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Prologue


Several authors claim that on the day Alexander von Humboldt died there were found on his abandoned work-desk three slips of paper on which were written the same sentence taken from Genesis, chapter two: ‘Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array’.1


The source for this claim has been attributed to Alexander’s faithful valet, Johann Seifert, who served him through thick and thin over several decades. There is no reason to doubt Seifert’s word and so we are left to make sense of the quotation which, as Alex was in no strict sense a religious man, may not be as straightforward as first thought.


Seen in context, the Biblical statement has direct bearing on the life and work of Humboldt who dedicated himself firstly to the study of the Creation and then secondly to the publication of the fruits of such studies – and those of very many other like-minded scientists and scholars – so that all, then and now, could benefit. This overtly humanistic streak is ubiquitous in his writings, seen most clearly in the five volumes of his major work entitled Cosmos, the term he preferred to describe the heavens and the earth and all that lay between.


The peace that Blaeser caught on his death mask arises in part at least from the fact that Humboldt knew that his work – indeed, his life’s passion – was being published. It would not matter that volume five would appear posthumously. But, unlike the work of the Creation, the publication called Cosmos could never be termed ‘completed’. Such is the nature of scientific research and endeavour that new facts and figures are uncovered almost on a daily basis; anticipating this, Alex left his work in such a way that later scholars could make additions or deletions to the data he had amassed. In this way his text would always be current and useful for it would always be revised and updated. A noble intention, to be sure, but it never came to pass.


A study of Cosmos will show that the subject area chosen by the acclaimed greatest naturalist of his day was nothing less than ‘the heavens and the earth in all their vast array’. Alexander fervently believed that astronomy, geography, oceanography, geology and botany were worthy of study because each discipline conjoined to make up the world in which we live and die. Such subjects indeed became the focus of his attention but what emerged increasingly from their study was the discovery that all such branches of knowledge were indissolubly connected. No wonder then that he soon began to seek the common thread that linked them all, that hidden essence that proved that unity in diversity was a reality and not just a philosopher’s (or a scientist’s) dream.


Linked to the statement taken from Genesis is the corroborated fact that a few months before he died he began to reflect on the sayings of Heraclitus. Some five-hundred years before Christ, Heraclitus regarded the universe as a ceaselessly changing conflict of opposites in which everything existed in a harmonious process of constant change; he also held that fire, the essence of this constant change, was their origin. There is no doubt that Humboldt believed in the ceaseless conflict of opposites, but he also perceived an underlying, unchanging principle – let’s call it energy – whose laws of transformation govern the whole of nature. Transformation, change, action and reaction have their causes and so Humboldt set out to discover the laws that lie unseen behind the endless chain of events that occur in Nature.


He did everything in his power to obtain an accurate understanding of the major physical features of our world, whether rivers, mountains, volcanoes, flora and fauna or the location of the planets and fixed stars, even the quality and intensity of sunlight.


In fact, Humboldt was never indifferent to anything worth knowing. And what could be more worthwhile and useful to mankind than an accurate and detailed knowledge of the world we inhabit? And so he embarked on an incredibly ambitious enterprise – namely, to give a scientifically accurate picture of the structure of the universe which would attract the general interest of the educated public and communicate some of the excitement of scientific study to the non-scientific mind.


In a letter to Varnhagen von Ense dated Berlin 27 October 1834, he reveals his intentions:




Together with the facts, every great and important idea which has come to light anywhere will be noted. It [Cosmos] is meant to describe a chapter of the intellectual development of mankind… . It is not meant to be what is commonly called a physical description of the earth, it comprises earth and sky, the whole creation… .2







In a nutshell we can see Humboldt’s clear aim: nothing less than an immense undertaking in the noble pursuit of knowledge. Living in the wake of Leibniz and being a contemporary of Kant, he would not have been unaware of the philosophical debate that raged at the time and centred precisely on the nature and the limits of human knowledge. Our knowledge of the world, so ran the argument, was based upon perception, memories, thoughts and feelings. The real question remained, however: was it at all possible to have knowledge of the world that transcended all of this? In brief, can we have knowledge of the world that is not just knowledge of our own point of view?3


It is, in part at least, in answer to this simple question that he set out on an intellectual (and physical) voyage of discovery that was to lead to an extraordinary range of life experiences; the outcome was the shaping of a totally inspirational human being. Factual knowledge is what he sought for he loathed hearsay, conjecture, uninformed opinion and everything to do with guesswork and so, to help him on his way, he would use only the best of scientific instruments – and the number used was surprisingly high. He took advantage of learned friends and colleagues, scholars and patrons, and would mix with kings and presidents, emperors and princes, envoys and foreign statesmen, and travel far and wide in an age when boat, horse and carriage, mule and donkey were the major modes of transport – especially in the Americas where he spent some five years and then, when aged 60, in Russia and Siberia where he spent nine long months.


