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AIRES DE CIVILISATIONS
F. Braudel, Grammaire des civilisations, (1963), 1987

o Civilizations Outside Europe: 
I. Islam and the Muslim World
II. Africa
III. The Far East

a. China
b. India
c. The Maritime Far East: Indo-China, 

Indonesia, The Philippines; Korea
d. Japan

o European Civilizations
I. Europe
II. America
III. The Other Europe: Muscovy, Russia, 

and the USSR



AREA STUDIES
D. Szanton, The Politics of Knowledge:, 2002

“a cover term for a family of academic 
fields and activities joined by a common 
commitment to: (1) intensive language 
study; (2) in-depth field research in the 
local language(s); (3) close attention to 
local histories, viewpoints, materials, and 
interpretations; (4) testing, elaborating, 
critiquing, or developing grounded 
theory against detailed observation; 
and (5) multi-disciplinary conversations 
often crossing the boundaries of the 
social sciences and humanities”



AREA STUDIES
D. Szanton, The Politics of Knowledge:, 2002

o Area Studies scholars deal with large 
regions of the world – beyond the 
USA and Western Europe – through 
a “multidisciplinary lens”

o The boundaries of the cultural areas 
are “historically contingent, 
pragmatic, and highly contestable”

o Since critical perspectives of the 
postcolonial studies, the ‘geographical 
fluidity’ of notions like ‘orientalism’ 
can be generalized to many cultural 
areas.



TRANSAREA
O. Ette, TransArea Eine literarische Globalisierungsgeschichte, 2012

o Globalization: a process of long 
duration, divided into four main 
phases of accelerated globalization

o TransArea: putting into perspective 
the planetary relationality in its 
internal (f.e. trans-archipelagic world 
of the Caribbean) and external 
intricacies (global panorama)



Area thinking tends towards stability…

Area A Area B

TRANSAREALITY



… whereas cultural and scientific phenomena 
should be considered in the dynamics of their relationality

Area A Area B

TRANSAREALITY



HUNTINGTON’S CIVILIZATIONS
The Clash of Civilizations, 1996 (Foreign Affairs 1993)



Area A Area B

TRANSAREALITY

main areas of knowledge



TRANSAREALITY

Area A Area B

cultural transfers and mutations 
in the global circulation of ideas



TRANSAREAL



MONDIALITY
state of presence of cultures lived in 
the respect of diversity (Glissant)

TRANSAREALITY   



MONDIALITY 
state of presence of cultures lived in 
the respect of diversity (Glissant)

PLANETARITY
understands the planet as a unified 
natural space, a kind of otherness 
that we inhabit and on which we 
depend (Spivak)

TRANSAREALITY   



HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST

Eduard Hildebrandt, Alexander Von Humboldt in seiner Bibliothek, 1856,  Berlin, 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Kunstbibliothek



o Humboldt measuring the world and 
constantly taking readings 

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST

Joseph Karl Stieler, Humboldt 
and his Kosmos , 1843



Map of the Cassiquiare canal  based 
on  Humboldt’s observations, 1799

o Humboldt measuring the world and 
constantly taking readings 

o Convinced that all results can be 
reduced to numerical relations: 
J’ai la fureur des chiffres exacts
(letter to Gotthelf Fischer von Waldheim 
on March 20, 1837)

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST



o Proud of his instrument-based 
scientific approach 

Instruments taken by Humboldt and 
Bonpland during their American trip

o Humboldt measuring the world and 
constantly taking readings 

o Convinced that all results can be 
reduced to numerical relations: 
J’ai la fureur des chiffres exacts
(letter to Gotthelf Fischer von Waldheim 
on March 20, 1837)

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST



o The theory concerning the periodic 
swarm of meteors and the rain of 
shooting stars of the Leonid meteor 

The Spectacular 1833 Leonid Meteor Storm:
The View from Arkansas, Mary L. Kwas

The Arkansas Historical Quarterly
58/3 (Autumn 1999)

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST 
main discoveries and innovations



o The theory concerning the periodic 
swarm of meteors and the rain of 
shooting stars of the Leonid meteor 

o The discovery of the fluvial system 
Amazon/Orinoco

“Carte Itinéraire du cours de 
l’Orénoque, de l’Atabapo, du 

Cassiquiare et du Rio Negro, montrant 
la bifurcation de l’Orénoque et sa 

connexion avec l’Amazone” (detail)

A. v. Humboldt, Atlas géographique et 
physique du nouveau continent, 1814

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST 
main discoveries and innovations



