) left a deep mark on his contemporaries 
and succeeding generations. They admired his passion for 
traveling extensively in Europe as well as to the Americas 
and Central Asia, crawling down mine shafts, climbing up 
volcanic mountains, and tirelessly investigating every
thing he encountered. The breadth of his interests, rang-
ing from botany and geology to history and languages, has 
impressed people worldwide for two centuries. Hum-
boldt’s ideal of viewing nature as a ‘whole,’ interconnected 
with human society, has never lost its appeal, and it has 
drawn renewed attention in our time. For these and other 
reasons, which will surface in the succeeding chapters, 
Humboldt exerts an enduring fascination to this day.

This book provides a concise biography of Alexander von 
Humboldt and offers a compact guide to understanding 
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his sprawling oeuvre. It introduces readers to the different 
stages of Humboldt’s life and their historical circum-
stances, while illuminating the origins and trajectories of 
his scientific interests. The astonishing stream of publica-
tions that poured from his pen and their intentions deserve 
explaining, too, especially since Humboldt cultivated 
scholarly writing as a way of life.

Such a succinct overview already reveals some pecu-
liarities of Humboldt’s persona and thinking that may at 
first seem paradoxical. Many contemporaries regarded 
Humboldt as the most distinguished scholar of his time. 
But he never acquired an academic degree, taught at a 
university, or left us with a single game-changing discov-
ery. The ‘gentleman scientist’ Humboldt made his most 
spectacular journeys under the protection of authoritar-
ian regimes. Still, he fiercely protected his independence 
and became a critic of slavery and despotism. His ap-
proach to nature and society bore a Prussian and European 
imprint. Yet Humboldt repudiated nationalism and was 
influenced by non-European sources. He sent and re-
ceived tens of thousands of letters and sought publicity 
like few scientists before him. Nonetheless, the ubiqui-
tous savant closely guarded his privacy.

This biography expands on all these aspects while sub-
jecting Humboldt to today’s questions, inquiring into his 
scientific practices, social contexts, and networks of 
knowledge. It refrains from taking Humboldt out of his 
epoch and portraying him as a singular intellect way ahead 
of his time. Such heroizing tendencies have gained mo-
mentum in recent years, often catapulting Humboldt 
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straight into the postmodern age. By contrast, my narrative 
does not ascribe achievements to this Prussian nobleman 
that cannot be substantiated or that he explicitly distanced 
himself from. Humboldt was not a revolutionary and pre-
Darwinian advocate of evolutionary theory, nor did he 
‘invent nature.’ The pendulum occasionally swings to the 
other extreme and reduces Humboldt to someone who 
saw non-European worlds primarily with ‘imperial eyes.’ 
Viewing him through a refined biographical lens avoids 
both mystification and vilification.1 I want to suggest a 
more nuanced interpretation, portraying a multifaceted 
Humboldt whose thinking defies simple formulas.

First, Alexander von Humboldt did not fall out of the 
sky or emerge from a void. In every regard, he was a child 
of his times; the historical context matters. Humboldt’s 
thinking was intertwined with practical and economic 
considerations, which audiences fascinated by his grand 
ideas have tended to underestimate. He also had to 
contend with political expectations. While extravagantly 
talented and attracting many admirers, he had many in-
fluential predecessors and collaborators. His abilities 
needed a conducive environment and support from 
others to come to fruition. Humboldt operated within a 
wide range of social relations. Exchange with his brother 
Wilhelm was a constant in his biography. From this van-
tage point, Humboldt becomes even more interesting 
historically. This also means taking seriously his Prussian 
and European experiences before sailing to America in 
1799 and not reducing them to a prelude to his famous 
journey.
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Second, Humboldt certainly emerges from the follow-
ing chapters as an impressive polymath who embraced 
science and continuous research as his calling. Yet he was 
a complex personality. This biography focuses in a novel 
way on Humboldt as a human being, a mensch. That, too, 
matters for how we interpret his research and writing. 
More than just an intellectual, Humboldt was a sensitive 
and emotional man with a strong sensual streak, keenly 
aware of his own desires and frustrations. These human and 
emotional features directly influenced how he assembled 
and analyzed knowledge. Humboldt’s science differed 
from the ideal type encapsulated in ‘Humboldtian Science,’ 
a term often used by historians of science.2 His was a 
very personal practice of knowledge production, devel-
oping over time. For quite a while, Humboldt’s science 
was rather experiential, marked by insecurities and sub-
jective impulses that made him deviate from an ideal of 
objectivity.

Finally, Alexander von Humboldt was a figure repre-
senting an epoch—glorification and criticism, old and 
new, aside. His biography brings into focus some of 
the far-reaching transformations that unfolded over the 
course of his long life span of almost ninety years. Born in 
1769, the same year as Napoleon, Humboldt lived from 
the eighteenth-century Enlightenment to the threshold of 
modern imperialism. He saw revolutions come and go in 
Europe and the Americas. Humboldt witnessed firsthand 
the ongoing enslavement of people but also the beginning 
of the end of slavery. He observed the collapse of the 
Spanish colonial empire, Napoleon’s rise and fall, and the 
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dawn of an industrial, technological age. A society that 
traveled by foot and on horseback, in coaches and on sail-
ing ships, became in his lifetime one of railroads and 
steamships, both of which he came to use. By the end, 
Humboldt was as familiar with the revolutionary technol-
ogy of telegraphic communication as he was with 
photography.

Humboldt recognized that trade, information, and 
human actions were becoming ever more closely intercon-
nected across borders. At the same time, he experienced 
the emergence of nation-states and political ideologies 
that imposed new borderlines, both inside and out. These 
new divisions confirmed him in his determination to build 
bridges between cultures even though he insisted on 
maintaining his independence. The effect, ironic as it may 
appear, was that Humboldt became a privileged insider in 
the many spaces he traversed while remaining an outsider. 
Humboldt set out to compare nature and cultures globally. 
For that reason, too, he had to wrestle with a dynamic that 
he himself exemplified. Information had accumulated so 
rapidly, and become so specialized, that it was impossible 
to take in the many bits and pieces in a single glance. An 
increasingly self-assertive civil society demanded that 
knowledge be made accessible for all social strata and con-
sumed in new formats. Humboldt’s later years thus saw 
the emergence of a novel popular science.

