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Abstract 
 
 
 

This dissertation focuses on a paradigm shift that is taking place within the field of 
cultural memory studies. Recently, several scholars from around the world have focused 
on the possibility of transcultural memory and the transcultural construction of meaning. 
My research offers a constructive addition to the current theory, namely that transcultural 
memory is not as broad and universal as many understand. To support this argument, I 
have taken the Alexander von Humboldt reception history within the United States and 
Germany to demonstrate that transcultural memory coalesces around specific memory 
sites that are mutually constructed among cultures for a common purpose. I show that in 
the years following German reunification, the U.S.-American and German textual 
representation, use, and understanding of Alexander von Humboldt have come to be 
practically identical. I go on to posit that it is in such specific instances that transcultural 
memory is created, and not through a supposedly universal and transnational 
remembrance of historical events. My research clarifies certain concepts and elements 
regarding the turn to the transcultural in recent memory studies in that it demands a much 
more specific and concrete understanding of the processes at work in meaning making in 
an interconnected and globalized world. In order to show such a shared transcultural 
understanding, I have collected and studied all published materials regarding Alexander 
von Humboldt in the United States and Germany since the year 1990. In this way, my 
dissertation serves not only to support my central thesis regarding the constitution of 
transcultural memory, it also functions as a detailed textual survey of Humboldt within 
the two cultures over the last twenty-five years. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

 "Humboldt ist überall." So reported Nicola Kuhn in Der Tagesspiegel on 4 

February, 2017. Such a sentiment is easy to understand. From bestselling books in the 

United States to new cultural centers in Germany, if one is looking for him, Alexander 

von Humboldt does indeed seem to be everywhere. What is much more fascinating than 

Humboldt's newfound prominence in certain cultural discourses, however, is the extent to 

which his representation is practically identical in seemingly disparate and different 

cultural settings. 

 What would cause, for instance, both German and U.S.-American authors who 

write about Humboldt to focus so much of their attention on the brief visit he paid to 

President Thomas Jefferson in 1804? Both men had more important encounters with 

equally famous and prestigious personages, but this interaction seems to have caught the 

imagination of Humboldt enthusiasts on either side of the Atlantic. German author Helge 

Hesse, in his book Mit Platon und Marilyn im Zug: Was uns die Begegnung berühmter 

Persönlichkeiten über die großen Fragen des Lebens verraten, provides but one recent 

example of this motif when he recounts, "Auf der Rückreise über die USA sind 

Humboldt und [Aimé] Bonpland drei Wochen lang die Gäste von Präsident Thomas 

Jefferson in Washington und auf dessen Landsitz Monticello" (109). What makes this 

brief comment truly remarkable is not the mere fact that it takes note of this famous 

encounter, but rather that it does so by citing a set of tried and true, if incorrect, 

information. Alexander von Humboldt did spend time with Jefferson, to be sure, but only 

a few days in total. And none of it took place at Monticello. U.S.-American publisher and 
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author Gerard Helferich, however, likewise notes in his volume Humboldt's Cosmos: 

Alexander von Humboldt and the Latin American Journey that Changed the Way We See 

the World that "At the conclusion of the journey, President Thomas Jefferson who had 

just launched Lewis and Clark on their own journey of exploration, entertained Humboldt 

at the White House and Monticello" (xvi-xvii). And Reinhard Barth, in his biography for 

young readers entitled Alexander von Humboldt: Abenteurer, Forscher, Universalgenie 

similarly recounts the weeks spent in the United States: "Davon verbrachte er eine Woche 

zusammen mit ihm auf dem Landsitz Monticello in Virginia" (174). Perhaps the most 

hesitant, and therefore extremely interesting, retelling of this supposed encounter comes 

from the German authors and gardening enthusiasts Kej Hielscher and Renate Hücking in 

their collection of biographical portraits Pflanzenjäger: In fernen Welten auf der Suche 

nach dem Paradies: "Der US-Präsident soll den Deutschen auch auf seinen Landsitz 

Monticello in Virginia mitgenommen haben" (67). Although the two authors apparently 

regard this chapter of the Humboldt-Jefferson story as reliable hearsay at best, as 

evidenced by their non-committal verb usage, they still decide to include the visit to 

Monticello nonetheless. 

 As Sandra Rebok, a German scholar working at the Spanish National Research 

Council in Madrid, makes clear in her thorough study of the Humboldt-Jefferson 

relationship, Humboldt and Jefferson: A Transatlantic Friendship of the Enlightenment, 

this repeated inaccuracy most likely comes from the continual misreading of a letter from 

Humboldt to Jefferson from 1810 (24). What makes this recurring mistake so intriguing 

is not that it reliably misrepresents the historical record, but the fact that it reveals a great 

deal about the way in which writers in Germany and the United States, as well as their 
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audiences, want to remember Alexander von Humboldt. The desire to connect Humboldt 

and Jefferson is so much more greatly satisfied if the reader can project the encounter 

between the two men onto the stately grounds of one of the United States' first and most 

iconic mansions. For all of its problematic connotations, Monticello lies at the heart of 

the popular image of Thomas Jefferson, and for Humboldt to be connected to him there is 

for Humboldt to be connected to Jefferson in the most intimate of terms. And that 

intimacy is exactly what German and U.S.-American literary audiences want to envision 

when reading about these two figures. 

 Authors writing about Alexander von Humboldt in Germany and the United 

States do not only look to the past to be inspired by the scientist-explorer, however; 

instead, Humboldt is more often than not placed alongside reading audiences in the 

modern day. In the present, Humboldt can provide context, insights, and suggestions 

about humanity's shared present and future. Referencing Humboldt's reputation as the 

father of the modern environmental movement, Andrea Wulf, author of the bestselling 

book The Invention of Nature: Alexander von Humboldt's New World, remarks, "One 

look at the latest 2014 UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report 

shows just how much we are in need of a Humboldtian perspective" (336). What might 

this Humboldtian perspective be? What could a Prussian baron who died in 1859 tell 

contemporary German and U.S.-American readers about modern challenges? In many 

instances, Humboldt is presented as knowing more about the reader's situation than the 

reader might know herself or himself. Ottmar Ette, one of the leading Humboldt scholars 

worldwide, assures the readers of his volume Alexander von Humboldt und die 

Globalisierung: Die Mobile des Wissens that Humboldt 
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ist ein Denker der Globalität, der als Querdenker seiner Zeit bis heute 
nichts von seiner Aktualität für die Bewältigung der Herausforderungen 
unserer Zeit verloren hat. Sein Schaffen als Natur- und Kulturforscher, als 
Philosoph, Gelehrter und Schriftsteller ist für uns heute vielmehr 
unentbehrlich, um die gegenwärtige Phase beschleunigter Globalisierung 
in ihrer Geschichte, aber auch in ihren Chancen und Risiken analysieren 
und historisch fundiert denken zu können. (13) 

 
And it is not just the curious reader interested in new global flows of knowledge who 

should take a lesson from Humboldt. U.S.-American publisher and author Terence Clarke 

recommends Humboldt's insights into the environment and modernity to his readers on 

HuffingtonPost.com as a political prescription as well: "Given the current state of perilous 

indifference to the ruination of the planet on the part of so many governments, 

Humboldt's work should be required reading for every politician." 

 Why is Humboldt being represented in such a manner? And why is this 

representation to be found in almost exactly the same forms in the dominant literary 

discourses of Germany and the United States? In order to answer these questions 

effectively, current theories regarding cultural memory prove extremely useful. 

According to cultural memory studies, everything that is associated with the past is 

actually a process that is continually taking place in the present. The renowned historian 

and anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot, for example, notes that "the past does not 

exist independently from the present. Indeed, the past is only past because there is a 

present, just as I can point to something over there only because I am here. But nothing is 

inherently over there or here. In that sense, the past has no content. The past — or, more 

accurately, pastness — is a position. Thus, in no way can we identify the past as past" 

(15). This means, of course, that the conceptions of any historical event, place, person, or 

thing are being constructed in the present moment, whether cognitively or discursively. 
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Trouillot's idea of pastness as a position is also important, in that it bespeaks the notion of 

this constructed past serving as a means of orientation for actors in the present. It is for 

this reason that many memory studies scholars have identified the various elements of 

this constructed past as "memory sites." These memory sites do not need to be sites in the 

literal sense; rather they represent cognitive and discursive points of reference that allow 

individuals to navigate within the cultural landscape of a given context. Knowing and 

understanding the memory sites Hollywood, Vietnam, and Elvis, for instance, help 

individuals and groups in a U.S.-American context navigate their way through crowded 

cultural terrain. 

 Let, then, the Lewis and Clark memory site as it is predominantly featured in 

U.S.-American cultural discourses serve as an example. This memory site is not merely a 

representation of Meriwether Lewis or William Clark or their expedition; rather, it is a 

signifier that encapsulates all of the discursive meaning associated with the term "Lewis 

and Clark." The Lewis and Clark memory site represents science, discovery, and an 

unbridled national drive, and serves not only as a means of historical orientation, but also 

as a starting point for the creative reimagining of shared cultural experience. Indeed, 

Lewis and Clark and their expedition are the topic of countless books, films, images, and 

products, and the name Lewis and Clark graces colleges, parks, trails, and organizations. 

The creative power of such a memory site is not directed exclusively into the past, 

however, and it should not be understood as a static point of reference; rather, the 

purpose of a memory site is to serve a culture's needs in the present. One of the many 

ways in which the Lewis and Clark memory site is being used in current U.S.-American 

cultural discourses is to imagine a moment in which peaceful coexistence was possible 
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between the native peoples of North America and the European colonizers. Lewis and 

Clark's supposed even-handed treatment of the indigenous cultures they encountered, as 

well as the cosmopolitan makeup of their expedition, is used as a template for new 

understandings of a past scarred by savage dispossession and acts of conquest and 

genocide. In such an example it becomes apparent how "[m]ediated acts of remembrance 

help to create new narratives and displace or marginalize others and, by opening up fresh 

perspectives on the past, continuously change the grounds on which common futures are 

imagined" (De Cesari and Rigney 8). 

 A key characteristic of the Lewis and Clark memory site, and indeed a key 

element of most memory sites, is its cultural specificity. Outside of U.S.-American 

cultural discourses, for instance, Lewis and Clark and their expedition go widely 

unnoticed. Although this memory site serves as a central point of reference and source of 

meaning for those in the United States, Lewis and Clark assume very little importance in 

other cultural contexts. To be sure, it is this specificity in terms of phenomena such as 

memory sites that distinguishes cultural discourses from one another. There are, however, 

certain memory sites, such as those associated with Alexander von Humboldt, that not 

only appear in multiple cultures, but also transcend the specificity that separates 

respective cultural discourses and processes of meaning making. 

 The goal of this analysis is to understand better the Alexander von Humboldt 

memory site as it exists in the dominant literary discourses of the United States and 

Germany, as well as to explore the possibility of a transcultural memory site that unites 

representational themes and interpretational rubrics across cultural boundaries. This is, 

therefore, not a study of Alexander von Humboldt in an historical or in a biographical 
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sense.* The life and times of Humboldt will not be discussed in any great detail. What 

will be thoroughly investigated, however, are the ways in which Humboldt has been 

textually constituted in the dominant German and U.S.-American literary discourses from 

1990 to the present. This timeframe has been selected for two reasons. First, as this 

period follows reunification, it provides a coordinated German Humboldt memory site for 

analysis, which stands in stark contrast to the divided and often competing Humboldt 

memory sites produced in the two German states during the Cold War. Second, it was 

also around 1990 that the U.S.-American interest in Humboldt reemerged after almost a 

century of obscurity. As will be demonstrated, the period between 1990 and the present 

witnessed an unprecedented alignment of Humboldt representation and interpretation, 

which would eventually result in a specific, observable instance of transcultural contact. 

 The first chapter of this analysis explores the theory behind cultural memory 

studies generally, and the theory regarding memory sites more specifically. Additionally, 

this chapter features a series of suggestions regarding the potential identification and 

investigation of transcultural memory sites. The second chapter provides a brief summary 

of the evolution of the Alexander von Humboldt memory sites in Germany and the 

United States prior to 1990. As such, this chapter demonstrates the disparate trajectories 

traced by the separate memory sites before the process of transcultural alignment began. 

                                                
* Almost all of the literature on Alexander von Humboldt, whether fiction or non-fiction, 
published recently in Germany and the United States focuses on his biography, his intellectual 
impact on the history of ideas, or both. The dominant Humboldt discourse in Germany is led by 
scholars such as Ottmar Ette and Oliver Lubrich, and novelists like Daniel Kehlmann. In the 
United States, Humboldt literature is likewise produced by academicians, including Laura 
Dassow Walls and Aaron Sachs, as well as authors writing for a broader public, such as Gerard 
Helferich and David McCullough. Regardless of its intended audience, however, Humboldt 
literature published in either Germany or the United States, as will be demonstrated in the 
following chapters, has become so thematically and representationally aligned that the two 
literary discourses are virtually indistinguishable from one another. 
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The third chapter shows how the first stage in the constitution of the transcultural 

Humboldt memory site started as shared scholarly interest in Humboldt studies within the 

German and U.S.-American academies. The fourth chapter investigates the ways in 

which the prominent themes from these coordinated scholarly discourses finally 

reemerged in the dominant popular literary discourses of Germany and the United States 

as a transcultural Humboldt memory site. Finally, the fifth chapter provides a summary 

and overview, as well as some thoughts on the future application of transcultural memory 

studies. 
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Chapter One: From Cultural to Transcultural Memory 
 

 
 
 To locate Alexander von Humboldt effectively as a transcultural memory site in 

the dominant literary discourses of both Germany and the United States, a discussion of 

terminology and methodology is in order. When considering a concept such as "cultural 

memory," one is at once struck with the potential ambiguity of both terms being 

employed. Culture is used as an idea almost universally, but it is rarely defined 

effectively: either the definitions are so complex and specific that they lose all 

practicality and broad applicability, or they are so general that everything, and hence 

nothing, is encompassed within its purview. British scholars Lucy Bond and Jessica 

Rapson, however, have formulated a definition of culture that is very well suited for 

investigations into cultural memory. According to Bond and Rapson, "culture can be seen 

as both a process (constantly evolving through diverse forms of artistic, theological, 

social, and political practice) and an entity belonging to a distinct set (or sets) of people" 

(7). This definition is useful, as it effectively demonstrates the temporal change and 

evolution to which cultures are subject, as well as the collective, human location of 

culture. The use of the word "practice" in the above quotation is also key, in that it 

represents the dynamically productive nature of culture. Culture is the framework that not 

only makes the continuity and interpretability of meaning possible, but creative and 

original synthesis as well. 

 Memory, on the other hand, is an even more complicated matter, as its definition 

not only involves human construction and abstraction, it also has as a component 

biochemical processes that can be, up to a point, scientifically and empirically 
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investigated. As German literature scholar Andreas Huyssen has noted, "memory is one 

of those elusive topics we all think we have a handle on. But as soon as we try to define 

it, it starts slipping and sliding, eluding attempts to grasp it either culturally, 

sociologically, or scientifically" (3). For the purposes of this investigation, memory will 

not necessarily refer to the cognitive mnemonic process that occurs in the brain of an 

individual human; instead, memory is to be understood as a complex process of cultural 

continuity, orientation, and coordination. Akin to the way in which an individual relies on 

her or his mnemonic abilities as a means of making sense of her or his surroundings on a 

continual basis, cultures, as collections of individuals, perpetually create contextualizing 

narratives that ground meaning by means of a network of discursive patterns based on 

representation and repetition. In other words, memory in this cultural sense makes up the 

frame of reference for all individual and collective understanding and interpretation.  