Orinoco
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Negro

Amazon
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Bifurcation



o «

o The theory concerning the periodic 
swarm of meteors and the rain of 
shooting stars of the Leonid meteor

o The discovery of the fluvial system 
Amazon/Orinoco 

o The law of the decrease in mean 
temperature with the increase in 
elevation above the sea-level

Heinrich Berghaus, Physikalischer Atlas, 
“Umrisse der Pflanzengeographie”, 

p. 100-101

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST 
main discoveries and innovations



o The opening of new research fields 
as geography of plants, scientific 
orography (wissenschaftliche
Gebirgskunde), or early American 
studies (Altamerikanistik,)

Title page of the Essai sur la 
géographie des plantes, 1805

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST 
main discoveries and innovations



o The opening of new research fields 
as geography of plants, scientific 
orography (wissenschaftliche
Gebirgskunde), or early American 
studies (Altamerikanistik,)

o The invention of isotherm lines

On the top: First isotherm map. Mean temperature around the world. 
Alexander von Humboldt – 1817

On the bottom: An 1823 map using Humboldt’s innovation of 
isotherm lines.

HUMBOLDT AS SCIENTIST 
main discoveries and innovations



BEYOND SCIENCE
the Humboldtian cosmos…

o Cosmos:  a notion with metaphysic 
connotations

The Creation of the World according to the 
Nuremberg Chronicle, Hartmann Schedel, 

Das Buch der Croniken, 1493



o Cosmos:  a notion with metaphysic 
connotations

o Humboldt moved away from 
speculations, like those of Kepler

A plate from Mysterium cosmographicum, 
by Johannes Kepler published in 1596 

BEYOND SCIENCE
the Humboldtian cosmos…



o Cosmos:  a notion with metaphysic 
connotations

o Humboldt moved away from 
speculations, like those of Kepler

o Humboldt against mixing the “ideal 
cosmos” with the “real cosmos”: 

BEYOND SCIENCE
the Humboldtian cosmos…



o Cosmos:  a notion with metaphysic 
connotations

o Humboldt moved away from 
speculations, like those of Kepler

o Humboldt against mixing the “ideal 
cosmos” with the “real cosmos”

o Unity in diversity

BEYOND SCIENCE
the Humboldtian cosmos…

after Humboldt, Mount Cayambe
Ecuador, oil on Canvas.



Humboldt, Humboldt, Kosmos. Entwurf einer physikalischen 
Weltbeschreibung, ed. O. Ette & O. Lubrich, Frankfurt/M., 
Eichborn Verlag, 2004, p. 10:

Die Natur ist für die denkende Betrachtung Einheit in der 
Vielheit, Verbindung des Mannigfaltigen in Form und Mischung. 
Inbegriff der Naturdinge und Naturkräfte, als ein lebendiges 
Ganze.

English  version (translated by E. C. Otté):

Nature considered rationally, that is to say, submitted to the 
process of thought, is a unity in diversity of phenomena; as 

harmony, blending together all created things, however 
dissimilar in form and attributes; on a great whole (τὸ πάν) 

animated by the breath of life



o Cosmos:  a notion with metaphysic 
connotations

o Humboldt moved away from 
speculations, like those of Kepler

o Humboldt against mixing the “ideal 
cosmos” with the “real cosmos”

o Unity in diversity

o Humboldt holds together multiple 
phenomena of different natures and 
scales

BEYOND SCIENCE
the Humboldtian cosmos…

after Humboldt, Mount Cayambe
Ecuador, oil on Canvas.



o Ernst Haeckel borrowed to 
Humboldt the idea of a 
coherent whole constituted by 
complex interactions*

“Trochilidae” , plate 99 from Haeckel’s
Kunstformen der Natur , 1904

BEYOND SCIENCE
…at the origin of ecology



o Ernst Haeckel borrowed to 
Humboldt the idea of a 
coherent whole constituted by 
complex interactions

o Humboldt discovered the idea 
of ‘keystone species’: 
Concerning the Mauritia palm, 
Humboldt and Bonpland
“observed with astonishment how 
many things are connected with 
the existence of a single plant”

o **

Palmiera Mauritia , in Andrea Wulf, L’invention de la 
nature, French translation, Paris 2017, p. 116.

BEYOND SCIENCE
…at the origin of ecology



o Ernst Haeckel borrowed to 
Humboldt the idea of a 
coherent whole constituted by 
complex interactions

o Humboldt discovered the idea 
of ‘keystone species’

o He explained the role of the 
forest in humidifying the 
atmosphere, holding the 
water, and protecting the soil 
against erosion

Palmiera Mauritia , in Andrea Wulf, L’invention de la 
nature, French translation, Paris 2017, p. 116.