Humboldt embraced all these challenges. At times, he 
was daunted by the sheer scale and breadth of what he had 
set out to accomplish. In this respect, too, Alexander von 
Humboldt belongs squarely in an era that lived through a 
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“transformation of the world.”3 Like every individual from 
a bygone age, he retains an essential intransigence, not-
withstanding his present-day appeal. I have tried to capture 
something of the flavor of his voice by quoting extensively 
from his letters, diaries, and publications. The chapter titles 
use the words of Humboldt himself, mentioned in the text.

This expanded English-language edition differs in sev-
eral regards from the original one in German. A few de-
tails have been left out, and the introduction has been 
rewritten. Some sentences and passages have been added 
to clarify certain aspects. Two new maps and additional 
illustrations serve that purpose, too, and demonstrate the 
importance of Humboldt’s travels within Europe. This 
edition also contains endnotes, primarily concerned with 
documenting direct quotes. With few exceptions, these 
are translated directly by me from the German or French 
to stay as close to the original meaning as possible. The 
endnotes therefore reference first the original sources; for 
ease of access, they are followed by available English-
language translations, even if they differ slightly in word-
ing. The selected bibliography at the end concentrates on 
publications in English. The new “Guide to Sources and 
Further Reading” gives readers some orientation in the 
ocean of materials anyone interested in Alexander von 
Humboldt will need to navigate.
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Page numbers in italics indicate figures and tables.

Aachen, 18, 44, 105
abolitionism, 65
absolutism, 17, 28
academy of science: French, in 

Paris, 48; Prussian, in Berlin, 
88–89, 115, 144; Russian, in 
St. Petersburg, 124

Acapulco, 60, 78
aesthetics and aesthetic, 39, 76, 92, 

94–95, 116, 124, 140–41, 151
Africa, 47, 58, 63, 66, 95, 147, 153
Agassiz, Louis, 136
agriculture and agricultural, 64, 124
air: composition of, 31, 37, 86; 

quality, 91; sea, 62
Alexander von Humboldt Founda-

tion, 148
Algiers, 49
Alps, Alpine, 18, 42–43, 44, 45, 47, 

54, 73, 75, 87, 155
Altai Mountains, 120, 122, 125
Altenstein, Karl vom Stein zum, 114
amateurs, 118, 143
Amazon River, 54, 60, 69
America, 1, 19, 45, 49, 50, 51, 58–59, 

60, 63, 64, 65, 67, 79–80, 85, 90, 
94, 128, 131, 153

American journey (1799–1804), 
52–54, 58–80, 85, 98, 121, 123, 137

American Philosophical Society, 79
anatomy, anatomical studies, 17, 

40, 62
ancient cultures, 39, 132
Andes, 59, 69, 71–74, 76, 87, 92, 93, 

94, 156
animals, 12, 37, 40, 56, 63, 68, 70, 116
animal electricity. See electricity
Ansbach, 18, 30
Antilles, 45, 60, 64, 65
Antisana, volcano, 74
Aphorisms from the Chemical 

Physiology of Plants (Aphorismen 
aus der chemischen Physiologie der 
Pflanzen) (Humboldt), 25, 41, 155

Arago, François, 97
Araya Peninsula, 62
archaeology and archaeological, 16
architecture, 48, 78, 88, 114
archives, archival work, 54, 71, 101, 

132
Argentina, 109
aristocracy, 82, 84. See also nobility
Armenians, 123
Arnim, Bettina von, 136

I n de x
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art and artistic, 42, 53, 87, 91–92, 
103, 152

Asia, 1, 16, 95, 105, 120, 122, 126, 153, 
156

Asie centrale (Humboldt), 127, 157
associations, in natural history and 

science, 117–18
Astrakhan, 123
astronomy, astronomical observa-

tions, 49, 59, 106, 116, 119, 122, 141
Atlantic Ocean, 17, 44, 45, 51, 55, 

58–59, 60, 62, 63, 65, 70, 80, 81, 97, 
109–10, 123; coast, 94; travelers, 
61; world, 19

Atlas géographique et physique 
(Humboldt), 131, 156

atmosphere and atmospheric, 49, 
78–79, 126.; air quality, 91; 
composition of air, 31, 37, 86

Ataruipe, 77
Atures, 69, 95
audience, 3, 51, 84, 96, 99, 115, 143
Auerstedt, 89
Austria, 18, 28, 44, 47, 48, 50, 54, 

105, 113, 145, 155–56

Bahamas, 60, 79
Baltic region, Balts, 18, 32, 44, 120, 121
Banks, Joseph, 23, 106
Barcelona, 44, 49
Barnaul, 120, 122
barometer, 47, 69
basalt, 20–21, 61; Rhenish, 21, 21, 

54, 61
Basel, 18, 43, 44
Bauakademie, Berlin, 88
Baudin, Nicolas Thomas, 48, 71

Bavaria, 18, 30, 155
Bayreuth, 18, 30, 34
Beagle, ship, 137
Beer family, 137
Belgium, 22, 155
Bergakademie (Mining Academy) 

Freiberg, 25, 34, 155
Bergassessor (inspector of mines), 29
Berghaus, Heinrich, 141
Berlin, 7, 8, 9, 14, 18, 29, 32, 34, 44, 

72, 84, 87–88, 95, 97, 98, 106, 
112–15, 117–19, 125, 127–28, 130, 
132, 136–37, 139, 144

Berlinische Zeitung (newspaper), 147
Bern, 18, 43
Biedermeier, 113
Bildung, 13, 82–83
Bildungstrieb, 17, 36
biology, 140
Biot, Jean-Baptiste, 86, 106
Blumenbach, Johann Friedrich, 17, 

36, 133
Böckh, August, 132
body and bodily practices, 36–37, 

40, 74–75
Bogotá, 60, 71–72
Bohemia, 18, 32, 155
Bolívar, Simón, 97, 109, 133
Bolivia, 109
Bonpland, Aimé, 49, 51, 59, 61–62, 

67–72, 75, 77, 79, 86, 102
Bordeaux, 44, 81
borders, 5, 113, 130; Brazil, 69; 

Canadian, 80; Chinese, 122–23; 
Colombia, 59; Czech-Polish, 30; 
German-Czech, 31; German-
speaking lands, 34; Kingdom of 
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Poland, 32; political, 19, 59, 68, 
82, 107, 129; Prussia, 16

Borsig, August, 146
botanical gardens, 20, 55, 61, 118
botany, 1, 16, 25–26, 31, 59, 151.  