All in all, it is true to say that his like will never be seen again. We live in an age of increasing specialisation – and professionalisation – that makes the breadth (and depth) of knowledge Humboldt aspired to attain an impossibility. And yet it was due to his efforts in several fields of knowledge that the need to specialise arose. In this regard he may be seen as a victim of his own success. Given that the developments in disciplines such as geology, botany, astronomy, physical geography and meteorology have led to increasing specialisation, any pioneer of such is quickly forgotten. And that is to be lamented because what has happened is that his exploits and achievements have become ‘lost’ to the modern world, especially so in English-speaking nations where his major works are no longer available in translation. In this sad fact lies the justification of an attempt of a new biography. Our age needs inspiration; more than ever today’s young people need role models who offer more than a guitar, recreational drugs, fast cars and the empty glamour of celebrity mania.


A study of the life and times of Alexander von Humboldt is, I believe, a welcome antidote to materialistic pursuits that, ultimately, serve nobody, least of all those who promote them. Despite the explosion of knowledge in the twentieth century which continues unabatedly in the present, his questions remain our questions, too. In which direction is our solar system moving? How does a total eclipse occur and why? How does the telescope change our view of the world? What can layers of different rock formation teach us about the earth’s history? How and why do volcanoes erupt? What makes up the air we breathe? How do we know we know, and can we have a ‘total’ picture of the world, or indeed of anything?





Introduction


Alexander von Humboldt did not seek to have biographies written about him; he shunned eulogies and whenever possible avoided ‘celebratory dinners’ given in his honour. Yet despite this rather self-effacing attitude, biographical material was being collected even before he died. Indeed in 1850, some nine years before his death, he was approached by the Brockhaus Conversations-Lexicon to supply a skeleton biography.1 It was clear that a full-length biographical study would follow. After all, the name of Alexander von Humboldt was known on both sides of the Atlantic; towns, lakes, mountains and even an ocean current bore his name. His deserved fame stretched from Berlin to Bogotá, from Siberia to Santa Cruz in Mexico.


It fell to Karl Bruhns, a close friend, to edit the so-called ‘first scientific biography’ of Alexander von Humboldt that was published in 1869. Being so close to his subject in terms of chronology, it is surprising that later biographies have, seemingly, taken little note of his findings, although some have drawn on his extensive two-volumed edition (but often without acknowledging the source). It is fitting therefore that this biographical study should begin with an acknowledgement of Bruhn’s edition – written not by him but by three scholars – and reiterate what Bruhns stated in his introduction:




A biography compiled without the aid of correspondence or other manuscript records could no more give a life-like representation of Humboldt than a cold marble bust can approach the glow of living flesh.2





Bruhns was well aware of Humboldt’s letters to his older brother Wilhelm, to Gabriele Wegener, Varnhagen von Ense, Samuel, Heinrich Spiker and many others and knew that any biography worthy of the name had to include Humboldt’s prolific correspondence. Moreover, he was convinced of the need of a biography and thought it best to write one to coincide with 1869, the centenary of Alexander’s birth. He also realised that those who had known Humboldt personally were fast dying off.


1868 marked a good beginning for Bruhns’ plans of a biography because the letters from Alexander to Marie August Pictet were published in the geographical magazine, Le Globe. This was followed the subsequent year by the publication of the correspondence between Humboldt and Count Georg Cancrin, finance minister for Tsar Nicholas I, and that between Humboldt and Baron von Bunsen. Both texts revealed new and important biographical data. Furthermore Bruhns had access to all the documents relating to Humboldt that had been deposited in the Berlin Observatory, and from Frau von Bülow (Humboldt’s niece) he obtained the journals kept by Humboldt during his travels in the Americas and in Asia. The Empress Queen Augusta placed at his disposal many of Humboldt’s unpublished letters and Seifert, Humboldt’s valet over several years, presented Bruhns with some five-hundred letters most of which relate to the years 1849-59.3


Bearing in mind his own statement above about the writing of biographies, Bruhns would have felt very pleased at such timely publications and of offers of documents. He then chose three experts to compile the biography: Julius Löwenburg wrote about Humboldt’s early life, study and travels; Robert Avé-Lallelant discussed the years Humboldt spent in Paris; and Alfred Dove covered the years 1827-59, the year Humboldt died. The fact that Bruhns believed he needed three scholars to do justice to the biography must serve as a warning to present-day would-be biographers as apart from the translation into English of Bruhns’ text published in London in 1873 and long since out of print, relatively few attempts in English have followed. In the twentieth century Helmut de Terra wrote a biography published in 1955, followed in 1963 by that of Lotte Kellner and latterly by the pictorial reference biographical study of Douglas Botting in 1973 and republished – but not updated – in 2010. Mention should also be made of the text written by Gerard Helferich, entitled Humboldt’s Cosmos and published in 2005. Although useful, it is based almost exclusively on the five years Humboldt spent in the Americas and therefore cannot qualify as a bona fide biographical study.


Other biographies have been written, notably in French, Spanish and German. Possibly the most useful of the more recent ones is that of Kurt Biermann who was one-time director of the Humboldt Research Centre in Berlin and a leading authority on the life and times of Alexander von Humboldt. The fourth edition of his biography written in German appeared in 1990 and was intended to keep Humboldt’s works and name alive in the public domain. The very recent biography by Manfred Geier (2009) is of the two Humboldt brothers and while offering useful insights into aspects of Alexander’s life is more concerned with the relationship between them. It says very little of the five years Alex spent in S. America and of the prodigious correspondence he maintained throughout his long life.