BEYOND SCIENCE
…at the origin of ecology



CONNECTING DISCIPLINARY AREAS

o Social, economic and political problems linked to 
environmental issues

o **

Cargueros on the arduous Quindiu Pass between
Bogota and Quito, Humboldt, Vue des Cordillères…,

1810, table 5

Landscape as focus for both scientific and humanistic 
study. Gas volcanoes of Turbaco in Colombia, 
Humboldt,Vue des Cordillères…, 1810, table 41.



Vision of the cosmos from 
‘connective geography’ 
(L.Péaud) 

o Physische Weltbeschreibung:
science of the whole, interface of 
humans and nature

o Cosmopolitics: transmission of 
knowledge useful to human 
beings and governments

o Geo-poetics: a book on nature 
must contain its objective as well 
as subjective side; our inner world 
is constructed by the impressions 
that nature provokes in us

CONNECTING DISCIPLINARY AREAS



Alexander von Humboldt & Aimé Bonpland, Voyage aux régions équinoxiales du 
Nouveau Continent, XI, Paris, J. Smith & Gide, 1826, p. 132-134 : 

« J’étois resté sur le tillac pour observer la culmination de quelques grandes étoiles. La
pleine lune étoit très-élevée. Tout d’un coup il se forma, du côté de la lune, 45’ avant
son passage au méridien, un grand arc coloré de toutes les couleurs du spectre, mais
d’un aspect lugubre. L’arc, par sa hauteur, dépassoit la lune ; la bande irisée avoit
près de 2° de largeur, et son sommet sembloit élevé de près de 80° à 85° au-dessus
de l’horizon de la mer. Le ciel étoit d’une pureté extraordinaire ; il n’y avoit aucune
apparence de pluie ; et ce que me frappoit le plus, ce phénomène, qui ressembloit
entièrement à un arc-en-ciel lunaire, ne se trouvoit pas opposé à la lune. L’arc restoit
stationnaire, ou du moins paroissoit tel pendant huit ou dix minutes de temps ; au
moment où j’essayai s’il seroit possible de le voir par réflexion dans le miroir du
sextant, il commença à se mouvoir et à baisser en traversant successivement la lune
et Jupiter placé à peu de distance au-dessous de la lune. Il étoit 12h54’ (temps vrai)
quand le sommet de l’arc se cachoit sous l’horizon. Ce moment d’un arc irisé
remploissoit d’étonnement les matelots qui étoient de garde sur le tillac ; ils
prétendoient, comme à l’apparition de chaque météore extraordinaire, que “cela
annonçoit du vent.” M. Arago a bien voulu examiner le dessin de cet art, consigné
dans mon journal de route : il pense que l’image réfléchie de la lune dans les eaux
n’auroit pas donné un halo d’une si grande dimension. La rapidité du mouvement
n’est pas un moindre obstacle à l’explication de ce phénomène qui mérite beaucoup
d’attention.
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o Sensibility, emotion & rationality: is it usual for an 
Enlightenment man like Humboldt?

o **

CONNECTING CULTURAL AREAS

o Humboldt’s holistic approach attributed, even partially, to 
the impact of Naturphilosophie?

o Opinions are very divided among scholars: some asserting 
his belonging above all to Romanticism or enlightenment; 
some see a balance between both types of thought

o Synthesis of the main European ideas of his time while 
immersing himself in the experience of his long-distant 
travels and the research conducted on the field



THE AMERICAN EXPEDITION, 1799-1804



THE AMERICAN EXPEDITION, 1799-1804

o Humboldt brought back a considerable 
amount of observations concerning 
natural history, archaeology, history, 
economy, sociology, and cultures

“Ruines de Miguitlan ou Mitla (…) plan et 
élévation”, Vues de Cordillères, p. 278. 

“Calendrier des Indiens Muyscas, anciens habitants du 
plateau de Bogota”, Vues de Cordillères, p. 220 



THE AMERICAN EXPEDITION, 1799-1804

o Humboldt brought back a considerable 
amount of observations concerning 
natural history, archaeology, history, 
economy, sociology, and cultures

o Biblioteca Americana, including works 
of Clavijero or Sigüenza y Góngora

New World discourse, equal ranking 
between European and “Mexican”
(i.e. American) Antiquities

Cover page of Clavijero’s Historia 
Antigua de México, 1780 



THE AMERICAN EXPEDITION, 1799-1804

o Humboldt brought back a considerable 
amount of observations concerning 
natural history, archaeology, history, 
economy, sociology, and cultures

o Biblioteca Americana, including works 
of Clavijero or Sigüenza y Góngora

New World discourse, equal ranking 
between European and “Mexican” 
(i.e. American) Antiquities

o This pioneering vision matches with the 
purpose of Humboldt’s American 
expedition: one of the first expeditions 
without a colonization purpose**

“Fragment d’un manuscrit hiéroglyphique
conservé à la Bibliothèque royale de 
Dresde”, Vues de Cordillères, p. 268. 