 
 

I. Cultural Memory 
 
 
 Cultural memory as a subject of investigation was first proposed by the French 

sociologist Maurice Halbwachs in the 1920s, but began to receive serious recognition and 

attention in scholarly circles in the 1980s and 1990s. French historian Pierre Nora, 

English literature scholar Aleida Assmann, and Egyptologist Jan Assmann among others 

presented new frameworks for conceptualizing cultural continuity and reception that had 

a profound impact on cultural theory in several fields. These more recent scholars went a 

step further than Halbwachs, and embraced the idea that cultural memory extended far 

beyond the life of the individual, and that its manifestation could be found in customs, the 

canon, and other cultural traditions. In keeping with Halbwachs and his formulations, 
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however, current memory studies continue to identify cultural memory as a key location 

of identity formation and social orientation. 

 The following sections of this chapter will give an overview of cultural memory 

and its operations, as well as new formulations regarding transcultural memory and its 

possible applications. Much of the theoretical background has been adapted from the 

work of Aleida and Jan Assmann, as it is the most thorough and systematic approach to 

cultural memory studies yet conceived. There are, however, several points of departure 

from the Assmanns' formulations, and the conceptual framework presented, specifically 

regarding the constitution of transcultural memory, is my own. 

 
The Current State of Cultural Memory Studies 

 
 The difficulty of arriving at a consensus and exact definition of many of the key 

elements in cultural memory studies is compounded by the fact that there is a group 

within the scholarly community that denies the existence of cultural memory as a subject 

of analysis altogether. Noa Gedi and Yigal Elam, for instance, contend that 

[c]ollective memory is actually a fabricated version of that same personal 
memory adjusted to what the individual considers, rightly or not, as 
suitable in a social environment. There is no mystery here; the mechanism 
of collective memory and the mechanism of personal memory are one and 
the same and located in the same individual mind. (47) 

 
Although this interpretation unfortunately ignores the influence that outside networks of 

meaning have on an individual's cognitive and mnemonic constitution, Gedi and Elam go 

on to conclude that "the only legitimate use of the term 'collective memory' is [...] a 

metaphorical one [...]. It has the advantage of being a vivid and illustrative description, 

but as an explanatory tool it is useless and even misleading" (43). The assertion, however, 

that "collective memory is but a myth" (47) is undermined by the growing agreement 
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among scholars in the humanities and social sciences that very few other 

historiographical or anthropological frameworks outside of cultural memory studies 

interrogate the same conceptual processes as precisely. 

 The above quotations also serve to highlight another problematic feature of the 

discourse surrounding cultural memory studies, that of exact terminology. The confusion 

surrounding the use of the terms "cultural memory" versus "collective memory" arises 

partly from the fact that many participants in the discourse themselves use the two 

interchangeably. This unfortunate inexactitude can, of course, have semantic 

implications. Culture is, to be sure, a perfectly legitimate, if sometimes imprecise, subject 

of study in terms of memory, but there are many others. Many collectives are subsets of 

culture (i.e. counterculture, the military, etc.), but there are certain collectives that 

transcend specific culturality as well (i.e. humanity). Since the main object of this 

investigation is the textual representation and use of Alexander von Humboldt over the 

past quarter century in Germany and the United States of America, culture is understood 

in terms of the dominant literary discourses evolving in both countries during that period. 

As many in the scholarly community find the use of such a national framework for 

cultural analysis to be problematic or controversial, a more detailed discussion of its role 

in this analysis is provided later on in the chapter.  

 It is also important to note that cultural memory studies are not the same 

everywhere. As in all fields of inquiry, the study of cultural memory is affected by the 

location and the context in which it is conducted. Scholar of Anglophone literatures and 

cultures, Astrid Erll reminds that 

In using the term 'cultural memory studies', we need to be aware of the 
fact that there are conspicuous national and disciplinary differences in the 
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current debate: in Germany, for example, there is a rather rigorous 
definition of the term [...]. In the United States, there seems to be no 
unified theory, but a trend towards looking at aesthetic media, popular and 
mass culture, when the adjective 'cultural' is applied to 'memory' [...]. In 
Britain, memory studies emerged out of, and is institutionally still part of, 
British 'cultural studies' in the tradition of the Birmingham school. Its 
scholarship is characterized by Marxist and psychoanalytical approaches. 
("Travelling Memory" 5) 

 
These academic communities are certainly distinct from one another, but the work they 

produce, especially in Germany and the United States, is quite similar topically and in 

purpose. This is evidenced by the ever-increasing number of volumes on cultural memory 

studies that have been translated and published between the two academic cultures over 

the past two decades. The main focus of cultural memory studies, however, without 

regard to geographical or cultural location, is the analysis of how the past is constructed 

in the present and to what ends. 

 After the murder of Maurice Halbwachs at the hands of the National Socialist 

regime, the idea of cultural memory fell into obscurity for several decades. As the 

concept was being reintroduced and rehabilitated by certain academic circles in Germany 

and France during the last two decades of the twentieth century, Jan Assmann was the 

first to attempt to give a systematic account of the structures and functioning of cultural 

memory in his volume entitled Das kulturelle Gedächtnis: Schrift, Erinnerung und 

politische Identität in frühen Hochkulturen. Although Assmann used the cultures of 

ancient Egypt, Greece, and Israel as examples, it is clear that the phenomena under 

investigation, as well as the very framework of that investigation, are also applicable to 

current processes of cultural continuity and synthesis. In many subsequent analyses, 

Assmann's theoretical framework has been applied in disparate cultural contexts from 
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multiple historical periods with equal success (i.e. Aleida Assmann's investigations of 

twentieth-century German literature). 

 In order to explicate better the individual's relationship to the processes of cultural 

memory, Jan Assmann coordinates his theoretical framework alongside hermeneutics: 

Hermeneutics concentrates on the role of understanding by accessing the 
text of memorable events; the theory of cultural memory, in contrast, 
investigates the conditions that enable that text to be established and 
handed down. It draws our attention to the role of the past in constituting 
our world through dialogue and intercommunication, and it investigates 
the forms in which the past presents itself to us as well as the motives that 
prompt our recourse to it. The theory of cultural memory explores the 
textuality of the past within the linguistic framework of our experience of 
the world that hermeneutics has decoded for us. If hermeneutics defines 
man as a being that understands, the exploration of cultural memory 
defines this understanding being as one who remembers. (Religion ix-x) 

 
This conception of cultural memory studies is particularly helpful, as it speaks of 

interrogating the past in terms of its textuality. This is essential, as actual past events do 

not constitute the object of study in the field of memory studies; rather the investigations 

center around how the past is constructed in the present and to what purpose. Although 

cultural memory "operiert [...] in beiden Richtungen: zurück und nach vorne," and 

"rekonstruiert nicht nur die Vergangenheit, es organisiert auch die Erfahrung der 

Gegenwart und Zukunft," this is a concept that functions exclusively in the present (J. 

Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis 42). In other words, the remembering individual 

(and thereby the culture to which she or he belongs) is always present and active, while 

the event being remembered "is of the past and thus absent" (Huyssen 4). 

 In considering cultural memory as a process of the present, it is important to keep 

in mind the distinction between history and the past. History is the product of the 

collection and analysis of textual records of every kind, with the aim of reconstructing a 
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realistic and accurate representation of events that have taken place. The past of cultural 

memory is also "eine kulturelle Schöpfung" (J. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis 48), 

but it is not the locus of thoughtful scholarly reflection as is history; rather the past serves 

as a necessary, cognitive point of reference and satisfies "das kollektive Bedürfnis nach 

Sinnstiftung" (François and Schulze, Deutsche Erinnerungsorte 13). The past, unlike the 

material collections and institutions of history, "entsteht überhaupt erst dadurch, daß man 

sich auf sie bezieht" (J. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis 31). 

 
Functional and Stored Memory 

 
 Following Jan Assmann's initial study of cultural memory as a phenomenon, 

Aleida Assmann began a systematic investigation as to how cultural memory is 

constituted and how it functions. Instead of focusing on ancient cultures as her husband 

had done, Assmann turned her attention to the modern and postmodern periods, in an 

attempt to gain a better understanding of how cultural memory is constructed and 

employed currently. Perhaps the most important of Aleida Assmann's many contributions 

to the field is the distinction between the functional and the stored memory of a culture. 

 A helpful analogy for these two concepts often utilized by the Assmanns and 

other scholars is that of the canon (functional memory) and the archive (stored memory). 

Following this analogy, a culture has access and recourse to two distinct sets of cultural 

memory with two very distinct cultural roles. Functional memory, according Aleida 

Assmann, is that catalogue of meaning to which a culture has direct and immediate 

access. This memory is functional in the sense that it is the point of reference for 

individuals attempting to navigate their way through the present cultural landscape, as 

well as providing the source and background material for further cultural production and 
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change. The metaphor of the canon that is associated with functional memory should not 

be mistaken for the traditional concept of the canon as it exists in art history and literary 

history. The canon associated with cultural memory studies, for instance, is not nearly as 

critical or as exclusive as traditional formulations; indeed, this canon does not distinguish 

between high culture and low culture, nor does it recognize a difference between fine art 

and mass-produced media. This canon is simply made up of that which is being actively 

drawn upon and employed in some way by a culture at a specific point in time. Another 

hallmark of the canon of cultural memory studies is its accessibility to all individuals and 

groups. One might associate the act of canonization with images of bespectacled 

intelligentsia debating lists of works and artists by lamplight in the library of the 

academy's ivory tower, but the process of canonization as defined by Aleida Assmann is 

much more active, intercommunicative, and dynamic: 

Was [ins Funktionsgedächtnis] hineingelangt — vom Kanon der 
biblischen Texte bis zum Kanon der Klassiker —, ist durch rigorose 
Verfahren der Auswahl hindurchgegangen. Diese Verfahren der 
'Kanonisierung', die neben der Auswahl die Fixierung und Auratisierung 
von Texten und Bildern umfassen, sichern ihnen einen Platz im aktiven 
und nicht nur passiven kulturellen Gedächtnis einer Gesellschaft. Denn 
Kanonisierung bedeutet obendrein auch die transhistorische 
Selbstverpflichtung zu wiederholter Lektüre und Deutung. So bleiben die 
Bestände des Funktionsgedächtnisses trotz der Bewegung beschleunigter 
Innovation auf den Lehrplänen der Bildungsinstitutionen, auf den 
Spielplänen der Theater, in den Sälen der Museen, den Aufführungen der 
Konzerthallen und Programmen der Verlage. Was einen Platz im 
Funktionsgedächtnis einer Gesellschaft hat, hat Anspruch auf immer neue 
Aufführung, Ausstellung, Lektüre, Deutung, Auseinandersetzung. (Der 
lange Schatten 56) 

 
In other words, if a culture actively obliges itself to refer to and interpret something, or 

utilizes the representation of something as an incitement or inspiration for creative action, 

it belongs to that culture's functional memory, and thereby the culture's canon. The canon 
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is that which, for whatever reason, is to be remembered, and as such "[m]it dem Begriff 

'Kanon' soll ein Prinzip identifiziert werden, das die konnektive Struktur einer Kultur in 

Richtung Zeitresistenz und Invarianz steigert" (J. Assmann, Das kulturelle Gedächtnis 

18). 

 The canon in cultural memory studies should, however, not be understood as a 

static collection of stale texts that limits and confines a culture's ability to innovate and 

express itself. Indeed, the opposite is the case. Although the canon provides continuity 

and a certain degree of conformity, its primary roles are orientation and synthesis. It is a 

source of orientation in the sense that it provides a culture with a shared body of 

knowledge and a tradition of interpretation that allows for intelligible and meaningful 

communication among individuals, without which cultural change and creative action 

would be impossible. The canon is a source of synthesis in the sense that it is the basis 

upon which all cultural production is founded. The canon and the mnemonic processes 

that support it provide the building blocks and the continuity of meaning that is necessary 

for the creation of new cultural artifacts and ideas, as well as their interpretation. As 

scholar of English and comparative literature Rick Crownshaw notes in his introduction 

to the volume Transcultural Memory,* 

Memory does not inhere in its material representations and traces of the 
past but rather flows through them and constellates them, and such 
materials must be subject to a continual symbolic investment for them to 
retain their memorative value, and that may entail their substitution or 
modification by, or convergence with, other materials and media of 
memory. Another way of putting this is that the concept of cultural 
memory recognises the agency that mobilises and re-mobilises memories 
rather than just the trajectories, materials and media of remembrance. (1) 

 

                                                
* The volume Transcultural Memory originally appeared as a complete issue of the journal 
Parallax: Parallax 17.4 (2011): 4-123. 
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 The functional memory of a culture is certainly not static, as a constant 

competition exists inside and outside of the canon, resulting in a continually evolving 

body of knowledge. As Aleida Assmann notes, a culture's functional memory "is defined 

by a notorious shortage of space" ("Canon and Archive" 99). This is an important point, 

as it highlights the interaction between the functional and the stored memory available 

within a culture. The limited space characteristic of functional memory results in the 

addition and subtraction of memories from its inventory. Certain constellations of 

meaning will lose their relevance and utility to a culture, and thereby their place within 

the canon, and will be retired to the culture's stored memory; conversely, certain 

knowledge and rubrics of interpretation will be introduced or reintroduced from a 

culture's archive into the canon. 

 Although the discourse surrounding cultural memory often lends itself to 

metaphorical and figurative descriptions of its constitution and functioning, certain 

analogies can confuse an understanding of some of its aspects. This is especially true in 

the case of stored memory. "[I]t certainly goes too far," Jan Assmann warns, "simply to 

equate stored memory with the cultural unconscious" (Religion 25). Such an equation 

ignores the fact that the stored memory of a culture is often retained in material or textual 

form, and can be accessed at almost any time for any number of reasons. Indeed, the 

materiality and textuality of stored memory is attested to by the fact that "die 

Gedächtnisspeicher der Bibliotheken und Archive bis zum Bersten angefüllt sind" (A. 

Assmann, Der lange Schatten 57). 

 The archived memory extant within a culture should be understood much more as 

"a storehouse for cultural relicts," in which memories "are not unmediated; they have 
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only lost their immediate addressees; they are de-contextualized and disconnected from 

their former frames which had authorized them or determined their meaning" (A. 

Assmann, "Canon and Archive" 99). The contents of a culture's stored memory have not 

lost any of their productive power; rather, their creative energy has gone from kinetic to 

potential. To be sure, there is a constant back and forth between a culture's stored and 

functional memory; and this continual deactivation and reactivation  

entsteht dadurch, dass die Grenze zwischen Funktions- und 
Speichergedächtnis nicht hermetisch ist, sondern in beiden Richtungen 
überschritten werden kann. Aus dem vom Willen und Bewusstsein 
ausgeleuchteten 'aktiven' Funktionsgedächtnis fallen beständig Elemente 
ins Archiv zurück, die an Interesse verlieren; aus dem 'passiven' 
Speichergedächtnis können neue Entdeckungen ins Funktionsgedächtnis 
heraufgeholt werden." (A. Assmann, Der lange Schatten 57) 

 
The dynamic relationship between the two forms of cultural memory provides individuals 

and groups with an almost unlimited set of memories with which to work. Such 

memories are selected, activated, and modified based on the current needs and aspirations 

of these individuals and groups. 

