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Contribution of Alexander Von
Humboldt to the development of

Modern Geography

- Dr. B. B. Ghurake

Abstract -
Alexander Von Humboldt was an important geographes

from the German school of geographical thought. He is
known as the founder of modern geography. He coined the
term Cosmos, Climatology and Continentality, in the study
of physical geography. His works in the field of geography
is no doubt a landmark in the history of modern geography.

Keywords: Cosmos, Climatology, Continentality
Intr oduction :

Alexander Von Humboldt was a great scholar in the
modern geography. He mastered a number of disciplines.
He put all his life into Travels & Research in order to
understand complex nature of universe.
I) Life and Career -

Alexander Von Humboldt was born in on 14th September
1769 at Berlin in Germany. He was a scholar of versatile
genius, contributed to many branches of science & did
research in Botany, Geology, Physics, Chemistry, Anatomy,
Physiology, History, Zoology, Climatology, Geomorphology
and all other branches of geography.
II) Humboldt contribution to the development of
Modern Geography -
A) Geographical Writing (Published and Unpublished)-

Alexander Von Humboldt was really a great scholar. He
was initially interested in Botany but after the joining of
university of Gottingen geology attracted hiss attention. In
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his early stage he published a short monograph & several
paper on ‘The Rhine land Basalt’ in 1789 & examined the
origin of basaltic rock. Further he studied the effect of
different rocks on magnetic declination. He became
interested keenly in the rock structure of the Alps, he also
visited to several countries.
B) Humboldt’ s Work -
1) Travels & Explorations -
a) European Tour -

Humboldt made his first European Tour in 1790. He
travelled with a famous world tourist George Forster through
Holland, Belgium, Central & Southern England & Northern
France. In this tour he was highly impressed by Forster
method of carefully/observation and artistic & scientific
description of landscape in the lower Rhine.
b) American Exploration -

The second tour was done by Humboldt early in 1799. A
before this tour Humboldt along with the French Botanist
Bonpland reached Madrid (Capital of Spain) in Spain. On
the way to Madrid, he made daily observation of temperature
& altitudes. From Madrid, Alexander & the Bonpland
reached in Venezuela. Along the sea coast they went to
Caracas & explored the Valencia Lake.
c) Russian Expeditions -

The 3rd tour was done in 1829 at the age of 60. Humboldt
travelled into the heart of Siberia across the Ural Mountain
to explore the mineral resources according to the invitation
of Russian Kzar.
2) COSMOS (Monument) -

A. V. Humboldt completed the writing of his best known
work, ‘The Cosmos’, during the last years of his life.
Meaning of the Cosmos -

The cosmos is the product of a series of public lectures
offered at the Royal Academy & Sciences in Berlin. In 1845,
Humboldt published his monumental work cosmos. It is a
Sketch of a ‘physical description of the Universe’.
Structur e of the Cosmos -

The cosmos is a comprehensive survey of the universe.
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It consists the account of the travels & expeditions of
Humboldt. He published the cosmos in 5 volumes. The first
volume was published in 1845 when he was 76 years and
the fifth volume was published after his death in 1862 based
on the copious notes he left.
Philosophy of the Cosmos (Objectives) -

1) The first is the definition & limitation of a physical
description of the world as a special and separate branch
of knowledge/discipline.

2) The second is the objective content, which is the actual
& empirical aspects of natures entity in the scientific
form of a portrait of nature.

3) The Third is the action of natures studies through media
such as travel, description, poetry, landscape painting
and the display of contrasting groups of exotic plants.

4) And last, the history of natural philosophy and the
gradual emergence of concepts pertaining to the cosmos
as an organic unit.

3) Humboldt’s Geographical Ideas & Thoughts -
a) Humboldt’s concepts of geography -

1) According to Humboldt Geography is a physical
geography. Geography is the description of the earth
which deals with the interrelationship of phenomena
that exist together in an area’.

2) He has coined the term Climatology for the first time.
3) He used the term Continentality in the study of

geography.
b) Humboldt’ s Approach to geography (Unity of Nature)-

Humboldt’s geographical ideas were mainly emerged
from an attempt that he made to seek the ‘unity of Nature’.
He recognized that the approach of geography to the nature
is quite different from than those of natural sciences. He
studied systematically a variety of different kinds of physical
phenomenon in their areal relations with other phenomenon.
4) Humboldt’s Physical Geography -

Humboldt was mainly a physical geographer and
therefore he has been referred as the founder of Physical
geography. According to him ‘Physical Geography is the
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description of the world’. It is concerned with the distribution
of physical phenomena on the surface of the earth. The terms
‘Geography’ & ‘physical Geography’ both were synonymous
for Humboldt.
5) Humboldt’s Systematic Geography -

Humboldt made a significant contribution to the
development of systematic geography. He carried out more
distinctly the systematic study of physical & biological
phenomenon. He further pointed out the importance of
making systematic studies of particular kinds of phenomenon
associated to others in different areas & places.
Conclusion -

Alexander Von Humboldt’s work in the development of
modern geography is valuable as he has given scientific status
for geography as a discipline. He has adopted a systematic
approach for the study of different physical aspects
geography. Though Humboldt is known for his systematic
geography; his work on Mexico and Cuba are the best
examples of regional geography. He has founded Plant
Geography as a separate branch of physical geography.
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