THE RUSSIAN EXPEDITION, 1829

o Invited by the Czar to study platinum deposits in the Ural mines. 
prevents him from taking too close an interest in the social situation 

of the subjects of the Russian empire. 



THE RUSSIAN EXPEDITION, 1829

o Invited by the Czar to study platinum deposits in the Ural mines. 
prevents him from taking too close an interest in the social situation 

of the subjects of the Russian empire. 

o He took advantage of this opportunity to verify natural laws through 
comparative observations from several continents and collect botanic 
and (incidentally) ethnographical data. 

Alexander von Humboldt, Russian travel diary



THE RUSSIAN EXPEDITION, 1829

o Invited by the Czar to study platinum deposits in the Ural mines. 
prevents him from taking too close an interest in the social situation 

of the subjects of the Russian empire. 

o He took advantage of this opportunity to verify natural laws through 
comparative observations from several continents and collect botanic 
and (incidentally) ethnographical data. 

o As it was a relatively short trip, the information concerning in particular 
the situation of the local economy is not based on field data, but on 
travelogues of Germans settled in Russia (M. Espagne)



THE UNREALIZED INDIAN EXPEDITION

“The aim of my Asiatic journey is the high mountain chain that 
stretches from the source of the Indus to the sources of the Ganges. 

(…) I would like to spend a year in Benares”
Humboldt, 1812

City of Benares, aquatint by Thomas Sutherland after Charles Rammus Forrest,
from A Picturesque Tour along the River Ganges and Jumna, 1824



THE UNREALIZED INDIAN EXPEDITION

1796 he is planning a long trip to Italy, England and Western India, 
letter to Karl Ludwig Willdenow

1805-22 he tried almost every year to plan a trip to India, but in vain
1808 The Russian Minister Romancov offers him to pay the travel costs 

through his government. Humboldt refuses, preferring to travel 
at his own expense for reasons of independence

1811- Idea of a travel around the world : Russia, Persia, Tibet, India, 
Ceylon, Oceania, North America. Expedition delayed by 
Napoleon’s invasion of Russia and insurrections in Germany, then 
by the refusal of British authorities to grant him formal 
permission to visit India

1812 Humboldt wrote to Napoleon: “I will undertake an expedition to 
the sources of the Ganges and inside Asia” and to another 
correspondent: “The aim of my Asiatic journey is the high 
mountain chain that stretches from the source of the Indus to the 
sources of the Ganges... I would like to spend a year in Benares...”
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THE UNREALIZED INDIAN EXPEDITION

1814 Humboldt and Wilhelm were invited to accompany the King of 
Prussia to London, opportunity to meet the directors of the East 
India Company there. Humboldt contacted this company several 
times, but to no avail

1820 he speaks of his “forthcoming journey to Persia and India”, letter 
to Altenstein

1853 Publication of the book in memory of Prince Waldemar from 
Prussia’s journey to India (1844/1846) with a foreword by 
Humboldt.
He strongly supported the research journey of the brothers 
Hermann, Adolf and Robert Schlagintweit to India and Tibet 
(1854-1857). He provided the brothers with the financial 
conditions and the permission for the journey

1854-58 Correspondence between Alexander von Humboldt and the 
brothers Adolph and Hermann Schlagintweit about their trip



o Approach based on Sanskrit philologists: W. v. Humboldt,  
Lassen… and focused on Sanskrit texts of Brahmins and their 
description of the lush nature in the great Vedic tales

THE UNREALIZED INDIAN EXPEDITION

William Hodges, A View of Part of the city of Benares, upon the Ganges, 1783



o Approach based on Sanskrit philologists: W. v. Humboldt,  
Lassen… and focused on Sanskrit texts of Brahmins and their 
description of the lush nature in the great Vedic tales

o Historical vision of globalization:  exchanges between 
Europe, China & India during the time of Alexander the 
Great and the Umayyad period

THE UNREALIZED INDIAN EXPEDITION

Map of Alexander's Empire The Umayyad Caliphate in AD 750



o Approach based on Sanskrit philologists: W. v. Humboldt,  
Lassen… and focused on Sanskrit texts of Brahmins and their 
description of the lush nature in the great Vedic tales

o Historical vision of globalization:  exchanges between 
Europe, China & India during the time of Alexander the 
Great and the Umayyad period

THE UNREALIZED INDIAN EXPEDITION

o Indirect connection between 
Humboldt & India through the 
development of his notion of 
landscape, relationship painters of 
the Orient as T. Daniell & W. 
Hodges

Thomas & William Daniell, Indian
Architecture 2. Print from watercolour.