See also plants
Bougainville, Louis Antoine de, 49
Bouguer, Pierre, 54
Bourbon, dynasty and reforms, 50, 

65
bourgeoisie, bourgeois, 15. See also 

middle classes
Brazil, 60, 69
Breslau. See Wrocław
Bretagne, 106, 157
Bride of Messina (Friedrich Schiller),  

94
Bristol, Lord. See Hervey, Frederick 

Augustus, Earl of Bristol
Brussels, 128
Buch, Leopold von, 47, 87
Bülow, Gabriele von, 144
bureaucracy, 29
Bürgertum, 82. See also middle classes

Cajamarca, 60, 77
Calabozo, 60, 68
Caldas, Francisco José, 72
Callao, 60, 77
cameralism and cameralistic, 15, 

51, 62
Canada, 80
Canary Islands, 58, 61
Cancrin, Georg von, 119, 122, 125
Cannon, Susan Faye, 124
Cape Town, 125
Caracas, 60, 62, 63, 68, 97

Caribbean, 28, 45, 50, 58, 60, 63, 65, 
66, 71, 123, 147

Carlsbad Decrees, 113
carriage, 5, 19, 39, 114, 125
Cartagena, 60, 71
cartography. See maps
Casiquiare River, 69
Caspian Sea, 120, 123
Castile, 49
Catherine II, Empress of Russia, 123
Catholicism and Catholic Church, 

51, 66, 145
Cavendish, Henry, 23–24
caves: 62; botany of, 26
ceramics, 29
Chamisso, Adelbert von, 123
Chamonix, 45
Channel, English, 23, 44
Charles III, King of Spain, 50, 66
Charles IV, King of Spain, 50–51, 102
Charles X, King of France, 110, 128
chemistry, chemical processes, 24, 

25, 36, 139
Chicago, 149
childhood and children, 7, 10–12, 

88, 106, 138, 148
Chile, 109
Chimborazo, volcano, 60, 74, 75, 

94, 156
China, 122, 123
China tree, 76
Cholula (pyramid), 78
Cieza de León, Pedro, 72
Ciudad Bolívar, 60, 70
civil service, Prussian, 12, 39, 46
civil society, 5, 85, 113
classicism, 39, 40, 42, 47, 94
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classification, in the natural 
sciences, 25

climate, climate studies, 16, 43, 56, 
59, 106, 124, 125, 126. See also 
meteorology

coaches. See carriage
coffee, 64
Cologne, 18, 44, 135
Colomb. See Humboldt, Maria 

Elisabeth (née Colomb)
Colombia, 59, 71, 73, 100, 109, 156
colonialism, colonial society, 

49–50, 55, 63–65, 77, 106, 108, 
109, 151

Columbian Exchange, 63
Columbus, Christopher, 55, 131
communication, 5, 84–85, 98, 117, 

143, 153
comparison methodology, natural 

sciences and geography, 21, 24, 
54, 90, 95, 106, 122, 125

Condamine, Charles-Marie de la, 
54, 72

Confederation of the Rhine, 89
conservatism and conservative, 105, 

110, 113, 128, 134, 136, 143, 145
constitutions and constitutional, 

134, 143, 145
Cook, James, 22
correspondence, 2, 34, 80, 85, 110, 

119, 129–30, 138, 147, 159–61.  
See also letters

Cossacks, 121
Cosmos (Humboldt), 55, 95, 99, 116, 

127, 133, 140–42, 146–47, 157
Cosmos lectures, 55, 116–19, 140, 

141, 145, 157

Cotopaxi, volcano, 74, 94
Cotta, Johann Friedrich, 85, 133
Cotta Verlag (publishing house), 

85, 96, 142
cotton, 64
court. See royal court
Creole, 66, 72, 76
Critical Investigations into the His-

torical Development of Geograph
ical Knowledge Respecting the New 
World (Humboldt), 131, 132, 157

Cuba, 59, 60, 65, 70–71, 79, 99, 146, 
156, 157

Cuenca, 76
Cueva del Guácharo, 62
Cumaná, 60, 62, 63
currency, 119, 151
Cuvier, Georges, 49
Czech lands, 18, 30–31

Dacheröden, Caroline von, 12, 39, 
81, 92, 133

deforestation, 64
Daguerre, Louis, 133, 157
daguerreotypes. See photography
Darwin, Charles, 137–39, 141, 151,  

157
Defoe, Daniel, 45
Delaware River, 79, 80
democracy and democrats, 117, 143
demography and demographic 

studies, 61, 71, 80, 114
Denmark, 18, 44, 135, 157
Derbyshire, 23
diaries, 6, 37, 54, 61, 64, 66, 69–70, 

76, 100, 127, 160
diplomacy, 12, 33, 89, 112, 128, 155, 157
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Directory, French, 48
disciplines, scientific, 24, 139–40
dissection, of animals, 12, 36–37, 40
Dohm, Christian Wilhelm von, 13
Dorpat. See Tartu
dragon tree, 61
Droysen, Johann Gustav, 132
du Bois-Reymond, Emil, 140
Düsseldorf, 18, 19

earthquakes, 62, 74
East India Company, 105
ecology/ecological, 55, 107, 116; 

awareness, 151; balance, 67; 
costs, 63; understanding, 72

economy and economic thinking, 
3, 13, 15, 61, 139; colonial, 64; 
Cuba, 108; domestic, 8, 29, 50; 
Europe, 113; exploitation, 51; 
Franconia, 30; freedom, 46; 
Germany, 15; global, 13; indepen-
dence, 26; Mexico, 101; national, 
13, 24; New Spain, 80; political, 
101; Prussia, 64; Russian 
Empire, 119, 123