 But what of the rest? Cultural memory accounts for that which is being used (the 

canon) and that which has been stored for potential future use (the archive), but what of 

the cultural material that was never designated for continued use or storage? Aleida 

Assmann has come to call this content "waste," and it is 

made up of all the remnants of civilization that have not been collected 
and yet form a collection that can be defined as the converse image of the 
archive. Waste as a 'negative store,' however, does not stand only for 
disposal, destruction, and oblivion; it is [sic] also stands for latent 
memory, which takes its place between functional and storage memory 
and lives on from one generation to the next in a no-man's land between 
presence and absence. (Cultural Memory 13-14) 
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This idea of waste is important, as it creates space within the framework of cultural 

memory studies for all cultural production, not just that which is used or stored. It also 

allows for a further level of interaction within a culture's stored memory in addition to the 

previously mentioned interchange with active memory. The boundaries between the 

archive and the waste are ambiguous at best, and the chief characteristic of both is that 

they are not a part of the active canon. However, simply because something, whether part 

of the archive or of the waste, is forgotten, it does not necessarily follow that it is lost 

forever. Indeed, whatever status a memory has or might have had within a culture, its 

"remnants can never be definitively eliminated" (14). This proves to be extremely 

relevant in the case of the U.S.-American remembrance of Alexander von Humboldt in 

the twentieth century, as will be seen in the following chapter. 

 
The Importance of Forgetting 

 
 It is an interesting, if unnerving, realization that an individual will forget in her or 

his lifetime far more information than she or he will ever remember. And if "we concede 

that forgetting is the normality of personal and cultural life, [then] remembering is the 

exception, which — especially in the cultural sphere — requires special and costly 

precautions" (A. Assmann, "Canon and Archive" 98). These precautions require a great 

deal of effort on the part of a culture and its members, and as the scholar of English 

literature Laura Dassow Walls noted in her study of Alexander von Humboldt in 

nineteenth-century U.S.-American culture entitled The Passage to Cosmos: Alexander 

von Humboldt and the Shaping of America, 

writers do not survive in the literary canon by merit alone. They are taken 
up or abandoned through particular decisions made by publishers, 
reviewers, advertisers, critics, and readers. Many of the giants of 
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American literature, Thoreau, Poe, Melville, Whitman, Douglass, Stowe, 
had to be recovered by a handful of critics, sometimes only one, who 
energetically and successfully lifted them from obscurity by making the 
case for them as major writers. (318) 
 

The act of remembering, the act of holding and temporarily securing something in the 

canon, necessitates almost constant invocation, interpretation, and dissemination. 

Otherwise, the memories that once oriented and inspired a cultural group will lose their 

relevance and currency, and be relegated to the shelves of the archive. This form of 

cultural forgetting can be thought of as being passive, and 

is related to non-intentional acts such as losing, hiding, dispersing, 
neglecting, abandoning, or leaving something behind. In these cases the 
objects are not materially destroyed; they fall out of the frames of 
attention, valuation, and use. What is lost but not materially destroyed may 
be discovered by accident at a later time in attics and other obscure depots, 
or eventually dug up again by more systematic archeological search. (98) 

 
Passive forgetting is the way in which most cultural referents transition from functional 

to stored memory, but it certainly is not the only way in which this process might occur. 

The suppression and repression of memory is a phenomenon that can be found in almost 

any literate culture from almost any time period. Jan Assmann demonstrated this quite 

clearly for the ancient world in his volume Das kulturelle Gedächtnis, and numerous 

examples can easily be found from the last one hundred years, including the open and 

gleeful burning of books by the National Socialist regime, the creatively revisionist 

histories written in the Soviet Union, and the Islamic State's recent destruction of 

Mesopotamian relics. And as will be seen in the following chapter, even the U.S.-

American remembrance of Alexander von Humboldt was subject to direct and 

coordinated suppression during the opening decades of the twentieth century. Whether 
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forced or passive, forgetting provides the counter to and the impetus for memory both 

individually and culturally. 

 
 

II. Memory Sites 
 

 
 On the surface, the term memory site* might seem strange, as it unites within it 

time and space. The connection of space to memory might not be immediately apparent, 

but as scholar of English literature Anne Whitehead reminds, spatiality "is crucial to the 

activity of remembering, and seems as important as temporality to both its 

conceptualization and its practice" (11). The importance of spatiality for memory has 

long been recognized, as is evidenced by a supposed incident associated with Simonides 

of Ceos (ca. 557-467 BCE), who performed an amazing and informative mnemonic act as 

a result of tragic circumstances. According to the story, a house that Simonides had been 

in only moments before was catastrophically destroyed; and it was only Simonides who 

could identify the bodies of the victims, as he remembered where they had all been sitting 

when he had left the building (Erll, Memory in Culture 68). Using real space as the basis 

for constructing mnemonic landscapes has been practiced since antiquity and is included 

as a main category in classical guides on rhetoric; and even today it is used, for example, 

to memorize series of prime numbers, baseball statistics, as well as the digits of π. 

 It is not surprising, then, based on the long continuity of this association in 

western culture, that Pierre Nora, when trying to identify a new way of conceptualizing 

national history, arrived at his formulation of lieux de mémoire. It is important to 
                                                
* The term "memory site" is an English translation of Pierre Nora's formulation lieu de mémoire, 
which he introduced in his groundbreaking work Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past. 
Although the concept can be translated into English as "site of memory" as well, "memory site" 
will be the preferred terminology in this investigation. 
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recognize, however, that Nora's use of spatiality was original and quite different in nature 

from that of his predecessors in ancient Greece and Rome; his was aimed at aiding a 

program of recalibrating the study of the French national past. As Pim den Boer notes: 

For Cicero and Quintilian the loci memoriae were practical mental tools, 
free of ideology. Loci memoriae were not determined by social values, by 
historical views, or future expectations. Nora's lieux de mémoire are also 
mnemotechnical devices, but extremely ideological, full of nationalism, 
and far from being neutral or free of value judgments. Most lieux de 
mémoire were created, invented, or reworked to serve the nation-state. 
(21) 

 
The task that Nora set for himself was to identify and investigate the people, places, 

events, symbols, and objects that unite the French nation in the memory of its own past. 

According to Nora, these memory sites are locations that French culture uses as reference 

points in the construction of identity, as well as in the process of historical and temporal 

orientation. These are not, however, sites in the traditional sense, and Nora explains that 

[u]nlike historical objects, lieux de mémoire have no referents in reality; 
or, rather, they are their own referents — pure signs. This is not to say that 
they are without content, physical presence, or history — on the contrary. 
But what makes them lieux de mémoire is precisely that which allows 
them to escape from history. The lieu de mémoire is a templum: something 
singled out within the continuum of the profane (whether in space, time, or 
both), a circle within which everything counts, everything is symbolic, 
everything is significant. In this sense, the lieu de mémoire has a dual 
nature: it is a hermetic excrescence upon the world, defined by its identity 
and summed up by its name but at the same time open to an infinite 
variety of possible other meanings. (19-20) 

 
These are not then geographical sites that correspond to actual historical events; rather, 

the sites described by Nora have much more to do with framing the present using signs 

and referents that originate from a supposedly shared past. Indeed, a memory site can be 

almost anything, so long as it serves as a common point of reference for individuals in a 

given culture. This can include actual sites (ex. the Alamo or the Wartburg), dates (ex. 
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1871 or 1776), symbols (ex. the bald eagle or the Bundesadler), colors (ex. black, red, 

and gold or red, white, and blue), periods of time (ex. the Great Depression or Weimar 

Classicism), conflicts (ex. the Thirty Years War or the Civil War), events (the first moon 

landing or the fall of the Berlin Wall), music (ex. Beethoven's Ninth Symphony or "The 

Battle Hymn of the Republic"), and even people (ex. Abraham Lincoln or Alexander von 

Humboldt). French historian Etienne François and the late German historian Hagen 

Schulze note in their introduction to the multivolume collection Deutsche 

Erinnerungsorte that various phenomena such as these are memory sites 

nicht dank ihrer materiellen Gegenständlichkeit, sondern wegen ihrer 
symbolischen Funktion. Es handelt sich um langlebige, Generationen 
überdauernde Kristallisationspunkte kollektiver Erinnerung und Identität, 
die in gesellschaftliche, kulturelle und politische Üblichkeiten 
eingebunden sind und die sich in dem Maße verändern, in dem sich die 
Weise ihrer Wahrnehmung, Aneignung, Anwendung und Übertragung 
verändert. (18) 

 
 Although the national nature of memory sites as developed by Nora has come 

under a certain amount of scrutiny and criticism, it is impossible to ignore the concept in 

terms of its contribution to cultural memory studies as a whole. Along with the 

frameworks developed by Aleida and Jan Assmann, Nora's concept of the memory site 

gives key insights as to how functional cultural memory is organized and projected onto 

the past. 

 It should be noted, however, that there are certain scholars who have taken Nora's 

idea of the lieux de mémoire in an entirely different direction from Nora and the majority 

of current cultural memory studies. Andreas Huyssen, for example, studies the 

reconfiguration of sites of trauma in metropolitan centers in the volume Present Pasts: 

Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory, in order to see how the memory of these 
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traumas are represented in and affected by the very act of remembrance. Another scholar, 

historian of the First World War Jay Winter, uses a more literal conception of Nora's 

memory sites, which he defines "more narrowly to mean physical sites where 

commemorative acts take place" (61), so as to investigate the ways in which communities 

ritually remember certain traumatic events, such as war. These are, of course, completely 

legitimate renderings and uses of cultural memory studies, but due to the very specific 

nature of the frameworks involved, the span and the scope of such studies are much more 

temporally and geographically confined than most current analyses of cultural memory, 

including this investigation. 

 
 

III. Transcultural Memory 
 

 
 Bespeaking the speed at which scholarly debates can refocus and reorient 

themselves, shortly after cultural memory studies became an increasingly popular subject 

of study around the turn of the millennium, there were many scholars who contended that 

the field was already out of date due to the paradigm-shattering effects of globalization 

and new infrastructures of interconnectedness. Wolfgang Welsch, for instance, argued in 

a paper entitled "Transkulturalität: Zwischen Globalisierung und Partikularisierung" that 

the "alte, homogenisierende und separierende Idee der Kultur ist heute insbesondere 

durch die externen Vernetzungen der Kulturen überholt," and that new models of 

investigation must be conceived which allow for multiplicity and hybridity (336). In 

response, the field of cultural memory studies seems to have embraced this paradigmatic 

shift rather than ignore it; and within the last decade, more and more attention has been 

paid to the ways in which cultures might share and construct memories in conjunction 
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with one another, as well as what implications such construction and sharing might have 

on conceptualizing the past. Perhaps the best proof of this refocusing of efforts is the 

2014 publication of The Transcultural Turn: Interrogating Memory between and beyond 

Borders in the series Media and Cultural Memory from the De Gruyter publishing 

company. This collection of essays from European and North American scholars 

highlights the manifold ways in which current research attempts to come to terms with 

the impact that new media and communication technologies have had on the processes of 

cultural mnemonics. 

 Although a great deal of very important and useful work has gone into this 

transcultural reformulation of memory studies, it seems as though there is very little 

along the lines of a systematic understanding that can be compared with the frameworks 

developed by the Assmanns and Nora in the 1980s and 1990s. Many scholars seem on the 

one hand to want to keep the most fruitful elements of cultural memory studies, while on 

the other hand they seem to undermine the very concepts that make these analytical tools 

possible. And there again seems to be an unfortunate lack of exact terminology. 

Specifically, while much current scholarship claims to be investigating mnemonic 

phenomena transculturally, it is actually conducting research in a way that could best be 

described as transnational or universal. Jan Assmann understands universalism in this 

sense to mean "the rise of theories, ideas or beliefs with a claim to universal validity" 

("Globalization" 121). According to such frameworks, the simple sharing of historical 

referents constitutes a transcultural connection. This analysis contends, however, that 

mere shared referents are not sufficient, and that a coordination of representation and 

purpose among cultures must take place before transcultural contact becomes possible. 
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For example, it is not enough to say that the Holocaust is a transcultural phenomenon 

simply because there is a Holocaust museum in Tel Aviv, Berlin, and Washington, D.C.; 

rather, the representations in those cultures and the ends to which those representations 

are employed must align as well for transcultural memory to develop. An unfortunate 

result of this conceptual inexactitude is that the importance of context is being replaced in 

cultural memory studies by often vague theories relating to globalism and 

cosmopolitanism. 

 Examples of this inexact terminology can even be found in the scholarship of 

many of the leading researchers in the field of cultural memory studies. Erll, for instance, 

formulates a concept of "traveling memory" that identifies "transcultural memory [...] as 

the incessant wandering of carriers, media, contents, forms, and practices of memory, 

their continual 'travels' and ongoing transformations through time and space, across 

social, linguistic and political borders" ("Traveling Memory" 16). This understanding of 

transcultural memory is problematic, in that it envisages a movement of memory, 

interpretation, and understanding with very little regard for the differences and 

uniqueness of the cultural manifestations themselves or for the cultural spaces through 

which they travel: 

Memories do not hold still — on the contrary, they seem to be constituted 
first of all through movement. What we are dealing with, therefore, is not 
so much (and perhaps not even metaphorically) 'sites' of memory, lieux de 
mémoire, but rather the 'travels' of memory, les voyages or les mouvements 
de mémoire. [...] In fact, the very fundaments of what we assume to be 
Western cultural memory are the product of transcultural movements. 
There is the Persian influence on the Old Testament; there is the share that 
Islam had in the European Renaissance; and there are the French origins of 
what the Grimm brothers popularized as 'German' fairy tales. Even the 
'first memories' of a civilization, a nation, or a religious community are 
often more likely the effect of mnemonic movements that of pure 
indigenous origin. (16) 
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Although such movements are interesting and important, what remains unclear is how 

these various "fundaments of Western cultural memory" are constituted in each of these 

cultural contexts. It is an assertion of this investigation that transcultural memory only 

takes place when the representations of cultural manifestations align in multiple cultures. 

Erll appears surprisingly indifferent to such specifics, insisting that transcultural memory 

studies should not focus their analyses on particular "research objects, because, as in 

memory studies in general — and this is one of the fascinations of the field —, there is an 

infinity of objects and topics that can be studied" (14). Such a view that transcultural 

memory studies should restrict themselves to a "research perspective" is curious (14), as 

an understanding of transcultural memory and meaning making, like all cultural 

phenomena and processes, can only be achieved through the rigorous interrogation of 

specific instances using some type of consistent analytical framework. 

 It should also be noted that there have been several studies that have investigated 

the possibility of cultures constructing and utilizing shared memory that do not self-

identify as belonging to the field of transcultural memory studies. For instance, the theory 

of cosmopolitan memory developed by Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider in their volume 

entitled Erinnerung im globalen Zeitalter: Der Holocaust, locates the Holocaust as an 

event whose memory is shared by multiple cultures due to, among other things, the 

proliferation of seemingly standardized Holocaust media across the globe. Levy and 

Sznaider contend that when it comes to remembering the Holocaust 

[d]as Globale wird hier zu einem kulturellen Horizont, an welchem wir 
unsere (lokale) Existenz bestimmen können. Diese Entortung (und damit 
auch Entnationalisierung) von Erinnerung bedeutet, wie gesagt, nicht die 
Aufgabe der nationalen Perspektive, sondern deren Umwandlung in ein 
komplexeres Verhältnis von Globalem und Lokalem, in welchem 
verschiedene Gruppen unterschiedlich auf Globalisierung reagieren. 
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Dieses veränderte räumliche Verständnis ist ein Teil eines lange 
anhaltenden historischen Prozesses. (23) 

 
This intriguing study goes a long way to show how mass media distribution and 

consumption can have a strong impact on processes of remembrance, especially in the 

case studies of Israel, the United States of America, and Germany. The concept of 

cosmopolitan memory and the related processes of cosmopolitanization outlined by Levy 

and Sznaider feature an understanding of cultural memory that is notably ethically 

oriented and that highlights "the historical link between memories of the Holocaust and 

the emergence of a moral consensus about human rights" (The Holocaust and Memory 

20). Indeed, Levy and Sznaider consider the Holocaust the cultural catalyst of 

globalization and cosmopolitanization, explicitly noting that "shared memories of the 

Holocaust, the term used to describe the destruction of European Jewry by Nazi Germany 

and a formative event of the twentieth century, provide the foundations for a new 

cosmopolitan memory" (4). One thing that is not clear regarding the concept of 

cosmopolitan memory, however, is whether these respective cultures are simply 

interacting with the same historical events as represented in the shared cultural artifacts 

(ex. the film Schindler's List), or are they actually remembering the same events in the 

same ways? Again, this analysis contends that it is not simply that which is being 

remembered that is important; rather, how and why something is mutually remembered is 

the most important criterion for the identification of transcultural memory. 