Given that the last relevant biographical study of Humboldt in English was that of Douglas Botting as long ago as 1973, (I say relevant simply because the work by Nicolaas Rupke, A Metabiography (2005), is too specialised to be useful to the general reader in that it examines the underlying ideology that gave rise to earlier biographies written by Germans), it is high time that a new appraisal of the life and times of Humboldt was written that aimed at a new and ever-growing English-speaking readership that may never have even heard of Humboldt or of his outstanding achievements. What is now needed is a biography that includes the most recent research. From its inception the Humboldt Centre of Research in Berlin has published – especially in the last two decades – a series of articles, monographs and books that examine in depth aspects of both the life and works of Humboldt that were not available to previous biographers, works that Bruhns could hardly have foreseen but would have enthusiastically endorsed.


It is true to say that our understanding – and therefore our appreciation – of Alexander von Humboldt has undergone profound changes as a result of such comprehensive and detailed studies and, perhaps, those of his correspondence have had the biggest impact. Very recent scholarly editions exist of works detailing his correspondence with North American colleagues and friends (2004), Christian Carl Bunsen (2006) and Samuel Heinrich Spiker, librarian and publisher (2007). Alongside such studies mention must be made of Petra Werner’s unique analysis of the contributors to Cosmos that appeared in 2006, of Aaron Sachs exhaustive study of Humboldt and of his influence on four outstanding North American explorers and scientists published in 2007. Furthermore, a good number of monographs and articles have appeared that deal exclusively with particular journeys, e.g. Humboldt’s trips and stay in Mexico, his journey on the Magdalena river in South America, his exploration of the equinoctial regions, his very important study-trip to Russia and Siberia; others discuss aspects of Humboldt’s work or life, such as his essay on Cuba, his friendship with Aimé Bonpland, his association with foreign envoys and diplomats in Berlin and Paris and his time spent as an inspector of mines.


Indeed, it would be true to say that Humboldt (and his brother Wilhelm) have given rise to an ever-growing industry of books, publications, articles, conferences and research projects that neither could have envisaged. With regard to Alexander, the subject of this biography, the harvest has been particularly rich. Such a plethora of new material does not make the biographer’s burden any lighter, however; equally as daunting is the amount of material Humboldt wrote or published. As Jason Wilson rightly concludes, ‘Most commentators have taken specialised aspects of Humboldt, and dealt uniquely with that aspect.’4


The main reason why biographers have shied away from Humboldt concerns language skills. He was an excellent linguist and wrote fluently in French, Spanish and German; he was also more than proficient in English. The fact that he wrote most of his works in these languages has proven a barrier not helped by the fact that no translation of his entire output exists and often where translations do exist, they are out of print or simply unavailable. The translation of Bruhns’ edition of Humboldt’s biography is a case in point; the few copies that are extant are now housed in specialised libraries and it is highly unlikely a reprint will appear in the near future.


Bruhns ended the introduction to his edition by saying that his main aim was ‘to controvert the false and unfounded representations that have prevailed hitherto; and he would fulfil his aim by ‘the introduction of proofs never before published’.5


This shows that even during Humboldt’s lifetime contradictory accounts existed; it is always the case, however, that myths, legends and speculative theories surround anyone who may be called a genius.


In this biography the main aim is to present to the English-speaking nations of the world an account of the life and times of an indisputably outstanding individual based on the latest authenticated documentation. It is also intended for those readers, no doubt the overwhelming majority, who lack the confidence or the competence to read Humboldt’s original texts written in French, German and Spanish or the ever-growing volume of critical works, including biographical studies, also written in those languages. Seen in this light this work serves a dual purpose: it reintroduces to an immense and new reading public a leading figure of European life and culture at a time when Europe was clearly ‘on the move’. It also removes the obstacle of the ‘language barrier’; translations are provided of what I consider to be central or relevant statements that are knitted into the text without interrupting the narrative thread. In this way continuity is maintained while notes to references for each chapter have been gathered at the end of the book.


The reader will find that Humboldt’s concerns are very much present today; the environment, the laws that govern the physical universe, the thirst for knowledge, progress and experience of life, the quest for an understanding of our place in the universe, social justice and the need – and willingness – to help others. Who could find fault with such basic and quintessentially human issues? They are perennial concerns, integral to living and very much shape our thinking and therefore the world around us. Moreover, Humboldt was as much interested in the enjoyment of life as he was in the discovery of laws and processes in Nature that could bring benefit to the whole of mankind. It is all too easy to overlook the enormous humanity expressed throughout his life and works. Even though he was once absurdly accused of being an ‘assassin of souls’, what emerges from his experiences of life is his love of disciplined, purposeful living devoted to the welfare of others. This is seen in his study of what we now term the Natural Sciences, although his intellectual interests and pursuits went far beyond science per se.





1


Growing up in Prussia




Tegel is not really a village but a hunting lodge created by former princes and totally altered by my father… . It lies on the banks of a lake one and a half miles long crisscrossed by islets. On the hills (which we call mountains) there are vineyards as well as extensive plantations of exotic woods and meadows that surround the castle; surprising views of the picturesque lake make the place one of the most charming in this region… .