Ecuador, 59, 72, 73, 77, 109, 156
education, 12–13, 15, 26; access to, 

66, 83; idea of Bildung, 83; 
mining, 25; policy, 114; reform-
ing, 104; scientific, 117–18, 139, 143

educational reforms, 10, 104.  
See also Bildung

Egypt and Egyptology, 48, 128, 129
Ehrenberg, Christian Gottfried, 121
electricity and electrical impulses: 

animal, 36–37, 68, 116; electro-
magnetism, 97; machine, 68

emancipation of Jews, 13
empiricism and empirical research, 

57, 91, 140
emotions, 4, 10–11, 23, 34, 35, 37, 53, 89
Engel, Johann Jakob, 13
England, 7, 22, 28, 30, 155
Enlightenment, 4, 13; Age of, 20; 

Berlin, 14, 84; European, 17, 64
enslavement, enslaved people.  

See slavery
environment and environmental 

conditions, 3, 37, 62, 72, 152
Epicharmus, 41
epistemology, 38, 57, 151
Essay on the Geography of Plants 

(Humboldt), 84, 90, 93, 95, 98, 
99, 156

ethnic groups, 23, 66, 123
ethnogeographic survey, 101
ethnology and ethnological, 61, 110, 

123, 125, 152
Europe, European, 1, 7–8, 14, 16,  

19, 30, 34, 44, 53, 54, 56, 59, 62, 
64, 70–72, 76–77, 79–80, 81, 84, 
97, 102, 109, 153

Evolution and evolutionary theory, 
137–38, 141–142

exotic, 45, 73
expeditions, 16, 45, 48, 50, 54, 59, 

69, 126, 147. See also travels
experiments, 15, 17, 24, 29, 31, 36–38, 

40, 47, 52, 57, 68, 74, 79, 86
Experiments on Stimulated Muscle 

and Nerve Fiber (Versuche über 
die gereizte Muskel- und Nerven-
faser) (Humboldt), 37, 38, 45–46, 
68, 156
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father. See Humboldt, Alexander 
Georg von

feelings. See emotions
feudal order, 103
Fichtel Mountains, 18, 31, 32
Florae Fribergensis (Humboldt), 25, 

41, 155
Florida, 45, 50, 60
Forster, Georg, 22, 23, 24, 45, 55, 92, 

94, 106, 123, 137, 155
Fragments on the Geology and 

Climatology of Asia (Hum-
boldt), 125, 126, 146, 157

France, 7, 8, 22, 24, 28, 49, 80, 84, 
87, 89–90, 110, 155, 156

Franconia, 18, 31, 32, 33, 45, 53–54, 
71, 104, 132, 155

Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, 129
Frankfurt/Main, 18, 44, 145
Frankfurt/Oder, 18, 26, 34, 44, 155
Franklin, Benjamin, 79
Frederick II (“the Great”), king in 

Prussia, 7, 8, 30, 35
Frederick William III, King of 

Prussia, 87, 103, 105, 113, 127, 128, 
130, 134, 156

Frederick William IV, King of 
Prussia, 134–36, 144–45, 157

Freiberg (Saxony), 25, 26, 34, 47, 
71, 78, 87, 90, 155

Freiesleben, Johann Carl, 34, 43, 80
Friedländer, family, 15
Friedrichstadt (Berlin), 9
friendships, 16, 35–36, 53, 96

Galapagos Islands, 78
Gallatin, Albert, 110

Galvani, Luigi, 36, 37
galvanism and galvanic experiments, 

36–37, 40, 68, 74–76, 91
gas, 24, 32, 47, 114
Gauss, Carl Friedrich, 118
Gay-Lussac, Joseph Louis, 86, 87, 91
Geneva, 43, 44
gentleman scientist, 2, 138
geognosy, 25. See also geology
geography, 11, 13, 23, 56, 59, 101, 126, 

138. See also geography of plants; 
profiles

geography of plants, 56, 84, 90–92, 
93, 96

geology and geological, 1, 25, 31, 43, 
47, 73–74, 78, 87, 91, 116, 125, 138, 
141, 157

geomagnetism, 77, 86, 124, 122, 124, 
125, 146, 149. See also magnetism

geopolitics, 67
Georgians, 123
German Confederation, 113, 145
German National Assembly 

(1848–49), 145
Germany, German-speaking lands, 

24, 34, 82, 84–85, 87–88, 99–103, 
105, 117, 121, 127, 145, 148–49

Geuns, Steven Jan van, 19, 20, 155
Giant’s Causeway, 21
Giessen, 139
global and globalization, 5, 7, 13, 22, 

49–50, 53, 54, 106, 148–49, 151–53
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 27, 

38–40, 42, 43, 46, 55, 85, 91, 92, 
96, 103, 125, 133, 157

gold, 62, 122
Goldkronach, 18, 31, 33
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Göttingen, 16–17, 18, 19, 22, 44, 110, 
132, 155

Great Britain, 49, 50, 89, 125.  
See also England

Greek culture, 41
Guácharo, 62
Guanajuato, 60, 78
guano, 150
Guayaquil, 60, 77
Guizot, François, 130
Gulf of Mexico, 58, 60, 79

Habsburg monarchy, 47
Haeften, Reinhard von, 33–34, 42, 

45–46
Haenke, Thaddäus, 55, 91
Haiti, 65
Halske, Johann Georg, 146
Hamburg, 16, 24, 44, 155
Handelsakademie (Trade 