 Another researcher interested in the potentially shared memory of the Holocaust 

is English scholar Michael Rothberg, who, in his book Multidirectional Memory: 

Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization, 
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proposed the concept of multidirectional memory, which is meant to draw 
attention to the dynamic transfers that take place between diverse places 
and times during the act of remembrance. [...] The model of 
multidirectional memory posits collective memory as partially disengaged 
from exclusive versions of cultural identity and acknowledges how 
remembrance both cuts across and binds together diverse spatial, 
temporal, and cultural sites. (11) 

 
In his analysis, Rothberg offers a direct challenge to the narrative of competition that 

often surrounds comparisons between the Holocaust and other events of trauma: "Against 

the framework that understands collective memory as competitive memory — as a zero-

sum struggle over scarce resources — I suggest that we consider memory as 

multidirectional: as subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and borrowing; as 

productive and not privative" (3). The best and most apparent manifestation of this 

formulation of multidirectional memory, argues Rothberg, is the Holocaust and its 

interaction with other historical events of trauma: 

[...] far from blocking other historical memories from view in a 
competitive struggle for recognition, the emergence of Holocaust memory 
on a global scale has contributed to the articulation of other histories — 
some of them predating the Nazi genocide, such as slavery, and others 
taking place later, such as the Algerian War of Independence (1954-62) or 
the genocide in Bosnia during the 1990s. (6) 
 

Although Rothberg's analysis provides multiple irreplaceable insights into contemporary 

Holocaust remembrance and the cultural effects of trauma, his focus on diasporic and 

migrant communities and their interactions with dominant cultural traditions of memory 

make his framework in many ways incompatible with this investigation and its 

concentration on dominant literary discourses. As Rothberg notes, his formulation of 

multidirectional memory is "meant to capture the dialogic emergence of hybrid memories 

in transnational and multicultural contexts" ("Multidirectional Memory" 125), and not to 

interrogate patterns of shared literary representation and interpretation between cultures. 
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The Centrality of Trauma in Transcultural Memory Studies 
 
 As the last two examples from the previous section demonstrated, traumatic 

events, and especially the Holocaust, have come to dominate the study of transcultural 

memory. Perhaps the best example of this phenomenon comes from the aforementioned 

volume The Transcultural Turn. Out of the twelve articles included in the collection 

(introduction not included), eight deal explicitly with transcultural memory as it relates to 

events of mass trauma, including the Balkan Wars, the Irish Potato Famine, European 

colonialism, 9/11, and the Holocaust. Naturally, there is nothing wrong with studying 

such events and how they relate to cultural memory studies. Considering, however, the 

promise of cultural and transcultural memory studies as well as their potential scope, it is 

indeed unfortunate if the vast majority of researchers in a field are only exploring one 

avenue of investigation. 

 There are, of course, many reasons why so much of the scholarship locates the 

Holocaust as a central object of study. Many scholars contend that it was the Holocaust 

itself that brought about much of what we understand today as falling under the 

conceptual framework of cultural memory studies. Whitehead, for instance, attributes the 

centrality of the Holocaust to the fact that its sheer brutality and magnitude constituted a 

break with traditional mnemonic conceptualizations: 

The horrors of the Holocaust, in particular, are understandably accorded 
central importance in many accounts of contemporary memory studies. 
The Holocaust has thus commonly been seen to mark a radical break in 
memorial consciousness, giving rise to concerns about the very possibility 
of representation and remembrance, and producing a concentrated focus 
on the traumatic memories of those who survived its terrors. (84) 

 
Erll claims another, related reason for the increase in interest regarding the Holocaust and 

cultural memory in the closing decades of the twentieth century when she notes that 
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"[h]istorical and political changes became a catalyst for the new memory studies. Forty 

years after the Holocaust the generation that had witnessed the Shoah began to fade 

away. This effected a major change in the forms of cultural remembrance" ("Cultural 

Memory Studies" 9). In this interpretation the potential loss of a generation of survivors 

and their direct testimony becomes the catalyst for more in-depth analysis of 

memorialization and remembrance.  

 Reinforcing the Holocaust's foundational and dominant role in the field of cultural 

memory studies, many scholars believe that the Holocaust represents the most suitable 

object of study in the investigation of transcultural exchange and meaning making. 

Michael Rothberg, for instance, concludes about the Holocaust that "there is probably no 

other single event that encapsulates the struggles for recognition that accompany 

collective memory in such a condensed and global form" (6). 

 Beyond the predominant interest in the Holocaust, trauma in general has become 

the focus of much of the cultural memory research currently conducted, as well as the 

majority of the research regarding transcultural memory. This is potentially problematic, 

in that 

trauma cannot be the central category in addressing the larger memory 
discourse. It has been all too tempting to some to think of trauma as the 
hidden core of all memory [...]. [T]o collapse memory into trauma [...] 
would unduly confine our understanding of memory, marking it too 
exclusively in terms of pain, suffering, and loss. It would deny human 
agency and lock us into compulsive repetition. Memory, whether 
individual or generational, political or public, is always more than only the 
prison house of the past. (Huyssen 8) 

 
Aside from this potential poisoning of remembrance, an exclusive interest in traumatic 

events would risk reducing the entire field of cultural memory studies to only one of its 

possible implementations. As Erll notes, "[m]emory studies is not reducible to 



 

 40 

'commemoration studies', 'national remembrance studies', 'Holocaust studies', or 'trauma 

studies' — although it comprises these research areas and draws on the methodologies 

developed in them" (Memory in Culture 173). 

 Perhaps one of the more unfortunate results of this focus on the traumatic, 

especially the Holocaust, by scholarly communities in Europe and North America is the 

potential for accusations of western chauvinism. The Holocaust, as Rothberg correctly 

points out, is often used as a measuring stick for the atrocities that were committed either 

before or after. This unfortunately prescriptive conceptualization of human trauma is 

reinforced both implicitly and explicitly, but it runs the risk of intellectually and 

mnemonically alienating those who come from cultures that have their own legitimate 

histories of pain and suffering. There is, to be sure, enough trauma to be found in the 

histories of slavery, war, and colonization that scar many cultures' pasts without the need 

to compare it to a western standard. Research on events of trauma certainly deserves to be 

at the forefront of cultural memory studies, but it should not, and hopefully will not, 

dominate the field to the exclusion of any other valid avenue of inquiry.  

 
The Attack on National Culture as a Framework of Analysis 

 
 Another motif that is commonly uncovered in current cultural and transcultural 

memory studies is the near complete repudiation of any kind of national framework when 

investigating transcultural phenomena. Bond and Rapson, for instance, note with 

conviction that "[w]hilst distinct national and local renderings of the past remain visible, 

the concept of cultures as discrete and hermetic entities tends to arise from a rather 

reductive and nostalgic institutionalisation of national, ethnic, or religious identity, often 

informed by deeply ideological agendas" (19). Unfortunately, statements such as this are 
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rarely followed by an alternative framework; rather, their goal is to demonstrate that 

"[w]ork in the fields of nationhood, national identities and globalisation place less 

emphasis on the transmission of knowledge about the past in the present day than on the 

uses to which the language and symbols of the past may be put in the interest of 

politically motivated groups' attempts to assure authority" (Carrier and Kabalek 52). 

Studies in transcultural memory focus primarily on those paradigms that are deemed 

oppressive and no longer applicable (i.e. national frameworks), as opposed to the 

introduction and explication of new potential rubrics of analysis. A striking example of 

such a critique of national culture comes from Aleida Assmann and historian Sebastian 

Conrad: 

Until recently, the dynamics of memory production unfolded primarily 
within the bounds of the nation state; coming to terms with the past was 
largely a national project. Under the impact of global mobility and 
movements, this has changed fundamentally. Global conditions have 
powerfully impacted on memory debates and, at the same time, memory 
has entered the global stage and global discourse. Today, memory and the 
global have to be studied together, as it has become impossible to 
understand the trajectories of memory outside a global frame of reference. 
(2) 

 
That which follows, however, is not a list of examples that proves the point proffered 

above with references to the creative convergence of multiple cultures and their objects 

and processes of remembrance. Instead, the authors provide the following, somewhat 

confounding, explanation as to how memory is transcending national-cultural bonds in 

the globalized present: 

On an institutional level, memories are increasingly transmitted and 
supported via political actors in the shape of transnational networks and 
corporations. Though nation states have in no way been superseded as 
political actors, they are more and more integrated into transnational 
networks such as the European Union (EU), World Trade Organization 
(WTO), International Monetary Fund (IMF), Organization for Economic 
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Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), sharing 
common interests and responsibility. (3) 

 
Although Assmann and Conrad are not hypothesizing that the nation state is an obsolete 

thing of the past, the evidence they provide concerning the increasing globalization and 

transculturation is a list of international organizations that are constituted based on the 

very national institutions and intellectual frameworks they seem to be rejecting. 

 As this analysis focuses on the constitution of the Alexander von Humboldt 

memory site in the dominant literary discourses in Germany and the United States of 

America, a defense of cultural analysis with the aid of certain national frameworks will 

be briefly undertaken. One does not, of course, need to be a tireless nationalist to 

appreciate the conceptual dominance of the national paradigm. Indeed, there are without 

a doubt plenty of Marxists and Anarchists the world over who would be the first to admit 

in frustration that nations are still firmly in control of the geographical and mental 

landscape of humanity. Unfortunately, the dismissive attitudes on the part some scholars 

toward national frameworks in the study of culture might meet with charges of western 

chauvinism. The fact that the exclusive intellectual climate on the campuses of many 

western institutions of higher education cultivates a climate of inclusivity, even in the 

realm of memory construction and interpretation, does not mean that such xenophilic 

attitudes exist in every cultural context. As the political events of the last two years have 

demonstrated, nationalism and nationally-oriented thinking are still quite present, and in 

many cases on the rise, particularly in Europe and North America. 

 Often, national manifestations of culture are conflated with ideological 

nationalism or the political apparatus of the state itself. Culture in a national context, in 
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reality, can include these aspects, but is not constituted exclusively by them. One of the 

reasons that national frameworks are so useful as a rubric of cultural analysis is that they 

are comprised of a multitude of identity-shaping elements. One example is geography. 

People tend to be more culturally linked to those around them, as proximity facilitates 

communication and interdependence. To be sure, with the advent of new communications 

technologies, the bands of proximity and geography are not as strong as they once were, 

but the trap of potential western chauvinism presents itself again in the assumption that 

everyone across the globe has access to such technologies. Another example is education. 

Although some consider the textbooks and other materials that are made available by the 

state to its citizenry as "weapons of mass instruction" (Ingrao 180), the point still remains 

that the vast majority of those who attend public schooling across the globe are being 

provided with an education that is, at the very least, partly funded and organized by 

national institutions that are rooted in their respective dominant cultural discourses. In 

this school environment, culture in a national context is given preference in history and 

literature classes, and thereby the students become acculturated to their specific cultural 

context, and not exclusively influenced by global flows and trends. A third example is the 

media, especially the news, entertainment, and print media. It is true in most of the world 

that the majority of the news, entertainment, and texts that one is exposed to originates in 

one's own culture. The reasons for this are practical and obvious: headlines from half a 

world away are going to have less of a direct impact on an individual or a group than 

news from half a mile away, and entertainment produced in one's own culture does not 

need to be linguistically or culturally translated. The fourth and final reason presented for 

consideration (even though this list is by no means exhaustive) is patriotism. Such a 
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notion might seem out of place in an age of globalization, but Aleida Assmann asserts 

that 

Länder mit großen patriotischen Traditionen wie England, Frankreich oder 
die USA können noch immer — trotz gewisser Erschütterungen, die mit 
kolonialen Traumata und der Anerkennung ethnischer Vielfalt 
zusammenhängen — auf einen starken Geschichtskonsens bauen und 
betreiben eine nationale Geschichtspädagogik. Denn die Geschichte ist 
eine wesentliche Dimension, in der eine demokratische Nation ihr 
Selbstbild konstruiert und sich der eigenen Identität vergewissert. Mit 
dieser Dimension taten sich die Deutschen besonders schwer. (Geschichte 
181) 

 
Although the nation is merely the current paradigm that organizes communities culturally 

and politically on a mass scale, it is still the dominant paradigm in the world today; and 

as such it should and must be investigated in all of its facets. 

 
 

IV. A Critique and Reformulation of Transcultural Memory 
 

 
 As was alluded to earlier, far too much attention has been paid to what the 

concepts of transculturality and transcultural memory might mean and which paradigms 

they break down, and far too little attention has been paid to how transcultural memory 

studies and transcultural memory sites might actually function if rigorously applied to 

cultural artifacts and processes. This is indeed unfortunate, as the field of transcultural 

memory studies has a tremendous amount to offer the humanities and social sciences. In 

the following paragraphs, a conception of transcultural memory will be outlined, as well 

as suggestions regarding how the analysis of transcultural memory, and specifically 

transcultural memory sites, can be most effectively undertaken. 

 Transcultural memory is specific. Transcultural memory is specific in two ways. 

First, it is specific in terms of culture. This cultural specificity is key, in that transcultural 
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memory only occurs when the functional memory of two or more cultures become 

coordinated in such a way that a transcultural memory site fulfills the same role in the 

respective cultures. As was stated earlier, it is not that which is referenced that is 

important in terms of transcultural memory; rather, it is how and why something is 

referenced that is of central importance. If two or more cultures engage with the same 

historical phenomenon, this does not necessarily mean that they are sharing the same 

memory site. Memory sites, to reiterate, do not refer to actual historical events or objects, 

and therefore cannot be equated with them. The Berlin Wall, for example, demonstrates 

clearly how two distinct memory sites can exist in the U.S-American and German 

cultures, even if both cultures are seemingly referencing the same phenomenon. For the 

Germans, the significance of the Berlin Wall is rooted in a painful history of trauma, war, 

and division. For the U.S.-Americans, on the other hand, the Berlin Wall might represent 

a romanticized stage upon which clandestine Cold War espionage unfolded, or a 

background in front of which some of the greatest political theater of the twentieth 

century was performed by the likes of John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan. These two 

cultures would be referring to the selfsame historical object, but two completely different 

memory sites. A transcultural memory site can only come into being when all cultures 

involved reference, represent, and utilize the same phenomenon in the same ways for 

parallel reasons. 

 Secondly, transcultural memory is specific in terms of the location of contact. The 

transcultural contact among two or more cultures is restricted to the specific, shared 

transcultural memory site itself. It should not be assumed that this one point of contact 

will lead to further intercourse and synthesis among the cultures involved. Although 
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cultures can share more than one transcultural memory site with each other, the influence 

of each site is limited to the phenomenon that is being engaged and interacted with. 

 Transcultural memory is dynamic. As German studies scholar Steven D. 