I spent the greater part of my sad life here in Tegel among people who loved me and wanted the best for me but for whom I couldn’t feel the slightest sympathy… .





Humboldt goes on to complain bitterly about the ‘thousand restraints and the agonising loneliness and the conditions that forced him to pretend and make continual self-sacrifices’.


He admits that when revisiting the home of his childhood and indulging in the enjoyment of Nature he is brought back to his earliest memories and ‘to the most contrary of impressions.’1


Very little documentary evidence exists of the early years or childhood of both Alexander and his older brother Wilhelm, even though both men were prolific writers. It is also curious that both said relatively very little about their formative years; in fact their reticence about those years best defines their attitude. The fact that Alexander felt sad while at Tegel and was unable to feel the ‘slightest sympathy’ for those around him whom, so he tells us, loved him and wanted the best for him, goes some way towards an explanation of his – and possibly of his brother’s – reluctance to speak. In spite of this explanation, serious gaps remain. Their parents, so it appears, left nothing in writing and although we know specific facts about their origins, background and eventual marriage little else has come down to us to flesh out the picture of Alexander’s home life that is, until he, together with Wilhelm, leave for university in 1787. The result is that biographers and historians have very little to go on and so they quickly pass on to the boys’ education at home and later at university. For these reasons alone the above quotation, well-known to Humboldtian scholars, is so significant for there is, sadly, not much else to accompany it.


Nowadays Tegel still has its lake and garden landscapes although to non-Berliners it is probably better known as one of the city’s three airports. Yet the name Tegel, first mentioned c.1332, has a rich pedigree directly linked to water and to a ‘widening or trough like feature in a lake or river’. In this instance the river is the Havel, a feature of the natural landscape which gave rise ultimately to the village.


We are fortunate in that in a copperplate engraving by Peter Schenk c.1700 we have the first recorded image of what was to become the home of Alexander and Wilhelm von Humboldt.2 Tegel Castle is still extant although its modern appearance is much more that of an unpretentious stately home than a castle.3


It was in 1700 that a detailed map of Berlin was published by a court adviser named Ösfeld, whose map clearly depicts Tegel, Spandau and Charlottenburg and was used by Friedrich Nicolai in his detailed description of both Berlin and Potsdam published in 1786. Nicolai, in agreement with Alexander’s account above, claims it was ‘Major von Humboldt [Alexander’s father] who added a landscaped garden and a vineyard’ to the Tegel estate adjacent to which is a ‘small chain of hills with planted trees and several walkways having delightful views that overlook the lake’.4 He goes on to describe the landscape of Tegel, islets of thick forests that surround the lake and beyond, as primeval. Such physical features, almost Eden-like in their purity of setting, may have served to nurture Alexander’s latent interest in all things natural and would provide a useful contrast to the landscapes he would meet on his extensive travels, especially to those he discovered in the tropical rainforests and ‘llanos’ (dry arid zones) of equinoctial South America. It was these, rather than the almost idyllic landscapes around Tegel, that would truly merit the term primeval and which for Alexander at least bordered on the Garden of Eden. That said, Tegel and its environs was where both boys spent their childhood years and in later life would periodically revisit. Indeed, much sooner than anyone could have expected, the estate was to become Wilhelm’s home and inheritance.


Their mother, Marie Elisabeth, née Columb, married Alexander Georg von Humboldt (born in 1720) in 1766; it was her second marriage. How she met Alexander Georg Humboldt is not made clear. We know that he was a royal chamberlain and a colonel in the cavalry and that he was almost always known, as mentioned earlier by Friedrich Nicolai, as Major von Humboldt. Invariably characterised as energetic, jolly, imaginative, even life-affirming, Marie Elisabeth is typically described as severe, uncommunicative, cold and often expressionless.


But Marie, despite such unappealing attributes, was able to offer her new husband Alexander Georg the Tegel estate, her inheritance from her first marriage. Alexander Georg had come to the king’s attention during the Seven Years War (1756-1763) and had served as an adjutant in the army of Prince Ferdinand of Braunschweig and later on became chamberlain to the ‘Princess of Prussia’ who, in 1764, became the first wife of the later King Friedrich Wilhelm II of Prussia. It was in these years that the two boys were born: Wilhelm on June 22, 1767 and Alexander on September 14, 1769 (the same year as Wellington and Napoleon). From her previous marriage Marie had a son, Ferdinand von Holwede, who, so it appears, played no part in the Humboldts’ education at home. In fact Ferdinand is altogether a shadowy figure and apart from the briefest of mentions later on, had nothing to do with the lives and careers of the Humboldt brothers.5


Alexander Georg’s occupation was in keeping with family tradition. Records show that in its recent past family members had served as officials, advisors and officers to Brandenburg and Prussia. In 1738 he was granted a revered title of nobility: the title of baron, which is still widely used today when either son is mentioned although it should be emphasised that neither Wilhelm nor Alexander made great use of it. Alexander used his aristocratic status almost exclusively to promote his scientific work and never for self-aggrandisement. The siblings were too much ‘sons of the people’ to flaunt a title that ‘owed more to oral tradition’ than to anything else.6