1790 Mineralogische Beobachtungen über einige Basalte am Rhein

1797

Florae Fribergensis specimen1793

Versuche über die gereizte Muskel und Nervenfaser

1799 Über die untererdischen Gasarten und die Mittel ihren 
Nachtheil zu vermindern

Versuch über die chemische Zerlegung des Luftkreises

1805-1838 Voyage aux régions équinoxiales du Nouveau Continent

1807 Essai sur la géographie des plantes

1808 Ansichten der Natur

1810-1813 Vues des Cordillères et Monumens des Peuples Indigènes de 
l’Amérique

1843 Asie centrale [au sujet du voyage en Russie]

1834-1845 Cosmos. Entwurf einer physischen Weltbeschreibung

1853 Kleinere Schriften

1826 Essai politique sur l’île de Cuba

GERMANLANGUAGES: LATIN FRENCH

CONNECTING LANGUAGES



„Außer der mexikanischen Sprache redete man in America nahuat noch die
otomitische Sprache, die Matlazinca, Mixteca, Zapoteca, Totonaca, Topoluca usw.
Was man von Ideenarmut dieser Sprachen und der südamerikalischen Sprachen
sagt, ist tolle Unwissenheit. Glauben ja Franzosen ebendies von dänischer,
polnischer, russischer Sprache! (…) Clavijero beweist, dass man in mexikanischer
Sprache bis 48 Millionen und weiter bequem zählen kann. (…) Die Evangelien,
Sprichwörter Salomons, ja Thomas a Kempis De imitation christi sind ins
Mexikanische und ohne Einmischung fremder Worte übersetzt. Clavijero gibt eine
Liste von abstractis und versichert, dass wenige bekannte Sprachen so reich an
abstractis als mexikanische Sprache sind. Tlamontli Cosa. Jeliztli Essenza.
Amacicacaconi Incomprensible. Cemicacjeni Eterno. Cahuitl tiempo. Ocnhuelitini
Omnipotente. Tejolia anima, Teixtlamatia mens. Tlanemiliztli pensamiento. Ebenso
finde ich die Sprache der Inkas oder Quechua sehr reich an abstrakten Worten:
Viñay Pacha temps. Oyuyac âme. Yayai pensée. Siehe Vocabulario de la lengua
general de todo el Purú corregido conforme a la propriedad contesana del cuzco
por el Padre Diego González Holguin Jesuita impreso en la Ciudad de los Reyas
1608 und Arte de la lengua general del Inga Ilamada Qquichhua compuesto por
Don Estevan Sancho de Melgar natural de Lima Cathedratico de dich lengua en
esta Santa Inglesia Metropolitana y Examinador synodal de ella en este
Arzobispado, Lima 1691”.

In : Alexander von Humboldt, Das Buch der Begegnungen. Menschen. Kulturen.
Geschichten aus den amerikanischen Reisetagebüchern, éd. O. Ette, 2018
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esta Santa Inglesia Metropolitana y Examinador synodal de ella en este
Arzobispado, Lima 1691”.

In : Alexander von Humboldt, Das Buch der Begegnungen. Menschen. Kulturen.
Geschichten aus den amerikanischen Reisetagebüchern, éd. O. Ette, 2018



o Humboldt was involved in various branches of knowledge 
and transcended them at the same time

o He was a specialist of cultural areas (America, Russia, 
Central Asia…) coming from natural sciences and learned to 
think in different languages. But he was able also to situate 
the external relationality of these areas into a global 
panorama: 

research in the natural sciences, based on a comparative 
analysis of data from all the world

contrastive linguistic studies with his brother

transatlantic mediator

CONCLUSION



o Humboldt visionary

o …but also a man of his time

Late 18th Century: gelehrter Weltbürger

19th Century: founding a discipline beyond disciplines, 
‘connective’ geography

o Humboldtian transareality based on a very broad synthesis 
of the ideas of his time, transcending cultural areas. 

o Understanding the Humboldtian cosmos requires to 
consider this fundamental contradiction between areas and 
transareality

CONCLUSION



Thank you!

Joseph Karl Stieler, Humboldt and his Kosmos , 1843


