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Geographical Ideas of Alexander von Humboldt

Akira TEZUKA

The main purpose of this paper is to present the geographical ideas of Alexander von
Humboldt by his own writings. Two fundamental essays concerning the methodology of

geography (i.e., Essai sur la géographie des plantes, which was written in his young
days, and Begrenzung und wissenschaftliche Behandlung einer physischen Weltbeschrei-
bung, which is the methodological section of his famous Kosmos) were translated into
Japanese for the first time, and annexed at the end of the paper. For the better under-
standing of his text, the life and works of Alexander von Humboldt are examined briefly
in the first half of the paper.

In the history of geography, Humboldt is a very brilliant and, in a sense, puzzling
figure. From the late nineteenth century, he has been always honored as a father of
modern geography. The names of A, von Humboldt and C. Ritter are commonly men-
tioned as the founders of modern geography, and between them the former wins a higher
rank in most cases. The viewpoints of A. Hettner and E. de Martonne are two typical
examples. But, among his voluminous writings, there are very few passages that explain
systematically the foundations of scientific geography. Therefore it 1s difficult to under-
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stand exactly his geographical ideas through his own writings, especially for Japanese
geographers by reason of the complete lack of Japanese translation. Our images of his
geographical thought are usually based upon later scholars describing the history of
geography.

For his contemporaries, Alexander von Humboldt was not a geographer, but a scien-
tific explorer and a great naturalist. The label of the ‘father of modern geography’ was
attached to him by later geographers such as O. Peschel and A. Hettner. An important
problem is whether their evaluations are just and well-grounded. Were not their interpre-
tations greatly biased by their own viewpoints of geography? The question remains
unsolved. We must always listen directly to the words of Alexander von Humboldt.
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