Despite his disinclination to talk about his early years Alex was well aware of the sacrifices his parents made, especially his mother, to ensure that he and Wilhelm had the best possible tutors in classical languages, mathematics and history. Home tutoring, however prestigious and well-intended, meant neither went to school, a fact that further isolated them when their father died. Summers were spent in the country (Tegel) and winters in the city of Berlin, but even when in Berlin their tutoring was carried out in what Alex termed ‘great seclusion’. The overall impression is that their early lives were led in an almost monastic fashion in which the brothers, even if seen, were certainly not heard. From their mother’s viewpoint nothing more mattered in childhood, so it would seem, than proper and diligent study of worthwhile subjects that would well serve what she hoped Humboldt and Wilhelm would become, future and highly important citizens of Prussian society.


As was the custom at the time house tutors were sought and we have to thank the boy’s father for finding and choosing someone scholars in the field of Humboldtian studies consider an ‘enlightened teacher’, Gottlob Johann Christian Kunth, who later rose to become a member of Prussia’s Council of State as well as a high-ranking official in the department of Trade and Industry. He was a decisive influence on both boys and when their father died suddenly in 1779 he became a substitute parent, for not only did he help them with their education but he also took charge of the administration of the estate at a time when Mrs Humboldt seemed increasingly to live in her own private world, a tendency that gave rise to those unpleasant character traits mentioned above.


This tendency is borne out by a description of the widow by an old friend of hers, the wife of the poet de la Motte Fouquett. After staying at the Humboldt’s home in 1785, she wrote to her sister saying that nothing had changed since the death of Major Humboldt: ‘as the family now was so would it be tomorrow, next month, next year’.7 It was as if the boys’ mother had silenced the clocks; time had stopped and so had everything else. Little wonder that young Alexander called his home at Tegel ‘Castle Boredom’.


In biographies and monographs of the Humboldt brothers little is said or made of their mother, and what is said is mainly negative and disparaging. Yet what is always forgotten is that, within a decade, she had been widowed twice. Fate, it must have seemed to her, had dealt her two tragic cards. After the major’s death she had little choice but to focus on her two young sons and she did so, admirably. This is corroborated by Kunthe who claims that she wanted to see them ‘distinguished by everything that was attainable in intellectual and moral culture’. He alone praises her unreservedly and was right to do so because at the time the chief requisites of education in youths of distinction were ‘fencing, horse-riding and dancing’. In her eyes her sons were made for far better things and for them to receive the best education she willingly incurred ‘heavy expenses that had to be met by mortgages on her property and real estate’. The money paid for the best tutors, one of whom was Kunth himself.8


What is curious is the fact that Marie decided to have both husbands buried in Falkenberg (a suburb of Berlin) on the estate that she had bought in 1791 at a time when she was already suffering from breast cancer. She, too, wanted to be buried there. So, as a token of good will she helped towards the restoration of the church in Falkenberg and in her will she requested that some funds go towards the upkeep of the church, the village school and the village schoolmaster.9


Kunth also says of Alexander’s mother that her ‘greatest joy in her final years lay in the hope that her two sons would attain that mental and moral perfection that humans are capable of’; to this end she bent ‘all her efforts and desires’.10 These are indeed kind words and stem from the source closest to her. Although both brothers preferred not to speak about their early home life, it is clear that their mother wanted the very best for them; she shaped their future success, no matter how painful they felt their upbringing to be. In his letters to Wilhelm, Alex wrote predominantly in French so it is almost certain that en famille French was spoken and so both brothers were brought up bilingual. Their mother would have seen to this and it proved very advantageous to Alexander later on when he was based in Paris and met the botanist Aimé Bonpland. She had ‘mapped out’ Alex and Wilhelm’s career patterns and determined to give them the highest civil training and education possible so that they could transcend the narrow confines, in her view even feudal, of ‘court-mentality’.


In order to achieve the type and level of education that she considered necessary for her sons to succeed in life, she was to exhibit extraordinary perseverance and self-sacrifice, a point made by Alexander in an autobiographical sketch written in 1806 (that is, not long after his return from his expedition to South America):




My father but above all my mother made every sacrifice for us to be taught at home by the most famous men in classical languages, maths, history, drawing, jurisprudence and Nature study; without going to school we were taught in the city during winter and in the countryside [Tegel] in the summer and always in great seclusion.11





It is abundantly clear that she took her role as mother, educator, provider and moral guide very seriously indeed but in doing so she inevitably forged a rather lonely path. And yet in the only extant portrait of her there is the faintest glimmer of a smile and more than a shade of humour in her eyes; she was certainly pretty even if a touch gaunt.12 As she died when Alex was twenty-seven years old she was never to know about his adventures, major achievements and almost universal adulation but without her efforts who can say what he would have achieved?