Martinson has noted, "Theoretiker der transkulturellen Studien verstehen Kulturen als 

multidimensional, interaktiv und porös" (74). This understanding of culture is critical, as 

it underscores the ever-changing constitution of the individual cultures engaged in 

transcultural meaning making. To be sure, neither a cultural memory site nor a 

transcultural one should ever be considered as being static. Memory sites, as discursive 

elements, regardless of their nature and function, change with every use and invocation. 

This means, of course, that transcultural memory sites have the potential of to be 

extremely transitory and short-lived. A transcultural memory site is in existence only as 

long as it fulfills the same function in a specific set of cultures. As soon as this function 

becomes disparate in the multiple cultures, the transcultural memory site passes out of 

existence, and is replaced with a unique memory site specific to each respective culture. 

 Transcultural memory can be retroactive. There is the potential, however, that if a 

transcultural memory site were in existence in the functional memory of two or more 

cultures for a long enough period of time, it would have the effect of retroactively 

coordinating the stored memory of the multiple cultures. Such a process would involve 

the interaction and exchange among museums, universities, collections, archives, and 

other institutions in these cultures over time. As anthropologist Chiara De Cesari and 

scholar of comparative literature Ann Rigney note in their introduction to the volume 

Transnational Memory: Circulation, Articulation, Scales, with a mnemonic perspective 

that transcends cultural boundaries it becomes "possible to see retrospectively some of 
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the paths not taken in the formation of dominant national narratives, and so re-open 

archives and reactivate the potential of certain icons and narratives to becomes 

recuperated as new sites of future memory" (7). This retroactive potential, however, is no 

guarantee regarding the longevity or durability of the transcultural memory site itself. 

 Transcultural memory is productive. One of the hallmarks of culture is that it 

makes interpretation and synthesis possible. And transcultural memory sites, like all 

cultural sites, are both the interpretational rubric for cultural understanding, as well as 

engines for cultural production. A book on Alexander von Humboldt, for instance, 

represents a cultural product as well as a means of further cultural production. Such a 

book encapsulates the discursive meanings projected onto a figure like Humboldt at a 

given time, while also providing the cultural raw materials necessary for the creation of 

new, subsequent meaning by its readers. 

 Transcultural memory is multidirectional. Transcultural memory sites can be 

shared by any cultures at any time, regardless of geographical distance or disparate 

cultural backgrounds. It can be assumed, however, that certain cultures and cultural 

groups would more easily and readily establish and sustain a transcultural memory site 

with one another than with others. For example, it might be easier for the dominant 

discourses in the French and English cultures to reference the same phenomenon in the 

same way for the same purpose than it would be perhaps for the dominant discourses in 

the Mexican and North Korean cultures to do the same. 

 Transcultural memory does not need to be focused on the traumatic. Transcultural 

memory sites can be constructed around memories of great cultural significance, or they 

can appear on the seeming cultural periphery. Sites of great trauma are, of course, very 
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fruitful subjects of inquiry in the field of transcultural memory studies, but a site must not 

be decidedly traumatic for it to be productively shared among cultures. In other words, a 

transcultural memory site does not need to be important at all; the only relevant criterion 

is that of its function. If it is referenced and activated in the same way for the same reason 

in multiple cultures, it is a transcultural memory site, regardless of its perceived import or 

gravity. 

 Complete transcultural memory is impossible. According to transcultural studies, 

the cultures engaged in a transcultural exchange are in close, interactive contact with one 

another. During as well as after this contact, however, they retain their cultural specificity 

and uniqueness: "Die Hauptmerkmale transkultureller Räume bestehen, erstens, aus der 

gegenseitigen, wechselwirkenden Interaktion verschiedener kultureller Elemente und, 

zweitens, in der Transformation von zwei oder mehr Kulturen in ausgeweiteten 

Identitäten, während diese Kulturen ihre authentischen Grundformen behalten" 

(Martinson 75). Even when a transcultural memory site is in existence in multiple 

cultures, certain minor differences will always exist, as the stored memory of the multiple 

cultures is materially different. If complete transcultural symbiosis were ever to occur, 

the result would be one culture, and further transcultural exchange would be, by its very 

definition, impossible. 

 
 

V. Conclusion 
 
 

 The theoretical framework developed above will serve then as the basis for the 

subsequent analysis of the constitution of the transcultural Alexander von Humboldt 

memory site in the German and the U.S.-American cultures since 1990. After a brief 
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historical introduction to Humboldt reception during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries in the following chapter, it will be demonstrated how the depiction and use of 

the Humboldt memory site in both dominant literary discourses over the past twenty-five 

years have aligned to such an extent that the textual representations of Alexander von 

Humboldt are not merely mutually intelligible between the two cultures, but are in many 

cases interchangeable. 
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Chapter Two: Charting Humboldt through the Ages 
 
 
 
 The dominant literary discourses in Germany and the United States of America 

produced Humboldt memory sites that followed very different trajectories as they 

evolved in their respective cultural contexts over the course of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Although these two memory sites were quite different in terms of 

their continuity and constitution during this time period, they were both subject to many 

of the same currents and forces that were sweeping through most western cultures after 

the establishment of the national paradigm. Nation states began their existence in a 

breakneck race with one another and themselves to justify their geographical, political, 

social, and cultural identities. Indeed, "the main concern of the nineteenth-century nation-

states was to mobilize and monumentalize national and universal pasts so as to legitimize 

and give meaning to the present and to envision the future: culturally, politically, 

socially" (Huyssen 2). With the development and dissemination of memory sites like 

those associated with Alexander von Humboldt, dominant discourses within the national 

context eventually grew into one of the preeminent categories of identity formation in the 

modern world. 

 In order to identify better the current transcultural alignment of Humboldt 

memory sites that began at the end of the twentieth century, the current chapter will 

investigate the ways in which the German and U.S.-American cultures constructed their 

Alexander von Humboldt memory sites before 1990. As will be explicated further in the 

following chapters, this brief summary of the preceding evolution of the Humboldt 

memory sites in each culture will reveal the extent of the contemporary transcultural 
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coordination in the dominant literary discourses within Germany and the United States of 

America today. 

 
 

I. Humboldt in Germany 
 

 
Humboldt from the Nineteenth Century through the Weimar Republic 

 
 As befitted his complicated relationship with his native culture, Humboldt was 

well known in Germany since his voyages to Latin America at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, but much of his work was still unread by his fellow countrymen. The 

cost of many of the volumes authored by Humboldt proved to be prohibitive to most 

readers; and the fact that Humboldt wrote the majority of his manuscripts in French did 

nothing to help his sales or his reputation in the German states. In 1827, after over twenty 

years of residing in Paris, Europe's long-time capital of the arts and sciences, Humboldt 

finally returned home to Berlin. His long absence in Paris and his ties to the French 

intellectual elite had been noted disapprovingly by many of his German peers, and there 

was a common concern that Humboldt had left on his journeys a Prussian, and returned a 

Jacobin. 

 Many German intellectuals wondered how Humboldt would fit back into German 

culture and into the German research community. What Humboldt did next surprised the 

world. He decided to give what would eventually become known as the “Kosmos 

Lectures,” a series of events so overcrowded that it had to be moved from its original 

lecture hall at the university to the larger venue of the Berlin Sing-Akademie. The 

lectures were free and open to the public, as Humboldt wished to share his scientific 

ethos with everyone who was interested in a way that most could understand. Humboldt 
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did not cease his attempt to educate the masses with the end of the lecture series; instead, 

he began to synthesize his lectures and other subsequent materials into what would 

eventually become his multivolume magnum opus, Kosmos. As the historian of science 

Nicolaas Rupke notes in his metabiography* of Humboldt, "Not only was this work 

widely considered the summation and the capstone of Humboldt’s life of science, it 

provided the link between Humboldt and the German nation. It was accessible to the 

average person because it was not written in French and not as prohibitively expensive as 

the American travel oeuvre. This last great work by Humboldt was his legacy to the 

fatherland” (Alexander von Humboldt 39). Although Humboldt did much to rehabilitate 

his own image within German culture with the publication of Kosmos, many friends and 

admirers helped to locate Humboldt textually and intellectually within a specifically 

German context as well. One of the most effective ways this was accomplished was to 

underscore Humboldt’s friendship with Goethe and the mutual respect the two men had 

for one another. Indeed, "particularly and subtly, the Germanizing of Humboldt was 

accomplished by exploring his relationship with Goethe, turning him into a Goethe-like 

national identification figure" (46). It should be noted, however, that the importance of 

this connection was exclusively “the product of the Humboldt and not the Goethe 

biographical literature" (47). 

                                                
* Rupke briefly defines a metabiography as telling "the story of a life by recounting how groups 
of biographers have previously represented that life" ("A Metabiography" 71). Rupke 
demonstrates in his metabiography of Alexander von Humboldt how "[s]uccessive periods of 
German political history crafted their very own Humboldt, and, at times of political pluralism, 
more than one" (71). Although Rupke is similarly interested in how and why the representation 
and use of Humboldt has changed over time, his study differs from this investigation in that he 
limits his "exploration to the 'German Humboldts'" (71), whereas this analysis interrogates both 
German and U.S.-American Humboldt representation. Because of his indispensible work 
regarding German Humboldt biographies in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, 
Rupke's metabiography will serve as the basis for the following discussion of German Humboldt 
representation prior to 1990. 
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 The extent of Humboldt’s rehabilitation as a celebrated German figure became 

very clear upon his death in 1859. Thousands lined the streets of Berlin to witness the 

largest funeral the city had ever held for one of its private citizens. This grand procession 

and funeral were not merely a result of the Prussian court vaingloriously celebrating one 

of its own; rather, “Humboldt's family, followed by state and royal officials, diplomats, 

six hundred students, and hundreds more followed his hearse through the streets of 

Berlin, draped with black and crowded with mourners" (Walls, Passage 303). 

Immediately following the celebratory and mournful commemorations of his life and 

accomplishments, Humboldt became a fixture of popular literature in Germany, as well 

as the inspiration for the founding of more than twenty intellectual societies bearing his 

name (Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 33-4). Such developments are noteworthy also 

for their symbolic significance. The establishment of such organizations bearing 

Humboldt's name and laying claim to his legacy represents the transition of an actual 

historical personage into a purely discursive element such as a memory site. 

 This acclaim and popularity, however, would be short-lived. By the time the 

Leipzig astronomer Karl Christian Bruhns began composing the first major posthumous 

German biography of Humboldt in 1868, public opinion had turned decidedly against the 

late Prussian baron. Bruhns originally intended to publish his biography in 1869, so as to 

coincide with the centennial of Humboldt’s birth, but the hostilities leading up to the 

Franco-Prussian War delayed the publication until 1872 (Rupke, Alexander von 

Humboldt 37). These dates and events are key to understanding the negative shift in the 

initial constitution of the Alexander von Humboldt memory site in the dominant German 

literary discourses of the time, as they again highlight and problematize Humboldt’s 
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francophilia and his long residence in Paris. As historian of science and longtime 

Humboldt enthusiast Hanno Beck notes, Bruhns’ biography came “zu einem recht 

ungünstigen Zeitpunkt" (485). Humboldt’s connection to and love of France became a 

liability for the Humboldt memory site, and much of the interest that had previously 

manifested itself quickly dissipated. Many of the societies that bore Humboldt’s name 

were disbanded and public commemoration of his deeds all but ceased. This did not 

mean, interestingly enough, that the Humboldt name faded into obscurity; rather much 

interest and respect was increasingly paid to Alexander von Humboldt's already famous 

brother, Wilhelm von Humboldt. Subsequently, “[d]ie Reichsgründung 1871 ließ 

Wilhelm von Humboldt, der nationalem Denken offensichtlich verpflichtet erschien, sehr 

in den Vordergrund treten" (487). To be certain, the Humboldt family was not completely 

forgotten in the first decades of the Second Empire; the locus of its importance, however, 

centered around Wilhelm von Humboldt, the great Prussian diplomat and statesman, who 

had helped his king and nation navigate the turmoil of the Napoleonic Wars, and who had 

created a public education system in Prussia that would soon become a model for other 

western nations. This Humboldt, according to the nationalistic rhetoric of the time, and 

not his francophile brother, was the exemplar of German intellectual and political life. 

 The ever-shifting reception of Alexander von Humboldt was not merely a 

phenomenon within the realm of public opinion; rather, a host of German scientists 

attempted to distance themselves from Humboldt and his scientific contributions. Many 

of his former colleagues went so far as to declare that their past praise had been more a 

product of politeness than of actual respect: 

Some of Humboldt's scientific colleagues had been restrained and 
differentiated in their appreciation of him all along. […] [T]he Deutsche 
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Vierteljahrs-Schrift concluded that Humboldt had made no great 
discoveries and that his approach to the study of nature had become 
commonplace or obsolete. Humboldt had contributed to several branches 
of science but attained greatness in none. What he had accomplished was 
the gathering of new data and the organizational stimulation of research. 
(Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 37) 

 
This marginalization is truly telling, in that it demonstrates the extent to which public 

opinion and nationalism affected even the scholarly discourses and the academic debates 

preceding German unification. Alexander von Humboldt, of course, was not the only 

memory site that would be affected in such a way by the establishment of a politically 

unified German state and the subsequent shifts in the dominant cultural discourses. The 

Humboldt memory site was, however, quite remarkable in terms of its rapid 

reconstitution and nationalization. 

 In the decades following German unification in 1871, many scholars, particularly 

those belonging to the so-called “Leipzig Circle,”* began studying and publicizing 

Humboldt and his accomplishments in a decidedly positive light. Although much of this 

literature possessed very little that could be considered blatantly nationalistic, "all 

Humboldt authors were nationalists, verging in their patriotic sentiments on chauvinism" 

(Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 59). As a result of this subtly nationalistic 

representation, the program of Humboldt rehabilitation in late nineteenth-century 

Germany centered around the identification of Humboldt as an indispensable element of 

Germany’s intellectual heritage. In order to portray Alexander von Humboldt in such a 

                                                
* As historian Woodruff D. Smith notes in his volume Politics and the Sciences of Culture in 
Germany 1840-1920, "Leipzig Circle" is the name given to a movement centered around the 
Universität Leipzig between 1890 and the beginning of the First World War, "although the term 
may imply a degree of coherence and organization that is not really justified" (204). The group 
was made up of some of the most famous German scholars of the time, including Wilhelm 
Wundt, Karl Lamprecht, Karl Bücher, Friedrich Ratzel, and Wilhelm Ostwald, and its general 
objectives were the perusal of a nomothetic cultural science and the promotion of a Kulturpolitik 
that oriented policy-making and politics around cultural considerations. 
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specifically German way, writers elevated him to a standing equal to that of his brother, 

Wilhelm. These two savants, it was argued by the academicians of the Leipzig Circle and 

their acolytes in the popular media, represented something quintessentially German. This 

campaign, however, quickly expanded beyond the seminars of Karl Lamprecht’s 

disciples. As Rupke has thoroughly documented, "The use of the brothers Humboldt as a 

metonym of Germany's cultural-spiritual unity was not unique to the inner membership 

of the Leipzig Circle. Also outside [the Leipzig Circle’s] immediate realm, the 

Alexander-Wilhelm duo informed Humboldt studies and inspired nationalistic pride" 

(Alexander von Humboldt 73). The efforts by the Leipzig Circle and like-minded popular 

authors constitute an important shift in German Humboldt reception, during and after 

which the Humboldts’ memory sites would often function in conjunction and in 

competition with one another. 

 Perhaps the most blatantly nationalistic use of the Alexander von Humboldt 

memory site beginning in the late nineteenth century was its implementation as a tool of 

German foreign policy. After his return from the voyage to the Americas and his 

subsequent acquaintance with Simón Bolívar, Humboldt became a celebrated hero of 

emancipation in many of the newly independent nations in Central and South America. 