Academy) Hamburg, 24, 155
Hardenberg, Karl August von, 

32–33, 42, 103, 104
Harvard. See universities
Haskalah, 14
Havana, 60, 70, 79
Heidelberg, 18, 19
Heine, Heinrich, 129
Helgoland, 18
Helmholtz, Hermann von, 140
Hermann and Dorothea (Goethe), 27
heroism and heroicizing, 2, 109, 

124, 149
Herschel, William, 106
Hervey, Frederick Augustus, Earl 

of Bristol, 48
Herz, Henriette, 14, 15, 88

Herz, Marcus, 15
Hesse, 119
Heyne, Christian Gottlob, 132
Heynitz, Friedrich von, 29
Hildebrandt, Eduard, 136
Himalayas, mountains, 90, 119, 125, 

126, 127
Hispaniola. See Haiti
Historicism. See history
history, as a field of study, 48, 61, 132
Hittorff, Jakob Ignaz, 129
Holwede, Friedrich Ernst von, 9
Holwede, Heinrich von, 10
Holy Alliance, 113
Holy Roman Empire, 19, 28, 30, 82, 

89, 113
Holy See (Vatican), 87
homosexuality and homoeroticism, 

12, 34–36, 96
Honda, 60, 71
Horen (The Horae), journal edited 

by Schiller, 40, 42, 155
Houdetot, Frédéric Christophe de, 

83
Huguenot, 8
Humboldt, Alexander Georg von, 

9, 11, 128, 155
Humboldt, Caroline von.  

See Dacheröden, Caroline von
Humboldt Current, 77
Humboldtian Science, 4, 38, 97–98, 

100, 124
Humboldt, Maria Elisabeth (née 

Colomb), 8, 9, 11, 35, 46, 155
Humboldt’s science, 4, 38, 52–57, 

67, 74, 86, 97–99, 100, 124, 152
Humboldt societies and festivals, 143
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Humboldt, Wilhelm von, 3, 9–12, 
15, 39, 42, 43, 47, 52, 56–57, 66, 77, 
87, 92, 94, 104–6, 111, 112, 114, 132, 
133; death of, 9, 157; memorial 
to, 149

hypotheses, 37, 57, 73

Ibarra, 60, 72
idealism, philosophical, 91, 140
illness, 8, 45, 138
illustrations, 6, 94, 99, 102, 191–92
imperialism, 4
independence, national, 102, 109, 128
India, 70, 105, 119, 123, 126
Indian Ocean, 45
Indians. See indigenous population
indigenous knowledge, 67
indigenous population, 63, 65–67, 123
industrialization and Industrial 

Revolution, 5, 28, 114, 134
inheritance, 9, 46
Institut National des Sciences et 

des Arts Paris, 48, 86, 97
instruments, scientific, 19, 47–49, 

53, 72, 76
“interaction of all forces”, 57, 140
Ireland, 21, 44
Irtysh River, 120, 122
isothermal lines, 107, 107, 124, 126, 

149
Italy, Italian territories, 36, 37, 43, 

45, 106, 156
Izaccíhuatl, volcano, 78

Jacobins, 22
Jacquin, Nikolaus Joseph von, 47, 

55, 91
Jägerstraβe, 9

Japanology and Japanologists, 126
Jefferson, Thomas, 79, 80, 110, 133
Jena, 18, 39, 42, 43, 44, 46, 87, 91–92, 

155
Jesuits, 66
Jews and Jewish culture, 14–15, 104, 

136–37
Journey to the Urals, the Altai, and the 

Caspian Sea (Gustav Rose), 127
Jülich, 22
July Monarchy in France, 130
July Revolution. See revolutions.

Kalmucks, 123
Kainsk. See Kuybyshev
Kaliningrad, 120, 134, 157
Kant, Immanuel, 13–15, 56, 57
Kazakhstan, 122
Kehlmann, Daniel, 76
Kew Gardens, 23
Kirghiz, 120, 123
Klaproth, Heinrich Julius, 126
knowledge, 88; as commodity, 96, 

106; common, 74; contemporary, 
132; demand for, 117–19; educa-
tion and, 13, 32; expansion of, 
98, 104, 151–52; fields of, 39, 98; 
generating, 52–53, 84–85, 100; 
indigenous, 67; internationaliza-
tion of, 78; networks of, 2; 
scientific, 4–5, 16, 24, 59, 141; 
technology and, 29; transfer of, 72

Kolberg. See Kołobrzeg
Kołobrzeg, 32
Königsberg. See Kaliningrad
Kunth, Carl Sigismund, 102
Kunth, Johann Christian, 13, 102, 133
Kuybyshev, 120, 122



i n d e x   201

laboratory, 3, 139
La Condamine, Charles-Marie de, 

54, 72
La Coruna (A Coruña), 44, 51
landscape painting, 91–92, 141, 147. 

See also painting
landscapes, 31, 54, 102
languages, 1, 12, 54, 77, 79, 87, 99, 

106, 110, 111, 115, 132
Lavoisier, Antoine de, 24
lectures, 40, 86, 92, 95, 115–19, 125, 

132, 140–41, 143. See also Cosmos 
lectures; Singakademie

Lepsius, Richard, 129
Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim, 14
letters, 2, 6, 20, 35, 85, 88. See also 

correspondence
Levin, Rahel, 14, 88
liberal, liberalism, 65, 134–35, 

144–45
Lichtenberg, Georg Christoph, 16, 

55
Lichtenstein, Martin Hinrich, 118
Liebig, Justus von, 139, 140
Liège, 18, 22
life expectancy, in Europe, 8
Lima, 60, 77
linguistic studies. See languages
Lisbon, 7
Liszt, Franz, 147
literature, literary (fictional), 12, 39, 

45, 87, 94
Loja, 60, 76
London, 7, 23, 97, 105, 106, 156
London Zoo, 119
Louisiana Purchase, 80
Louis Philippe I, King of the French, 

144

Madagascar, 90
Madison, James, 110
Madrid, 44, 49, 55, 97
magnetism, 97, 106, 116. See also 

geomagnetism
Magnus, Heinrich Gustav, 139
Mainz, 18, 22, 24, 44
Maipures, 95
Malaspina di Mulazzo, Alessandro, 