Both boys worked hard at their lessons, especially Wilhelm, whose knowledge since earliest childhood ‘of Greek and classical literature, as well as his taste in poetry, had amazed everybody’ whereas Alex was considered a ‘late developer’. In fact Alex said that until he reached sixteen he had no real desire to study sciences but rather wanted to be a soldier. His mother disapproved and he was virtually compelled to study finance, though its study did not help him for throughout most of his working life and until his death he faced mounting debts. These occurred not through extravagance or recklessness on his part but by virtue of his overgenerous nature.


Whether his tutors knew of his true feelings towards Tegel and life at home is not recorded but in a letter Alex sent to Wilhelm’s very first home tutor, J.H. Campe, he said:




A man should accustom himself to stand alone. Isolation has much in its favour. Through it one learns to search inwardly and gain self-respect without being dependent on the opinions of others.





The early loss of his father in 1779 must, in part, lie behind Alexander’s recourse to find refuge in isolation; had his relationship with his mother been more loving, things would have been very different. Biographers speak of the two boys’ ‘emotional starvation’ and so outlets had to be found. One was in personal friendships: one of the most striking features of Alex’s life lies in the countless friendships he formed, some lasting over five decades. Another outlet was in the study, contemplation and veneration of Nature. Many historians have wondered why Alexander never married; some believe that unhappiness at home during his childhood and adolescence led to his resolve to remain single. The notion clearly merits deep consideration; another is what Wilhelm says of him in a letter to his wife, Caroline:




Happy he will hardly ever be, and never tranquil, because I cannot believe that any real attachment will steal his heart… . A veil hung over our innermost feelings which neither of us dared to lift.13





Wilhelm was certainly correct in claiming that his younger brother would never be tranquil. Few lives could have been more restless, but then very few people had his amazing energy, range of interests and intellectual powers, or the iron will to succeed. The veil that hung over their ‘innermost feelings which neither of us dared to lift’ explains more their reticence about their early life at home than why Alex remained a bachelor. After all, Wilhelm was very happy in his marriage. And his belief that no real attachment would ever steal Alex’s heart was unfounded. We need look no further than Alex’s personal friendships and in his relentless pursuit of knowledge, particularly in the field of natural sciences. Friendships and love of learning moulded Alex’s life. His attachments to his publications, especially to Cosmos, could not have been deeper.


In the autumn of 1878 he and Wilhelm went together to the University of Frankfurt an der Oder, a university in a city that borders with Poland. Following his mother’s wishes, Alex studied finance, which in practice meant the economy and administration of feudal absolutism and was viewed at the time as a subject for idlers! Although enrolled at the university, both brothers were still being taught by their tutor Kunth, who had accompanied them and established a strict regime of study that could only be kept if little else interfered; the consequence was that Alexander could only attend the occasional university lecture. For him it was the the perfect arrangement because he could pursue his real interest – the study of botany – while simultaneously fulfilling his mothers’s wishes.14


While at university Alexander met Wilhelm Gabriel Wegener, a student of theology with whom he formed a deep friendship. Although Humboldt spent only six months at Frankfurt, his correspondence with Wegener covers two and a half years and is probably the best record we have of his development as both a student and young adult. ‘Nothing is holier or more worthy or commendable than friendship’ he wrote to his friend. His outbursts of elation at the thought of meeting or of despondency when apart become character traits of several friendships formed throughout his lifetime, one of the most rewarding being, eventually, with his brother Wilhelm. Wegener quickly won Alexander’s deep affection and did so because his letters revealed ‘a special mix of emotion and reason’.


Although two years younger, it fell to Alexander to offer advice and encouragement to Wegener who had serious doubts about his pursuit of a chaplaincy in the army and the validity of a thesis he was writing. He allayed Wegener’s fears and supported his application, a role that will characterise his long career. Before moving to Göttingen to continue his studies, Alexander claimed in a letter to Wegener that, ‘without being led, he was ready to take his first step into the world as a free being’. From now on he was to be the author of his own happiness (or unhappiness) and looked forward to his new situation with ‘modest confidence’. Admitting that his personal circumstances had restricted him greatly, he added that no deep passion would ever tear him away from what his heart was set on and that he would be spared from sensuality by pursuing serious matters – none more so than the study of Nature.





You, my dear Wegener, from among all my friends you are the one who knows me best. You can judge for yourself whether you think I’m strong enough to walk alone along the slippery path of life. How happy, how indescribably happy I’d be, if a friend like you were to walk at my side… .15





Previously Alex had extolled isolation and the advantages such a state could bring and looked forward to a life that did not depend on the opinion of others. It is likely that he praised isolation because he felt marginalised and, as a result, he quickly learned how to fend for himself and develop his own talents but he was never to be totally free from the opinions of others, especially in matters of the natural sciences discussed in Cosmos. In fact he relied almost entirely on the input of leaders in various branches of learning; without them his life’s work would have remained incomplete. Indeed, such leaders were those who were to walk at his side. For that, above all else, was what he wanted and longed for as his letter to Wegener reveals. He craved friendship and that with Wegener was the first real friendship outside the family circle that he had ever experienced. And it was that single fact that largely explains the relatively long correspondence that continued after their studies. There were to be other friendships, too: among the most important are those with Aimé Bonpland his companion in South America, with François Arago, the French astronomer, with Leopold von Buch, the geologist, with Eduard Buschmann his ‘secretary’ and with Johann Seifert, his valet.