This was not ignored by the new German state engaged in a campaign of imperial 

acquisition and recognition. To be sure, 

The fact that Humboldt was highly thought of in Central and South 
America was a resource that could be used in support of economic 
relations and for the strengthening of the position of Germany's overseas 
settlements. [...] An early milestone in the instrumentalization of 
Humboldt for the purpose of Latin American Kulturpolitik was occasioned 
by the centennial of Mexico's independence in 1910, when the German 
emperor Wilhelm II gave a statue of Humboldt to the Mexican people. 
(Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 75) 
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The Humboldt memory sites, because of their mutual importance in both Germany and 

Latin America, presented themselves as such an effective means of international outreach 

to the western hemisphere that their utilization would continue through to the foreign 

policy of the German Democratic Republic. 

 
Humboldt in the Third Reich 

 
 Although Beck seems completely justified in his assertion that, "Würdigen konnte 

man Humboldt in der ganzen Breite seines Lebens und Werkes im Dritten Reich 

keineswegs" (488), National Socialist propaganda and educational organizations 

attempted to recruit the Humboldt memory site, along with innumerable others, for 

service in their racist and militarist program. Much as was the case in many spheres of 

German culture, Humboldt literature and representation was at first little affected by the 

Nazi ascent to power. As time went on, however, and the National Socialists strengthened 

their grip on all aspects of public life, the Humboldt memory site was changed and 

exploited accordingly. 

 Even though "[t]he output of literature on Humboldt was modest, and Humboldt 

never became a top favorite of the Nazi propaganda machine" (Rupke, Alexander von 

Humboldt 86), the National Socialists included him in their campaign to aryanize famous 

figures from German history. This fashionable and "intellectual" Nazi pastime was 

initiated in order to establish "who were and who were not part of German history, and 

who had to be excised from the national memory" (94). Humboldt's genealogy was 

organized into an Ahnentafel, so as to investigate the racial purity of his lineage. Once 

this purity had been verified to a satisfactory degree, Humboldt's Ahnentafel was 

upgraded to an Ahnenpass, and Humboldt's supposed racial superiority was assured (96). 
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Both of the Humboldt brothers were regarded highly enough by the genealogical 

establishment in National Socialist Germany that they were reserved a place in the very 

exclusive collection of the Ahnentafel berühmter Deutscher. Although this National 

Socialist reformulation of the Humboldt memory site lasted for only a very brief period, 

and very little material was produced to reinforce it, its effects would be felt in both 

German states throughout the Cold War. Humboldt's humanist and scientific legacy, as 

well as his misuse at the hands of the Nazi intelligentsia, would be evoked continually by 

authors east and west to repudiate real or imagined fascist ideologies. 

 
Humboldt in a Divided Germany 

 
 After the end of the Second World War, the National Socialist influence on 

Humboldt literature, much like its influence on most cultural spheres, abruptly ceased. 

This was not merely due to the almost total destruction of the German educational and 

media infrastructure and a post-war policy of denazification on the part of the occupying 

powers; rather, German Humboldt representation underwent a dramatic shift, and his 

memory site would never be expressed in exclusively nationalistic terms again in German 

discourses. Although publication of any kind was difficult directly following the 

cessation of military operations, as Beck has noted, this did not mean that there was a 

total lack of interest regarding Humboldt: "Bald nach 1945 erschienen einige Beiträge, 

auch einige auf schlechtem Papier gedruckten Bücher, doch gab es zwischen den Autoren 

keine Verbindung. Die Zonengrenzen trennten, und Deutschland wurde geteilt. An 

einigen, oft zufälligen Stellen flackerte immer wieder echtes Humboldt-Interesse auf" 

(488). The division of Germany mentioned by Beck was not solely a political or 

economic one; rather, it would eventually have profound effects on all of the scholarship 
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and popular publications produced in what became the two German states. Writings 

regarding Humboldt, of course, were no exception. Indeed, "[w]ith the defeat of Hitler 

and the division of Germany into East and West, a sharp bifurcation in Humboldt 

scholarship occurred. During the 1949-90 period of two Germany's, both East and West 

laid claim to Humboldt, portraying him in the colors that matched those of their 

respective post-Nazi political banners" (Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 105). This 

politicization of Humboldt, however, should not be understood in strictly nationalistic 

terms. Humboldt was considered to be a cosmopolitan or revolutionary representative of 

what the two respective German states stood for, not as an exclusively national figure per 

se. This development in each country should also be understood in part as a reflection of 

the greater outside forces that were focused on both of the German states with the aim of 

denationalizing their political, social, and cultural rhetoric, as well as the inward move to 

distance the respective Germanys from their destructively nationalistic past. 

 Although German Humboldt literature during the Cold War period was starkly 

divided along national lines, there were certain occasions during which Humboldt 

scholars and writers made overtures to one another across the Iron Curtain. Two such 

occasions were the 1959 centennial of Humboldt's death and the 1969 bicentennial of his 

birth, and as Rupke has shown, "[t]he output of Humboldt literature surged during and 

immediately after the anniversary years of 1959 [...] and 1969" (Alexander von Humboldt 

105). Although, during the 1959 celebrations especially, there were East German scholars 

invited to the west, and West German scholars invited to the east, this relationship was 

quite brief; and by the 1970s, the contact between these two scholarly communities grew 

ever less frequent. This cessation of official exchange meant that the only substantive 
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connection between the two discourses had been effectively severed and would remain so 

until the 1989 release of the joint FRG-GDR production of the film Die Besteigung des 

Chimborazo, depicting Humboldt's ascent up the South American volcano that was 

considered, at the time of Humboldt's climb, to be the tallest mountain on the planet. 

 The two German cultures consciously and actively appropriated Humboldt for 

their own political and social reasons, and as a result "two largely clashing Humboldts 

were constructed, one a close friend of Western capitalism, the other a forerunner of 

Eastern communism; one the patron of Jewish élites, the other a sympathizer with the 

cause of the proletariat" (Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 173). Although this academic 

and literary activity persisted in both states, it was most aggressively and systematically 

undertaken in the German Democratic Republic. To be sure, "[o]f the manifold 

geographic-temporal spaces in which a particular Humboldt was constructed, that of the 

GDR was the most distinct" (105). Humboldt, along with a long list of other scientific, 

political, and cultural figures, was re-envisioned using the lens of Marxist-Leninist 

theory. The East German educational and media establishments especially appropriated 

German scientists for the purpose of promoting a secular, scientistic* worldview that 

would challenge traditional religious influences and conceptions. Humboldt was 

considered an ideal candidate for this role, and many sectors of the East German cultural 

apparatus were mobilized to reconstitute him as a socialist scientist and champion of the 

proletariat. 

 The ways in which the GDR promoted scientism and rehabilitated figures from 

Germany's past were manifold. Along with the social and economic tenets of Marxism-
                                                
* Cultural sociologist Thomas Schmidt-Lux defines East German scientism as an ideology that 
"Wissenschaft zum obersten Prinzip allen Denkens und Handelns erhob und ihren 
Geltungsanspruch auf die gesamte Gesellschaft ausdehnte" (44). 
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Leninism, a wissenschaftliche Weltanschauung constituted a cornerstone of the East 

German educational system. From kindergarten through to post-secondary institutions, 

students were taught the importance and necessity of empirically investigating social and 

natural phenomena, as well as the problematics associated with idealism and religiosity. 

Another means of imparting scientism to the general public was through organizations 

such as URANIA — Gesellschaft zur Verbreitung wissenschaftlicher Kenntnisse. This 

organization, with roots going back as far as Wilhelmine Germany, was tasked with the 

mission of making the hard sciences accessible and interesting to the citizenry of the 

GDR. This mission was accomplished through public lectures, various types of print 

publications, radio programs, and television broadcasts, along with a mammoth 

organizational infrastructure that extended to almost every town and corner of the GDR. 

The reach of URANIA was astounding. By the mid-1970's for example, the organization 

was holding some 350,000 lectures yearly with nearly twelve million attendees, numbers 

that would stay at this level until the fall of the Berlin Wall and German reunification 

(Schmidt-Lux 61). Humboldt, who received a great deal of such exposure, became a 

scientist hero and a public face of socialist scientism. 

 Within the East German academy, Humboldt received no less attention. Indeed, 

the newly renamed Humboldt University in Berlin* and the Karl Marx University in 

                                                
* As historian Reimer Hansen notes in an interview featured on the official website of the 
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, the university was renamed for both Wilhelm and Alexander 
von Humboldt following the Second World War (Steeger and Hansen). Although the name 
change from Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität was ordered by the Soviet military administration 
occupying Eastern Germany as early as 1946, the name Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin was only 
decided upon in 1947 after a long set of negotiations between the Soviet military administrators 
and East German civil administrators. The official renaming of the university finally took place in 
1949. A reason given for the decision to name the university after the Humboldt brothers was the 
fear that the institution would be used to memorialize the likes of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, 
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Leipzig became centers of East German Humboldt scholarship (Rupke, Alexander von 

Humboldt 106), and there was even the creation of a Humboldt Medal for the 

"recognition of outstanding contributions to science and humanity [...]" (111). East 

German writers readily recast Humboldt in the role of unwitting communist and the 

moral and intellectual herald of the German socialist state. One clear example of this is 

the language of scientism and Marxism-Leninism that pervades Humboldt literature in 

the GDR. This language was used to distinguish Humboldt from most of his 

contemporaries and to align him with the tradition and continuity of socialist and 

communist thought. Titles such as "Dialektiker," "Humanist," and "Realist" were often 

bestowed on Humboldt to highlight and to celebrate his focus on the empirically provable 

when investigating natural and social phenomena. Perhaps the most pervasive label 

repeatedly placed on Humboldt by East German authors is that of "spontaner 

Materialist." East German scholars such as historian of science Kurt-Reinhard Biermann, 

geographer and geologist Johannes F. Gellert, and geographer Heinz Sanke confer this 

title on Humboldt to situate him contextually within the timeline of the socialist historical 

narrative. Humboldt's materialism, according to the aforementioned writers, is 

spontaneous, as it was developed by Humboldt alone, without the guiding light of the 

conceptual framework developed by Marx, Engels, and Lenin. East German 

academicians saw this sort of unshepherded revelation as proof of the depth of 

Humboldt's intellect and insights. In a rather counterintuitive way, the lack of reference to 

Marx in Humboldt's private and public writings is seen as a bedrock of Humboldt's 

socialist credentials. This lack of direct connection between Humboldt and Marx served 

                                                                                                                                            
Vladimir Lenin, or Joseph Stalin. This fear, of course, was well founded, considering the 1953 
renaming of the Universität Leipzig to the Karl-Marx-Universität Leipzig. 
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another function, in that it built a bridge between the Marxist canon and Weimar 

Classicism. SED politician Alexander Abusch, for example, states that "Alexander von 

Humboldt steht ideell in der Epoche zwischen dem Humanismus Johann Wolfgang 

Goethes und dem sozialistischen Humanismus von Karl Marx" (Zum Geleit 9). 

 In addition to his supposed materialism, Humboldt attested to his secular 

credentials with his critical stance toward traditional religiosity and his own aristocratic 

class. Humboldt's ambivalence is described by physicist and SED politician Gerhard 

Harig as a "Kleinkrieg gegen Reaktion und Klerikalismus, dem er keineswegs aus dem 

Weg gegangen ist und den er mit Siegen und Niederlagen bis an sein Lebensende geführt 

hat" (27). Biermann likewise attempted to distance Humboldt from his aristocratic 

upbringing by demonstrating that the brothers Humboldt were not even officially 

Freiherren in the eyes of the Prussian monarchy ("War Alexander von Humboldt ein 

'Freiherr'?" 1-3). Although Biermann's evidence is quite strong, his argument is generally 

flawed, in that Humboldt was treated as a baron his entire life, and therefore had very 

little in the way of a class-based connection with anyone outside of European aristocracy. 

 East German writers not only linked the Alexander von Humboldt memory site to 

the socialist and communist tradition, but also attempted to designate the GDR as a "city 

upon a hill" and the legitimate heir to Humboldt's legacy. Sanke remarks, "Es ist kein 

Zufall, daß das von Alexander von Humboldt überkommene wissenschaftliche und 

humanitäre Erbe seine Pflegestatt im ersten Arbeiter-und-Bauern-Staat der deutschen 

Geschichte, in der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, gefunden hat" (“Alexander von 

Humboldt” 53). This idea was underlined by the celebrated fact that the 100th 

anniversary of Humboldt's death occurred in the same year as the GDR's 10th 
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anniversary, and that the 200th anniversary of Humboldt's birth took place during the 

GDR's 20th anniversary. This was not seen by East German Humboldt enthusiasts as a 

mere coincidence, and neither was the fact that Humboldt's birthplace in Berlin was the 

future site of the main building of the Akademie der Wissenschaften der DDR, and also 

that the site of Humboldt's death would be the future headquarters of the Henscheverlag 

Kunst und Gesellschaft. These spatial connections helped East German authors locate the 

physical legacy of Humboldt and his works firmly within the German Democratic 

Republic (K. Biermann, Alexander von Humboldt 9). No West German writers or 

intellectuals, for instance, could produce direct links to Humboldt's life and legacy in 

such immediate terms. 

 All of this begs the question, though, why specifically Humboldt? What was so 

special about this aristocratic scientist that set him apart from almost all of his 

contemporaries and made him an ideal representative of scientism in the eyes of East 

German writers? First, ever since his voyages through South and Central America from 

1799 to 1804, Humboldt had been recognized as a friend of Latin America and its 

aspirations of independence and self-determination. His support for this cause was easily 

translated by East German intellectuals into an endorsement of international revolution in 

the communist/socialist mold. Second, Humboldt's outspoken condemnation of slavery as 

it existed in the Americas in the first half of the nineteenth century was seen by GDR 

authors as mirroring their own advocacy on behalf of oppressed populations all across the 

globe. Third, Humboldt came to be seen as the great scientific educator of the masses. 

This perception originated from the popular resonance of his Kosmos lectures. These 

lectures were seen, according to Sanke, as a "revolutionäres und revolutionierendes 
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Werk" ("Die gesellschaftlich-geographische Auffassung" 63) that led to the "geistige 

Emanzipation" of the German people ("Alexander von Humboldt" 60). For these reasons 

among others, Humboldt was assigned a rank among the great pre-revolutionary German 

scientists such as Georg Forster and Ernst Haeckel. These figures were placed alongside 

political luminaries such as Marx, Engels, and Lenin, so as to establish a secure link 

between the tenets of Marxism-Leninism and the scientism of the German Democratic 

Republic. These figures, as well as the ideological framework they came to embody, 

represented a concerted effort by the East German cultural apparatus to substitute the 

spiritual and religious needs of the citizenry with a secular and scientistic alternative. 