55
Mannheim, 18, 20
maps and mapping, 18, 44, 49, 69, 

107, 120, 124, 141
Marseille, 44, 49, 156
mathematics, 16, 139
Mauritius, 45
Maxim Gorki Theatre, 115
measurements and measuring, 49, 

53, 73, 76, 77–79, 94, 100, 101, 122, 
124, 151–52

Measuring the World (Daniel 
Kehlmann), 76

medicine, 17, 19, 88
Medina, Pedro de, 72
Mediterranean Sea, 44, 49, 58
Mendelssohn, Alexander, 137
Mendelssohn family, 15, 88, 137
Mendelssohn, Joseph, 137
Mendelssohn, Moses, 14, 137
Mendelssohn Bartholdy, Felix,  

137
mercantilism, 8, 13, 29, 51, 64, 119
mestizos, 66
metabiography, 148, 162
metals, 37, 50, 63, 74, 101
meteorology, 31, 116. See also 

climate
Metternich, Clemens von, 106, 130



202  I n d e x

Mexico City, 60, 78
Mexico (country), 45, 50, 59, 70, 

78, 99, 101, 107–9, 123, 132, 149, 
156

Meyer, Johann Heinrich, 42
Meyerbeer, Giacomo, 137
Micro-Cosmos, 142, 146
middle classes, 9, 12, 20, 82, 84, 104, 

108, 134, 136, 167. See Bürgertum
military, 84, 87, 101, 104, 115, 129, 

134, 144
Mineralogical Observations on Some 

Basalts of the Rhine (Hum-
boldt), 20, 155

minerals and mineralogy, 20–21, 24
mining: accidents, 32; Austrian, 

47; authorities, 31; districts, 39, 
54; education, 25; equipment, 
52–53; experiencing, 71, 73; in 
Mexico, 78; modernizing, 119; 
Prussian, 12, 26, 29, 54, 121, 139, 
155, 156; in Russia, 121–22; salt, 
30, 32, 54; site, 29; in South 
America, 71. See also Bergakad-
emie (Mining Academy) 
Freiberg

missionaries, 66, 68, 72
Mittwochsgesellschaft (“Wednesday 

Society”), 14
monarchy, 49–50
Mongolia, Mongols, 122, 123
monks, 66
Montúfar, Carlos de, 76
monuments, 102, 149
Morocco, 61
Moscow, 120, 122, 123
mosquitos, 67–69, 100

mother. See Humboldt, Maria 
Elisabeth (née Colomb)

mountains, 43, 54, 62, 125
Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus, 88
mulattos, 66, 67
Munich, 18, 44, 156
Münster, 18, 19
Museum of Natural History Paris, 

48, 105
Mutis, José Celestino, 54, 71–72
mythology, 42

Napoleon, 4, 28, 47, 48, 81–82, 86, 
89, 105, 112

Napoleonic wars, 19
National Assembly: French, 17; 

German, 145; Prussian, 145
national economy, 13. See also 

economy and economic 
thinking

nation, nationalism, nation states, 
2, 7, 82, 105, 108–9, 129, 149

natural philosophy, 16, 56–57,  
76, 91

natural resources. See resources
natural sciences, 11, 16, 20, 23, 29, 39, 

42, 110, 117, 138, 139, 143–44, 152
nature: aesthetic experience of, 76, 

92, 94, 140–41, 151–53; human 
interactions with, 39–40, 55; as a 
‘whole’, 1, 38, 55, 61, 140

Naturgemälde (“painting of 
nature”), 92, 94, 116

neoclassicism. See classicism
neohumanism, 39, 46, 104, 117, 140
Neptunism, Neptunists, 21, 25, 40, 

61



i n d e x   203

Netherlands, 22, 128, 155
networks: contacts, 53, 97, 110, 129, 

138, 147, 152; of friends, 14; of 
knowledge, 2; observation 
stations, 124; scholarly and 
literary, 12

New Granada, 59, 60, 71. See also 
Spanish colonial Empire

New Spain, 59, 60, 80. See also 
Spanish colonial Empire

New York, 149
Nicolai, Friedrich, 14
Nicholas I, Emperor of Russia, 121
nobility. See aristocracy

Oberbergmeister (chief inspector of 
mines), 31

Ob River, 120, 122
observatories, 97
Oder River, 9
Öffentlichkeit. See public
Om River, 122
On the Origin of Species (Charles 

Darwin), 141
Oranienburger Straße, 136, 148
Order of the Black Eagle, 135, 157
Orenburg, 123
organic and inorganic matter, 36
Orinoco River, 59, 60, 68–70, 76, 

89, 95–96, 123, 156
Orotava (Teneriffe), 61
Ostend, 18, 23
Ottoman Empire, 128
oxygen, 24, 62

Pacific Ocean, 48, 55, 58–59, 60, 70, 
94, 123, 147, 156

painting, painting of nature, 91, 
94–95, 102, 116, 141. See 
Naturgemälde

Palatinate, 20
Panama, 60, 146
panorama, panoramic view, 95, 138
Paraguay, 109
Paris, 7, 24, 47–49, 81, 86, 89–90, 

96–100, 102, 104–6, 108, 110, 
112–13, 119, 123, 125–33, 137, 
156–57

pasigraphy, 79
Paul et Virginie (Bernardin de 

Saint-Pierre), 45
peat, 29
pedagogy, 13
Pépinière, 88
Persia, 123
Personal Narrative (Humboldt), 

100, 156
Peru, 50, 54, 59, 60, 76–77, 109, 156
Pfeiffer, Ida, 147
Philadelphia, 60, 79, 149
Philippines, 70, 105
philosophy, 2, 13, 39, 56, 76, 91, 140
photography, 5, 133
physics, 16–17, 139
physiognomy of plants, 92
physiology, physiological 

processes, 25, 36, 41, 139, 155
Pichincha, volcano, 60, 74–75
Pico del Teide (Tenerife), 61, 73
“picture of the whole”, 58, 61
Picturesque Views of the Cordilleras 