It was during his correspondence with Wegener that began in June 1788 that Humboldt, without any letter of introduction or personal recommendation, decided to visit Karl Ludwig Willdenow, a resident of Berlin who had already acquired a reputation as one of Germany’s leading botanists.




I found in Willdenow a young person who, at that time, harmonised totally with my being… . In his company I got to know about exotic plants… . [and] there arose in me an endless urge to examine varieties of plants that I hadn’t ever seen before. After only three weeks I’d become an enthusiastic botanist.16





The truth was that Alexander had flooded Willdenow with visits. It was one way of expressing the exuberance that he displayed whenever undertaking the study of any subject. The science of botany would soon lead him to investigate the laws that govern not only the bewildering diversity of plant life and plant forms but everything that impinged on our environment. After all, the physical world is where we all live and so what could be more beneficial – or even pleasurable – to humanity than an accurate knowledge of the world around us? It was this knowledge that Alexander sought, knowledge that only someone with boundless energy and enthusiasm could ever hope to have.


And what he possessed was both. The vast majority of those who met, corresponded or collaborated with him often speak of such attributes, his enthusiasm – infectious and seemingly unquenchable – and of his extraordinary vitality and enterprise. In a letter to Wegener dated 25 February 1789, when Alexander was no more than nineteen years old, his stance towards botany is made crystal clear:




The more that populations and the price of foods increase and the more that nations feel, as is inevitable, the burden of ruinous economies, the greater will be the need for mankind to focus on ways of discovering new sources of food supply… . How many untapped resources – too numerous to be counted – lie buried in Nature, which, if developed, could provide both food and jobs for thousands of people?… Most of mankind consider botany a subject that is there to give pleasure to the layman… . In my view the study of botany is one from which humanity has most to gain.17





Aware that with any increase in population the prices of essential foodstuffs inevitably rise he was convinced that the study of plants and plant life could lead to the development of new sources of food. This is indeed remarkable because he broached a topic that almost a decade later became one of the most discussed issues of its day. When the clergyman and political economist Thomas Robert Malthus, a contemporary of the Humboldt brothers, claimed that because the rate of increase of population was greater than the increase in its means of subsistence, a catastrophe was waiting to happen, alarm spread throughout European governments. Convinced he was right Malthus, in his highly controversial work, Essay on Population, published in 1798, advocated two courses of action that, in his view, were absolutely necessary: sexual abstinence or birth control. Such views on how to tackle the inevitable rise in populations led to widespread and often heated debate; although Malthus had opened a can of worms he was not without his supporters.


In April 1789 Alex joined his brother at the University of Göttingen. Teachers employed there were among the finest and thus attracted the most gifted of students. He opted for natural sciences and languages.


It was a great time to be a student at Göttingen – known at the time as the Athens of Germany – where its professors had long felt a need to assemble new scientific knowledge. Beginning in 1754 Albrecht von Haller gave lectures there on his ‘epochal discoveries’ about the evolution of the animal egg. Around the same time Blumenbach offered courses on the races of mankind and presented the first system of comparative anatomy. In England Henry Cavendish had studied carbon dioxide, had identified hydrogen as a separate gas and had also established that water, by unlocking its chemical constitution, was a compound. The German-born British astronomer William Herschel, the so-called ‘father of stellar astronomy’ had discovered the planet Uranus while Alessandro Volta in Italy had discovered the condensing electroscope (and in 1800 the first electrochemical battery). In France in 1787 the highest mountain in Europe, Mont Blanc, had been scaled by the geologist Horace de Saussure. Such discoveries and studies would certainly have been known to Humboldt who always took an interest in everything and anything to do with the sciences.


What was most useful to Humboldt was that in Göttingen a ‘distinctive style of natural inquiry had developed which closely harmonised with many of Kant’s prescriptions’. Born in Prussia, Immanuel Kant was the most influential German philosopher of the day and is now regarded by several commentators as the ‘greatest modern philosopher’. Furthermore it would be correct to say that a number of the teachers Alex met in Göttingen shared Kant’s and Humboldt’s concern – seen in his letter to Wegener above – about the effect of the total environment upon the organism.18 It is clear that a great deal began to happen as soon as Alexander set foot in Göttingen: contact with brilliant teachers, correspondence with Wegener, the on-going effects of botanical studies with Willdenow, the proximity and studies of his brother Wilhelm and exciting meetings with other students, some of whom will have a decisive bearing on his career path.