 The cultural establishment within the German Democratic Republic did not, 

however, exploit the Humboldt memory site as a means to communicate its ideology and 

goals exclusively to the East German masses. The Humboldt discourses were mobilized 

externally as well. One of these external uses is already familiar and can be viewed as the 

extension of a tradition in German foreign policy that began in the late nineteenth 

century. This, of course, refers to the use of the Humboldt memory site as a means to 

build international bridges with countries in Latin America. As Rupke notes, "[t]he 

socialist narrative of Humboldt's life and work was in part shaped by the GDR's foreign 

Kulturpolitik, especially towards Central and South America, continuing a German 

tradition from late-Wilhelmian, Weimar and Third Reich days" (Alexander von Humboldt 

132). Another external use of the Humboldt memory site by the GDR was as a means to 

separate itself clearly not only from Germany's National Socialist past, but from the 

troubling presence of the FRG as well. Abusch, for example, reflected on his time in exile 



 

 66 

in Latin America, and on what he considered the disturbing continuation of National 

Socialist ideology in the West German state: 

Ja, wir kämpften zu jener Zeit gegen den Mißbrauch und die Verfälschung 
von Humboldts Namen und Geist, mit dem die deutsche faschistische 
Regierung ihre verbrecherische Politik zu tarnen versuchte. In der 
Gegenwart entspricht es dem Wesen des westdeutschen Staates, der die 
imperialistischen Traditionen Hitlerdeutschlands modernisiert weiterführt, 
daß er in seiner neokolonialistischen Politik gegenüber den Völkern 
Lateinamerikas weiterhin und zeitgemäß den Namen Alexander von 
Humboldts mißbraucht. (viii) 

 
The equation of the Third Reich to the West German state was, of course, not exclusive 

to the dominant East German discourse surrounding Humboldt; however, it is certainly 

telling of the Humboldt memory site's importance that an aristocrat who died well over 

seventy years before the establishment of the National Socialist regime would be used to 

discredit it and along with its supposed later manifestations. 

 Humboldt literature in the Federal Republic of Germany, on the other hand, made 

much less use of "shrill, political rhetoric" than its eastern counterpart (Rupke, Alexander 

von Humboldt 141). Humboldt came to mean many things in West Germany from 1949 

to 1990, but the memory site never gained the same public or academic traction as it had 

in the east. This, however, was not for a lack of trying on the part of Humboldt 

enthusiasts in the FRG. Beck among others attempted, at first somewhat successfully, to 

drum up public and scholarly interest and enthusiasm around Humboldt during the 1959 

and 1969 celebrations, and he went so far as to claim that "[d]en größten Durchbruch 

erzielte die Humboldt-Forschung im Gedenkjahr 1959, dessen weltweites Echo noch 

immer nicht verebbt ist. [...] Zeitungsartikel, Benennungen von Schulen, Ausgaben von 

Briefmarken in vielen Ländern der Erde und würdige Gedenkfeiern zeigten, daß wir am 

Beginn einer Humboldt-Renaissance stehen" (489). Had this statement been made in the 
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GDR, there would have been some element of truth to it, but in the west, the excitement 

about Humboldt faded quickly after the death-day and birthday festivities. Humboldt 

literature would be actively produced in isolated corners of the West German literary 

community and several biographies would be published, but interest resided primarily in 

the academy. 

 In the east, Humboldt was often projected into the present and invoked as an 

historical figure who somehow heralded the socialist state of workers and farmers, 

whereas the west often celebrated Humboldt based on his historical merits alone. Indeed, 

West German writers attributed a great deal of significance to the time period during 

which Humboldt had lived. The span of his life took on a symbolic meaning in the sense 

that it was rooted in the time of Lessing and Kant and reached almost to the foundation of 

the unified German nation state. Authors such as Kurt Schleucher even seemingly 

reorient European history so as to fit it contextually within Humboldt's biography: "Das 

Mittelpunktsjahr in Humboldts Leben, 1814, war ein Entscheidungsjahr für Europa" (7). 

Much like German Humboldt literature and biographies of the nineteenth century, West 

German authors touted Humboldt's connection to the main figures of Weimar Classicism 

and the giants of the German Late Enlightenment. Humboldt’s relationship with Goethe 

assumed a central role in the interest surrounding the Humboldt memory site. It should be 

noted, however, that this relationship rarely received a reciprocal amount of interest in 

the Goethe literature. It seems as though the Goethe memory site was so thoroughly 

ensconced within the functional memory of German culture that it needed no support 

from the Alexander von Humboldt memory site, whereas for the Humboldt memory site, 

the reverse was the case. Goethe, however, was hardly ever mentioned alone as being a 
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close friend and formative influence on the young Humboldt. Rudolf Borch, for example, 

situates quite a few luminaries of German cultural history in the introduction to his 

annotated edition of Humboldt's correspondence:  

Im weiteren Sinne wird auch sein Lehrer — dazu sein Reisegefährte — 
Georg Forster, dem er die Fülle der von ihm erhaltenen Belehrungen nie 
vergessen hat. Daneben üben dann ihren Einfluß Fritz Jacobi, den die 
Unmittelbarkeit des Denkens auszeichnet, und der als solcher ein 
Philosoph über aller Philosophie ist, und späterhin Goethe und Schiller. 
Durchweg aber — und das ist besonders Bezeichnende —  steht er dabei 
im Schatten seines Bruders, der allgemein als der geistig Überlegenere 
gilt. (10) 

 
The above quotation is noteworthy not only in that it clearly situates Humboldt in the 

orbit of Goethe and Schiller, but because it situates him distinctly in his brother's orbit as 

well. This is telling, as Wilhelm von Humboldt would become the Humboldt memory site 

in Cold War West Germany who received the majority of attention, much as it had been 

at the foundation of the Second Empire. This continual shifting of poles regarding interest 

and scholarship surrounding the Humboldt brothers is an area in which cultural memory 

studies could contribute much, and it is hoped that scholars would carry out such a study 

in the future. 

 Another element of the West German Alexander von Humboldt memory site that 

linked Humboldt to his Late Enlightenment roots is his repeated designation as one of the 

last scientific universalists. The extent of Humboldt's knowledge and the numerous fields 

of research it encompassed became a leitmotiv especially in texts exploring his impact on 

the history of science. The seeming lack of focus in Humboldt's body of work became 

something to be celebrated, as it gave a host of disciplines a claim to his legacy. The fact 

that he was one of the last scientific universalists should be underscored, however, as 

West German authors were wont to classify the breadth of Humboldt's knowledge as 
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impossible today. As the famous theoretical physicist Werner Heisenberg warned a 

generation of younger West German readers, "Eine umfassende naturwissenschaftliche 

Bildung, so wie Alexander von Humboldt sie besessen hat, wird [...] in Zukunft nicht 

mehr erworben werden können" (11). This, claims Heisenberg, should not discourage 

young intellectuals from being interested in the main ideas and discoveries in manifold 

fields; instead, curiosity should run wild, but expertise should be restricted to a narrow 

focus: 

Das Vorbild Alexander von Humboldts kann in unserer Zeit also nicht 
mehr zu dem Versuch anregen, eine umfassende Bildung auf allen 
Gebieten der Wissenschaft zu erwerben. Ein solcher Versuch wäre von 
vorneherein zum Scheitern verurteilt. Aber es kann dazu ermutigen, den 
Überblick zu gewinnen und mit der Kenntnis der abstrakten Grundlagen 
ein Wissen um die Gesamtrichtung der fortschreitenden Wissenschaft zu 
bewahren. (13) 

 
In other words, one should feel welcome to find inspiration in Humboldt's interests and 

accomplishments, but an imitation of the great man's achievements would result in 

nothing short of dilettantism. 

 Occasionally, this appreciation for Humboldt's boundless inquisitiveness and his 

remarkably disparate contributions to knowledge evolved into an almost cult-like 

reverence for him by certain West German authors. Schleucher, for instance, compares 

the attempt to comprehend Humboldt and his significance to a climber's attempt to 

ascend a mountain: "Vielleicht erscheint dann dem Bergsteiger dieser Gipfel als Symbol 

des Mannes, der als ein geistiger Gipfel in der Menschenwelt steht: man kann sich ihm 

nähern, ihn aber nicht erreichen, wie Humboldt selber den Gipfel des Chimborazo nicht 

erreichte, nur bewundernd zu ihm aufschauen konnte" (6). This is truly fascinating, as it 

not only elevates Humboldt to a superhuman plane, it also casts one of Humboldt's 
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explorative exploits, the climbing of Mount Chimborazo, as a tale of mythic proportions. 

Schleucher goes on to contend that Humboldt did not merely live a life of exploration and 

scientific dedication, but rather "der Alexanderzug dieses Mannes führte durch Raum und 

Zeit" (6). Unlike the scientistic sainthood Humboldt achieved in the GDR, however, this 

pseudo-religious West German veneration bespeaks little more than hyperbole and 

inflated rhetoric. 

 An area of West German Humboldt literature that was much more predominantly 

situated than in its eastern counterpart was that of Humboldt's relationship with the Jews. 

During his lifetime, Humboldt was considered to be a friend and advocate of all 

humanity, and the Jewish community was no exception. This does not mean, however, 

that Humboldt was a key figure in German Jewish emancipation, as one might think from 

reading much of the West German Humboldt literature. As Rupke notes, though, "the 

West German Humboldt story [...] that Moses Mendelssohn and other prominent Jews 

had exerted a formative influence on Humboldt and conditioned his later sympathetic 

treatment of Jewish scientists [was turned] into an essential part of Humboldt's 

biography" (Alexander von Humboldt 169). Although it is difficult to know how much 

support Humboldt knowingly provided to Jewish scientists specifically because they were 

Jewish, his support nonetheless provided West German writers with the philosemitic 

scientist hero needed to help in the rehabilitation of the German cultural tradition 

following the horrors of the Second World War and the Holocaust. 

 This reimagining of Humboldt's relationship with the Jews of Germany and the 

rest Europe was not the only way in which West German intellectuals utilized the 

memory site in order to mitigate the negative reassessment of German cultural history 
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during the second half of the twentieth century. Humboldt's cosmopolitanism came to be 

viewed in the FRG as an important hallmark of his memory site, as well as a positive 

aspect of German culture to be shared with the world. Indeed, 

[a]mong the Federal Republic of Germany's political and academic élite 
there existed much interest in having Humboldt serve the country's post-
WW II reparation politics ('Wiedergutmachung'). Humboldt [...] was 'the 
good German,' a cosmopolitan scientist who represented the admirable 
part of German culture, that of universal learning, non-militaristic and 
non-nationalistic. Thus could Humboldt now be accredited as West 
Germany's international goodwill ambassador. (Rupke, Alexander von 
Humboldt 141) 

 
Although Humboldt was a friendly face to put on a few West German cultural and 

international initiatives and organizations, such as the Alexander von Humboldt 

Foundation, this was in no way comparable to the systematic use of Humboldt by the 

GDR in its relationship with Latin American countries, especially Cuba. 

 One last element of the West German Humboldt memory site that is worth noting 

is its limited yet visible diversity within the dominant cultural discourses of the FRG. 

Unlike in the GDR, where Humboldt scholarship "took place within the bounds of [...] 

politico-institutional constraints" (Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 110), scholars in the 

FRG were free to follow any avenue of inquiry they liked, and embrace any Humboldt 

representation that bespoke their needs the most. This even meant that certain Humboldt 

scholars, such as the historian of science Winfried Petri, "opposed the appropriation of 

Humboldt by their country's traditionalist mainstream and assisted the East Germans in 

constructing a socialist Humboldt" (153). No such intellectual luxuries were available to 

those Humboldt scholars in the east, and their research necessarily reflected the 

obligatory Marxist-Leninist frameworks imposed on the East German academy by the 

SED. 
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II. Humboldt in the United States 
 

 
 The establishment and evolution of the Alexander von Humboldt memory site in 

the dominant cultural discourses of the United States has been markedly, and necessarily, 

different from the history of the German memory site. Unlike the steady, if periodically 

variable, output of scholarship and popular literature regarding Humboldt in the German 

tradition, the U.S.-American cultural engagement with Humboldt's memory site is 

characterized much more by discovery, obsession, and amnesia. As we shall see, 

Humboldt's star shone bright in the second half of the nineteenth century, but it was soon 

and quickly to fade from view in the smoke, gas, and destruction of modern, 

industrialized warfare. 

 
Humboldt before the First World War 

 
 Although Humboldt had been famous in Europe since the letters he wrote to his 

brother Wilhelm from South and Central America began appearing in the European press 

during the first few years of the nineteenth century, he remained relatively unknown in 

the United States outside of scientific, diplomatic, and French-speaking circles. With the 

translation and publication of the first volumes of Humboldt's Kosmos, however, interest 

grew quickly and to massive proportions within U.S.-American popular and academic 

culture. The scope of Humboldt's audience in the mid-nineteenth century appeared to be 

universal: shortly after the introduction of Kosmos to the U.S.-American market, reviews 

of his work appeared in periodicals that ranged from North American Review and The 

New Englander to Godey's Ladies Book (Walls, "'Hero of Knowledge'" 123). In the years 

following the success of Kosmos, translations, and in many cases multiple competing 
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translations, of Humboldt's various works began appearing in U.S.-American bookstores 

and on U.S.-Americans' bookshelves from one end of the country to the other. At this 

early phase of U.S.-American Humboldt reception, however, very little original material 

was produced in the United States. This notion troubled many Humboldt enthusiasts, who 

wanted more than translated and transplanted editions of German, French, and English 

volumes. Bayard Taylor comments on this need in his introduction to the first U.S.-

American biography of Humboldt written by Richard Henry Stoddard: "A biography of 

Alexander von Humboldt, which shall contain a full and conscientious account of his life 

and labors, written in a style sufficiently clear and untechnical to meet the popular tastes, 

has long been a necessity in our literature" (vii). This necessity would never be fully 

attended to, however, as the U.S.-American reception of Humboldt in the nineteenth 

century focused mainly on the primary texts written by Humboldt himself or translated 

secondary volumes. 

 Upon news of Humboldt's death in 1859, U.S.-Americans mourned his passing 

and celebrated his legacy much as their European counterparts. Taylor, who had actually 

met and visited with Humboldt, declared that, "Probably no man who ever lived has 

given aid and encouragement to so great a number of aspiring and deserving men" (ix). 

U.S.-American academic and scientific societies were quick to mention Humboldt's 

passing in their meeting minutes, as well as to organize events and send condolences. The 

American Geographical and Statistical Society, for instance, praised Humboldt's 

humanity and that which he had achieved for humankind: "This was the consummation 

he sought to reach, to benefit mankind; to uplift the race by the developments and 

arrangements of science in their own beauteous system, as subordinate to man's 
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instruction and advantage" (226). The officers of the Massachusetts Historical Society 

likewise christened Humboldt "the great savant" (313). The public celebration of 

Humboldt's life and accomplishments that followed, however, eclipsed these initial and 

reverent sentiments from the community of U.S.-American learned societies. 

 It is truly difficult to convey the popularity and fame enjoyed by the Alexander 

von Humboldt memory site in U.S.-American popular culture following his death in 

1859. Many might not at first believe the extent of his notoriety, considering that so very 

little of this is evident in United States' current understanding and recollection of its own 

history in the nineteenth century. It was the case, however, that 

[i]n the United States, Humboldt was an icon, a celebrity of rock-star 
proportions on whom Americans projected their hopes and ideals. His 
name inspired a nationwide fervor of admiration and emulation. It wasn't 
just a household word, it was a point of reference, a rallying cry for 
cosmopolitan civic pride, for modern culture, for high science and the 
working man and a utopian future. Everywhere — coast to coast, north 
and south — he was known and beloved, so important that different 
cultural groups fought to claim his legacy for their own. (Walls, Passage 
312) 

 
The initial phases of this remarkably enthusiastic reception of Humboldt within U.S.-

American popular culture has several potential explanations. One explanation was the 

rapidly expanding German immigrant population within the United States at the time of 

Humboldt's popular cultural boom. It is indeed possible that these newcomers spurred the 

acceptance and veneration of their fellow countryman in their new homeland. This 

explanation only accounts for part of his fame, though, as U.S.-Americans of various 

European backgrounds welcomed Humboldt into their cultural repertoire as a dynamic 

and highly charged memory site. Another explanation is Humboldt's appearance on the 

U.S.-American scene during New England's "German craze," during which northeastern 
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intellectuals seemingly celebrated everything and everyone German (Walls, "'Hero of 

Knowledge'" 127). An excellent example of this phenomenon is Henry David Thoreau, 

who "encountered Humboldt at a crucial turning point in his career, and thereafter 

adopted Humboldt's methods and philosophy to his own work as a naturalist, invoking 

Humboldt as one of his highest personal heroes" (125). Regardless of what forces 

initiated its introduction and preliminary positive reception, the freshly minted Alexander 

von Humboldt memory site would transcend the interests of smaller cultural groups 

within the United States and become a site of hope and action countrywide. 