(Humboldt), 102, 103, 156
Pizzaro, ship, 51, 62
plantations, 70



204  I n d e x

plants, 16, 25–26, 56, 71, 86, 90–91
platinum, 121, 122
Plutonism, Plutonists, 21, 73, 78, 92
poetry, poetic, 38, 39, 42
Poland, 32, 155
political economy, 101. See also 

economy and economic 
thinking

Political Essay on the Island of Cuba 
(Humboldt), 108, 157

Political Essay on the Kingdom of 
New Spain (Humboldt), 101, 156

politics and political events, 3, 5, 
17–18, 23, 28, 48, 59, 81–82, 89, 97, 
105, 110, 112–13, 129–30, 135, 144, 151

polytechnical schools, 139
Pomerania, 18, 32, 155
Popcatépetl, volcano, 78
popularization and popular 

science, 5, 117–18, 143, 152
porcelain. See ceramics
Portugal, 44
Posen. See Poznań
Potsdam, 7, 114
Pour le Mérite, order, 135, 137, 157
Poznań, 18, 32, 155
Prague, 18, 44, 156
press, freedom of, 145
professionalization of sciences, 139, 

143
profile, geographical, 49, 79, 131
proletariat. See workers
Protestantism, 13, 82
Prussia, 2, 7, 8, 14, 16, 18, 22, 28–30, 

32, 52, 59, 62, 82, 84, 87–89, 103–6, 
112–15, 127, 134–37, 145; map of 
locations visited, 18; Prussian 

Civil Code of 1794, 35; Prussian 
State Council, 135

public, public sphere and public 
opinion, 23, 84–86, 95–96, 100, 
115, 117, 119, 142. See also readers

publishing, 85, 96, 99
Puerto Cabello, 60, 68
Puracé, volcano, 73
Pyrenees, 44, 49

Qing Dynasty, 122
Quito, 60, 72–74, 76

radicalism, 28
railroads. See trains
Ranke, Leopold von, 132
Rauch, Christian Daniel, 147
reaction, political, and reactionary, 

145
reading, readers, 14, 22, 34, 40, 42, 

54, 70, 84–86, 88, 90–91, 94–96, 
99, 100, 103, 131, 142–43, 146

reforms, social, economic and 
political, 31–32, 50–51, 103, 108, 
119, 135

Reise in die Aequinoctial-Gegenden 
(Humboldt), 100

Relation historique (Humboldt), 
100, 101

religion, freedom of, 145. See also 
tolerance

republic, 22, 28, 109, 133
resources, natural, 51, 61–62, 78, 80, 

108
restoration, political, 110, 115
revolutions, 128, 145; American 

Revolution, 17; February 



i n d e x   205

Revolution in France (1848), 
144; French Revolution (1789), 
17, 28, 48, 65, 110, 129; Industrial 
Revolution, 80; July Revolution 
in France (1830), 128; Revolution 
in France and Prussia (1848), 
113, 143; Revolution in Haiti, 28. 
See also industrialization

Rhine River, 18, 19, 44, 53, 61, 82, 112, 
129, 155

Rhodes (island), 41
“Rhodian Genius” (Humboldt), 

40–42, 95, 155
Riesengebirge (Giant Mountains), 

18, 30
rights, Declaration of the Rights of 

Man, 17
Ringenwalde (Dyszno), 9, 18
Rio Apure, 68
Rio Casiquiare, 69
Rio Magdalena, 60, 71
Rio Negro, 60, 69
Ritter, Carl, 126, 138
Robinson Crusoe (Defoe), 45
Rocky Mountains, 80
Rome, 44, 46, 87, 92, 156
Romanticism, romantic, 76, 110,  

113
Rose, Gustav, 121, 127
Rossmässler, Emil Adolf, 143, 148
Ross, Thomasina, 162
royal courts and society, 147; in 

France, 144; in Prussia, 9, 12, 115, 
127, 134–37, 145, 156; in Russia, 
121; in Spain, 59

Royal Society: English, 23, 124
Rubens, Peter Paul, 23

Russia, 82, 89, 113, 119, 120, 121–27, 
130

Russian Empire. See Russia

Saint Domingue, 60, 65
Saint-Pierre, Jacques-Henri 

Bernardin de, 45
salons, 15, 84–85, 128
salt, salt mines, 30, 32, 54, 62, 72, 119
Salzburg, 18, 30, 47, 156
San Fernando de Apure, 60, 68
Saussure, Horace-Bénédict de, 43, 91
Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, 39
Saxony, 16, 18, 89
Scandinavia, 45
Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm, 91
Schiller, Friedrich, 38–40, 42, 43, 

46, 76, 85, 91, 94, 148, 155
Schinkel, Karl Friedrich, 114, 129
Schlagintweit, Adolf von, 127
Schlagintweit, Hermann von, 127
Schlagintweit, Robert von, 127
Schlegel, August Wilhelm, 88
Schlegel, Friedrich, 14
Schloss Tegel. See Tegel
Schomburgk, Robert, 136
Schönbrunn, 18, 47
school, schooling, 12, 32, 78, 88, 114, 

117
Scotland: island of Staffa, 21–22
Seifert, Johann, 121, 147
sensibility. See emotions
serfdom and serf system, 119, 125
Seven Years’ War, 7–8
sexuality, sexual orientation, 35–36, 

41
Siberia, 45



206  I n d e x

Sicily, 40
Siebold, Philipp Franz von, 126
Siemens, Werner von, 146
Siemens & Halske telegraph 

company, 146
Sierra Madre (Mexico), 78
Silesia, 18, 30, 32; First Silesian War, 

30
silver, 72
Singakademie Berlin, 88, 115, 125, 

145, 157. See also lectures
sinology and sinologists, 126
slavery and enslaved people, 2, 28, 