Interesting therefore is the following letter sent by Wilhelm to his friend the philosopher Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi in July 1789, in which he outlines what he considers the major differences between himself and Alex. At first he praises Alexander’s character and goodness of heart, the diversity and thoroughness of his learning as well as his enthusiasm to go on acquiring knowledge and to make practical use of whatever he studies. He admits that Alex has not studied metaphysics in any depth and that his study of Kant is still in its early stages; nevertheless, in all else Jacobi would enjoy Alexander’s ‘lively conversation, the frankness of his opinions and his amusing ideas’. He then adds that although he and Alex shared the same upbringing they differ sharply in temperament, character, inclination and in their approaches to scientific matters:




His [Alexander’s] mind is faster and more fertile, his imagination more vivid, his sense of beauty sharper, his feeling for art in general is much more developed. Overall he has greater intellect, energy, and the talent to grasp new ideas… . I’m better [than he is] at developing, comparing and digesting ideas.19





Given that such comments are rare, what Wilhelm here says offers us an invaluable insight into Alex’s mental and emotional development at this stage in his life. Apart from his correspondence and from various prologues to his works, Alex says very little about himself. Wilhelm’s comparison shows us that Alex has worked towards independence of thought and that he enjoyed conversation in which he was already showing signs of his oratorical skills and that he could be amusing. We are, therefore, light years away from the little boy in Tegel who suffered ‘agonising loneliness’ and felt compelled to make sacrifices and lead a life of pretence. In Göttingen Alex has found his feet, has come into his own and is ready to take on the world.


Consensus has it that the two most important teachers Alexander met in Göttingen were the naturalist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach and the physicist Georg Christoph Lichtenberg. Yet mention should be made of the classics scholar, Christian Gottlob Heyne who was to introduce Alexander to the ‘ancient world’ and to its achievements. No surprise then that Alexander, together with Heyne, wrote a treatise (sadly lost) on the weaving practices of the ancient Greeks. From today’s perspective the topic may seem academic and probably more the choice of Heyne than of Alexander but when we remember that the Industrial Revolution was a reality yet to happen and that in England, at least, the great mill towns of Northern England depended almost exclusively on the fruits of the loom, their treatise was actually unexpectedly relevant. Whether his choice or not, Alexander’s preferred focus was always on the practical use of knowledge.


An important feature of his student days in Göttingen was his herbarium; several trips in the region were specifically undertaken to increase his stock of dried plants. He also went on a much bigger trip: from the end of September to the beginning of November 1789 he joined forces with Steven Jan van de Geuns, a Dutch doctor, to begin a nature study trip that took them to Heidelberg, up the Rhein and through Westphalia and then back to Göttingen. Although both men kept diaries only that of van Geuns remains in which – published for the first time in 2007 – he has recorded every observation, every important meeting and event. It was during this trip that Alexander met, in Mainz, Georg Forster (a member of Captain Cook’s second trip around the world). Forster, married to Heyne’s daughter showed them his herbarium from New Zealand as well as some very unusual plants from Tahiti and elsewhere. Described by some as a ‘radical naturalist’, he became an important travel writer. It was he who encouraged both men to study the mountains made of basalt that they would pass on their journey. It led Alexander to publish, in 1790, his first work, a treatise entitled Mineralogical Observations of various Basalts on the Rhine. In it he showed he belonged to the Neptunist school of thought that advocated the theory that rocks, such as granite, were formed by crystallisation from the waters of a primeval ocean. Later on, and after more thorough studies, he was to change sides.


Alexander’s first major work arose from a painstaking tour of a distinctive regional landscape; his study shows his zeal for precision and thoroughness, but above all his belief in the empirical approach to the discovery of fact, in this case, geological fact. What emerges from the diary is their total focus on finding ‘facts’; to this end they visited botanical gardens, observatories, salt mines, bronze works, slate quarries, factories producing metals, quicksilver, porcelain, paper and snuff. His adherence to personal observation of the visible effects of the workings of natural forces will become a cornerstone of his future work. Seen in this light Mineralogical Observations constitutes an early indication of his approach to work and to what later on became known as Humboldtian science.


In March 1790 after the end of the second semester in Göttingen, Alexander left the city of Mainz and travelled down the Rhine with Forster through Belgium and the Netherlands to England. It proved to be a crucial educational trip because it was now that he saw, for the very first time, ocean-going ships that brought trade to far-flung corners of the world. Forster was on his way to London to find a publisher for his proposed new geography of the South Sea Islands. His earlier text, A Voyage around the World, was first published in London in 1777 and a version in German appeared the following year; the book brought Forster instant fame and deservedly so, in that in it he attempted to combine science, travel writing and literature. Alex was indeed fortunate to have met an experienced writer who, in his several works, combined aesthetic sensitivity with scientific inquiry. But he appreciated more about Forster than his literary skills: he was attracted by the way Forster could philosophise about natural history and make a landscape come alive. Both writers shared a love of panoramic description supported by, and based upon, scientific precision and both were compulsive collectors of samples. Many plants and shrubs found in both public and private gardens today, particularly in Western Europe, owe their presence to Humboldt’s collections, made often in very trying conditions.


During their trip Alex mentioned to Forster his idea of a ‘physique du monde,’ a text he intended to write some day that would attempt a total description of the physical world, a mammoth task but one that seemed to haunt him.20 At the sight of the English Channel his longing for distant lands grew and was intensified when he saw on the walls of his room in London pictures of a ship from the East Indies sinking in a storm.


‘Hot tears’ so he wrote in his autobiographical jottings, ‘often ran down my cheeks when I woke up and stared at such things’. He adds, ‘I was spurred on by an uncertain longing for what is distant and unknown, for whatever excited my fantasy: danger at sea, the desire for adventures, to be transported from a boring daily life to a world of wonder’.21
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