64, 65, 79, 100, 108, 116, 146
social, conditions and inequalities, 

61
Société d’Arcueil Paris, 97
Society of German Natural Scien-

tists and Physicians, 118, 157
society, transformations of, 4, 6, 108
sociology, 108
soil, 49, 81, 91, 146
solar eclipse, 62
soldiers. See military
Somerville, Mary, 147
Sorrows of Young Werther (Goethe), 

34
Soulavie, Jean-Louis Giraud, 56
South America, 23, 45, 50, 54–55, 

58, 60, 63, 66–72, 80, 109, 133, 
137–38, 150

Southern Cross, 62
Spain, 23, 49–51, 54, 102, 156
Spanish colonial empire, 4, 14, 28, 

50, 59, 65–66, 77–78, 80, 100, 109
“Spaziergang”, “Der” (The Walk) 

(Friedrich Schiller), 38

species distribution and migration, 
138

speleology, 151
Staël, Germaine de, 88
statistics, 13. See also national 

economy
steam engine, 29
steamships, 5, 123
Steben, 18, 32
Stein, Karl vom und zum, 103–4
St. Gotthard, 45
St. Louis, 149, 150
St. Petersburg, Russia, 7, 120, 121, 

123–24
students, 10, 15, 19–20, 24, 87; 

foreign, 17; theology, 34; 
university, 104, 114, 155

Stuttgart, 85
sugar and sugar plantations, 64, 71, 

108
Sumatra, 90
Switzerland, 18, 44, 43, 54, 155
Syracuse (Italy), 41

tableau physique, 92, 93
Tartu (Dorpat), 120, 121
Tatars, 123
Taxco, 60, 78
technology, 16, 68, 114, 124
Tegel (Schloss near Berlin), 7, 9, 10, 

11, 14, 18, 89, 106, 111, 114, 122, 148, 
155, 157

telegraphy, 5, 114, 124, 146
telescope, 106
Tenerife, 61, 149, 156
Teplice (Teplitz), 18, 130
terror, during French Revolution, 28



i n d e x   207

theology, 34
Thiers, Adolphe, 130
Thorvaldsen, Bertel, 92
Ticknor, George, 110
Tibet, 119
Tilsit (Sovetsk), 44, 103
time, perception of, 27
tobacco, 64
Tobolsk, 122
tolerance, 8, 15
Toronto, 125
topaz, 122
Totaleindruck (“impression of the 

totality”), 92
trade, 13, 22–23, 24, 29, 50
trains, 5, 72, 114
translations of Humboldt’s works, 

6, 142
transmutation of species. See 

evolution
travels and traveling, 20, 23, 29, 62, 

155; constant movement of, 30, 
54; in Europe, 6, 110; Forster’s, 
137; four-volume account of, 
100, 106, 109, 140, 153; Malaspi-
na’s, 54–55; supplementing with 
learning, 86; of Ural Mountains, 
119; writing, 23; written ac-
count of Cook’s, 22. See also 
expeditions

tropical, 116
Tübingen, 85
Tungurahua, volcano, 74
Turkmens, 123
tutors, 12–13, 35. See also education
“two cultures” (C. P. Snow), 152
Tyrol, 18, 43

Ueber die unterirdischen Gasarten 
(On Underground Gases) 
(Humboldt), 32

Ule, Otto, 143
United States of America, 14, 28, 

60, 79–80, 110, 147, 156
universities, 2, 15, 117; Friedrich 

Wilhelm University Berlin, 104, 
114, 115, 126, 132, 149; Göttingen 
University, 16, 110, 132; Harvard 
University, 110; University of 
Frankfurt an der Oder (Viad-
rina), 15, 26, 34, 155; University 
of Vienna, 47

Ural Mountains, 119, 120, 121, 122
Urdaneta, Andrés, 72
Urquijo, Mariano Luis de, 51

Valencia, 44, 49, 68
Varnhagen, Rahel. See Levin, Rahel
Varnhagen von Ense, Karl August, 

117
Veit, Dorothea, 14
Venezuela, 59, 62–64, 67, 70, 95, 

109, 156
Verona, 105, 156
Versailles, 129
Vesuvius, volcano, 87, 106, 156
Vienna, 7, 18, 30, 44, 47, 55, 104, 128, 

144, 156
Vienna Congress, 110, 112, 128
Views of Nature (Ansichten der 

Natur) (Humboldt), 94–95, 
98–99, 116–17, 146, 156–57

Views of the Lower Rhine (Georg 
Forster), 22

viniculture, 20



208  I n d e x

Virchow, Rudolf, 140
Virginia, 79
vital force, 36, 38, 40–42
volcanic. See vulcanism
Volga River, 123
Volta, Alessandro, 37
Voyage aux régions équinoxiales du 

nouveau continent (Journey to  
the Equinoctial Regions of the 
New Continent) (Humboldt), 
99–100

Voyage Round the World (Georg 
Forster), 22

vulcanism, volcanic, 21, 45, 61, 73, 
74, 87, 125; vulcanism debate, 
21–22

Warsaw, 44, 120, 128
Washington, 60, 79
Waterloo, 112
Wegener, Wilhelm Gabriel, 34
Weimar, 18, 39, 42, 44, 46, 157
Weitsch, Friedrich Georg, 75
Werner, Abraham Gottlob, 25
West Indies, 45, 47, 55

Westphalia, 113
Willdenow, Karl Ludwig, 16, 34, 56, 

90, 102
William (1861 King of Prussia,  

1871 German Emperor), 128
Williams, Helen Maria, 162
women, 10, 12, 14, 17, 19, 32, 35, 41,  

83, 115
workers, 31, 113, 144
Wrocław, 30, 44, 120
Württemberg, 46

Yekaterinburg, 120, 122

zambos, 66
Zelter, Carl Friedrich, 115, 125
Zimmermann, Eberhardt August 

Wilhelm von, 56
zones, botanical, geographical and 

climate, 16, 73, 126
zoological gardens, 119
zoological museum, Berlin, 118
zoology, 59. See also animals
Zurich, 18, 43, 44
Zweibrücken, 18, 20