 The best example of Humboldt's fame in the United States during the nineteenth 

century is the nationwide festivities that took place on September 14, 1869, the centennial 

of Humboldt's birth. A veritable "tsunami of celebrations of Humboldt's hundredth 

birthday moved across the continent, from coast to coast, North and South, in great cities 

and small towns" (Walls, Passage 304). In these celebrations, an instant is revealed in 

which a memory site that is prominent within the dominant discourses of a particular 

cultural context becomes the dominant discourse within that context, even if only for one 

day. The entire front page of the New York Times on September 15, 1869 was devoted to 

covering the turnout of U.S.-Americans to commemorate Humboldt's storied life (Sachs, 

The Humboldt Current 11). Celebrations had been held in New York City, Pittsburgh, 

Philadelphia, Boston, Newark, Jersey City, Baltimore, Washington, D.C., Richmond, 

Charleston, Albany, Buffalo, Poughkeepsie, St. Paul, Milwaukee, Chicago, Indianapolis, 

Louisville, Memphis, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Toledo, St. Louis, San Francisco, Syracuse 

(which had a parade over a mile long), and Dubuque (which had a parade two miles 

long), just to name a few (Walls, Passage 304-5). Speeches were given, statues and busts 
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were unveiled, and banners were held high which read slogans such as "Humboldt 

teaches us what nature will produce," "This was a man," "Glory to Humboldt, the beloved 

of all centuries," "Honor the man who worked for us all," "The greatest man of this 

century," "Humboldt — the friend and patron of merit and talent," and "Humboldt, the 

pathfinder in Natural Sciences, the man of the people" (305). At the festivities held in 

New York City's Central Park alone, an estimated 25,000 people turned out to take part in 

the remembrance (Nichols 402). As Walls notes, a possible reason for "the fervent tone 

of the 1869 Humboldt celebrations was [...] America's urgent need to heal after the 

terrible Civil War. Humboldt, that icon of unity, the hero of knowledge and peace, 

offered what Americans most needed, a universal culture of learning and an ideology of 

healing, a way to look beyond America's war to its place in the globe" (Passage 320). 

Although this explanation is certainly possible, what cannot be debated is the fact that the 

Alexander von Humboldt memory site reached a level of veneration during the nineteenth 

century that has been achieved by only a few phenomena in the history of U.S.-American 

cultural discourses. 

 Unlike the centennial celebrations that swept across the North American continent 

in 1869, there was another, very different kind of commemoration of the Humboldt 

memory site being enacted throughout the U.S.-American west. Explorers, such as John 

C. Frémont, "who regarded Humboldt as a god, had gone off exploring and sprinkled 

Humboldt's name all over the map of Nevada" (McCullough 18). Indeed, in 1863 the 

state of Nevada was almost named after Humboldt (Walls, "'Hero of Knowledge'" 122). 

Nevada, however, had no monopoly on Humboldt toponyms in the United States. In 

addition to the town of Humboldt, Nevada, there would eventually be a Humboldt in 
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Arizona, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 

South Dakota, Tennessee, and Wisconsin; not to mention Humboldt City, California, Fort 

Humboldt, California, Humboldt Village, Minnesota, Humboldt City, Nevada, 

Humboldtsburg, Texas, and Humboldt Township, Wisconsin. There was also a Humboldt 

County in California, Nevada, and Iowa. This long list, of course, does not include the 

nineteen parks and natural phenomena named after Humboldt in the United States (122). 

Remarkably, there are more Humboldt toponyms in the United States than in any other 

country in the world (123). 

 In addition to the honor accorded to Humboldt by the people of the United States 

in the form of national celebrations and the naming of places after him, Humboldt was 

also bestowed with perhaps the most U.S.-American accolade of all. During the second 

half of the nineteenth century, as Nichols has uncovered, "Humboldt's name was invoked 

for purely commercial purposes and used as an attention grabber in advertisements. In an 

early form of product endorsement, the Liebig Company wanted everyone to believe that 

Humboldt, albeit posthumously, approved of their Coca Leaf Tonic" (404). In light of the 

extant historical record, historian Aaron Sachs rightly concludes that, "It is quite possible 

that no other European had so great an impact on the intellectual culture of nineteenth-

century America" (The Humboldt Current 4). 

 
Why Was Humboldt Forgotten? 

 
 The level of public adoration expressed for Alexander von Humboldt in the 

dominant discourses within the United States during the nineteenth century truly 

astounds, especially considering the almost total obscurity that would be characteristic of 

the memory site in the twentieth century. This dramatic shift illustrates how the 
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Humboldt memory site passed from the functional memory of the U.S.-American culture 

into its stored memory, where it would largely remain until the final decade of the 

millennium. If it is indeed true, as the historical record suggests, that "[t]hroughout the 

second half of the nineteenth century no detailed explanation seemed necessary when 

mentioning Humboldt's name" and that "[t]he bookshelves of an educated person seemed 

incomplete without one or more works by Humboldt" (Nichols 404), why then did his 

memory site disappear so completely? If "[t]o study America's Victorian past while 

ignoring Humboldt seems comparable to studying our own century under the assumption 

that Albert Einstein was an obscure German patent clerk" (Walls, "'Hero of Knowledge'" 

133), how can it be that hardly "one educated American in ten today could say who 

exactly Humboldt was or what he did, not even, possibly, in Humboldt, Iowa, or 

Humboldt, Kansas" (McCullough 5)? 

 Several possible explanations have been posited for the disappearance of the 

Humboldt memory site from U.S.-American cultural discourses over the course of the 

twentieth century. One common theory is that there was simply no great discovery to 

associate with his name, as is the case with other scientists and their accomplishments 

like Newton and gravity, Darwin and natural selection, and Einstein and relativity. 

Humboldt, as previously mentioned, was interested and active in several fields, and did a 

great deal to advance scientific understanding in all of them; but, more often than not, 

Humboldt's achievements were in the details, the data, and the networking. Another 

theory is that Humboldt's scientific ideas simply went out of style as "an intellectual 

torrent [...] swept through the Western world — the United States in particular — for 



 

 79 

about a century, before it evaporated in the desert heat of social Darwinism" (Sachs, The 

Humboldt Current 13). 

 An explanation that addresses the nationalistic tone of almost all U.S.-American 

discourses during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is that Humboldt's exploits were 

eclipsed by homegrown U.S.-American heroes and their corresponding memory sites. As 

David McCullough has noted, "Perhaps this is because his travels were through Spanish 

America. Perhaps his extraordinary accomplishments were simply overshadowed by the 

popular impact of the Lewis and Clark expedition" (5). This is quite possible, but 

Humboldt's fame was not exclusively associated with his scientific expeditions, as 

attested to by the U.S.-American public's enthusiastic reception of Kosmos. 

 Another possibility is that Humboldt's writing style increasingly discouraged 

potential readers, as Walls and journalism scholar Sandra Nichols have argued. 

Humboldt, although trained in letters as a youth by the finest tutors, was a scientist, and 

not necessarily a writer. Many readers were alienated by Humboldt's writing at the time 

of its first publication, but this problem only intensified over the years as the original 

translations, which were not updated until the past two decades, became more 

anachronistic to average readers. Indeed, "[t]he (self-admitted) faults of his prose —   

long, convoluted sentences, frequent digressions, a lack of structural unity —   were not 

aided by his Victorian translators, who gave English readers nearly the only Humboldt 

we have" (Passage 317). Val Gendron even notes, "Humboldt's style reminds one, 

strangely enough, of Thomas Mann's" (10). 

 The most likely reason for U.S.-America's amnesia regarding the Humboldt 

memory site, however, is the anti-Germanism that began in the mid nineteenth century in 
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the United States and reached its pinnacle during the First World War. There were 

several causes for this anti-Germanism. One of the most obvious was the growing 

antagonism to the rapidly increasing number of German immigrants to the United States 

and the seemingly alien culture they brought with them: 

Although Germans had immigrated to the Americas as long ago as the 
seventeenth century, they arrived in record numbers in the nineteenth 
century, numbers surpassed only by the Irish. German immigrants became 
the largest non-English-speaking group in the United States, and, as they 
became increasingly politically active, they simultaneously held to their 
own cultural traditions, provoking the suspicion and ire of native-born 
English speakers. As with many immigrant groups, they tended to cluster 
in their own neighborhoods and to speak their own language. They 
published newspapers and magazines in German; at their peak in the 
1890s, some 800 such publications existed in the United States. And 
German Americans were particularly adept at coming together in all 
manner of cultural and political organizations: music and literature 
societies, physical education clubs, and citizens’ leagues. They established 
libraries, churches, schools, and businesses. (Nichols 408) 

 
The backlash against this germanification of the U.S.-American homeland intensified as 

it became clear over time that many of the Germans arriving on the United States' shores 

were political radicals who had left their European homes under threat of imprisonment 

or worse. These "Forty-Eighters"* exacerbated the tensions that had already begun to 

manifest themselves by advocating for their extremely progressive programs of political 

and social change (409). 

 The tipping point, however, came not with the entry of the United States into the 

First World War; rather, the outbreak of the war in 1914 was enough to galvanize the 

non-German population of the United States into destructive, and often violent, action. 

As Walls has catalogued, 

                                                
* The term "Forty-Eighter" comes from the group of political dissidents and exiles who were 
named after the wave of uprisings and rebellions that took place across Europe in the years 1848-
1849. 
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In 1914, when America learned that Germany had invaded Belgium, the 
country erupted into full-blown anti-German hysteria. German Americans 
were harassed, mobbed, and lynched. German language and authors were 
banned from public schools, book-burnings across the country encouraged 
Americans to cleanse their libraries of everything German, statues of 
Goethe and Schiller were vandalized, sauerkraut became 'liberty cabbage' 
and hamburgers, 'liberty steaks.' (Passage 319-320) 

 
The actions taken by U.S.-Americans all across the country would have much longer 

lasting effects than the mere destruction of books and statues. Many communities began 

to change place names to reflect their anti-German attitudes. Humboldt Street in 

Cincinnati, for instance, became Taft Road (Nichols 411). The effects were not isolated 

to toponyms alone, however, and 

Although the anti-German hysteria subsided after the war, it had a 
profound impact on the German American community. Membership in 
cultural and political organizations dropped, many German Americans 
stopped speaking German, and by 1920 the number of German 
publications was a third of what it had been in 1894, as readership and 
subscriptions continued to decline. With the passage of the Eighteenth 
Amendment in 1919, taverns and beer gardens closed, and what had been 
a central feature of German American social life disappeared. (411) 

 
To be sure, the anti-Germanism that culminated in the violence and discrimination during 

World War One did not affect the Humboldt memory site exclusively. It resulted in the 

destruction of a great deal of the German-American cultural tradition, and effectively and 

forcibly erased most of German culture's important contributions to U.S.-American 

history from the public's functional memory. 

 
 

III. Conclusion 
 
 

 It becomes evident in the development of the respective Alexander von Humboldt 

memory sites in Germany and the United States prior to 1990 that although multiple 
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cultures might refer to the same historical phenomenon in order to orient and steer 

dominant discourses, the ways in which these phenomena are represented and 

implemented vary a great deal. This variance in representation and implementation is, to 

be sure, what separates cultural discourses from one another in the first place; and only 

once such variance gives way to coordination can dominant discourses engage in 

transcultural exchange and synthesis. As demonstrated by the preceding historical 

summary, such exchange and creative potential remained impossible before 1990, as the 

degree of substantive difference between the German and U.S.-American Humboldt 

memory sites rendered the two effectively mutually unintelligible. As will be 

demonstrated in the following chapters, however, the period following German 

reunification witnessed a slow but steady alignment of the two memory sites. This 

alignment first began in academic discourses in Germany and the United States, but 

would eventually emerge into the popular literary discourses as well. Eventually, the 

coordination of these two memory sites became identifiable as a transcultural point of 

contact, allowing for the creation of shared meaning between the two cultures. 
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Chapter Three: From the Academic to the Public Sphere 
 
 
 
 Now that the histories of the Alexander von Humboldt memory sites in the 

German and U.S.-American cultures up to 1990 have been taken into consideration, 

attention can be directed to the textual constitution of the transcultural Humboldt memory 

site over the past twenty-five years. As was mentioned in the introduction, the choice of 

1990 as a starting point for this analysis is motivated by two important factors. First, 

1990 marks the end of the two distinct and separate Humboldt memory sites within the 

divided Germany. Following reunification, a highly unified, pan-German representation 

of Humboldt pervaded dominant public and academic discourses. Second, it is precisely 

the period after reunification that witnessed the slow yet steady coordination of the 

academic interest and research surrounding Humboldt studies in both cultures that 

eventually resulted in the constitution of the transcultural memory site in the dominant 

literary discourses within Germany and the United States. 

 To begin such an analysis, the textual constitution and evolution of the Humboldt 

memory site within the academic discourses of both cultures must be thoroughly 

investigated. Such an examination demonstrates how a renewed academic interest in 

Humboldt within Germany and the United States resulted in the establishment of 

dominant themes in these discourses which would eventually enable and support popular 

interest in and popular representations of the Humboldt memory site. Although not 

comparable in visibility to the later public discourses surrounding the Humboldt memory 

site, as perhaps best exemplified by Daniel Kehlmann's Die Vermessung der Welt and 

Andrea Wulf's The Invention of Nature, the academic interest in Humboldt over the past 
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twenty-five years at universities and research institutions in both Germany and the United 

States has been lively and ever-increasing. As Rupke notes in his introduction to the 

Johns Hopkins' 1997 republication of Cosmos, Humboldt is "a field of historical 

scholarship by himself" (xxxiii). This glut of academic attention in the two countries 

created a resource-rich environment which popular authors and presses could easily 

access. Indeed, the entire textual output surrounding Humboldt became large enough to 

be described by many as the "Humboldt industry" (Ette, "'Eine Gemütsverfassung'" 51). 

What is remarkable about the academic interest that initiated and continues to constitute a 

large part of Humboldt discourses is not only that it took place simultaneously in both 

cultures, but that the foci and the means of representation came to be almost identical as 

well. In some cases, Humboldt scholars from the United States published their work in 

Germany and vice versa. The direct academic exchange surrounding Humboldt studies 

took different forms, including special editions of scholarly journals (i.e. Northeastern 

Naturalist 8, 2001) and international conferences focusing on a transcultural 

understanding of Humboldt and the research surrounding him (i.e. the Alexander von 

Humboldt: From the Americas to the Cosmos Conference organized by the Bildner 

Center for Western Hemisphere Studies and hosted by the Graduate Center of the City 

University of New York). This direct exchange was quite limited, however; and perhaps 

the most remarkable aspect of the shared academic interest in Humboldt in Germany and 

the United States was the extent to which it became inadvertently coordinated. As 

inadvertent as this discursive alignment was, it introduced and guided popular interest in 

Humboldt in Germany and the United States in a way that eventually facilitated the 

constitution of the transcultural memory site within both cultures' dominant literary 
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discourses. The primary interests and motifs that pervaded the academic literature 

produced by these Humboldt scholars would eventually reemerge in the dominant 

popular literary discourses as a constellation of shared meaning, which was equally 

intelligible and accessible to readers in both German and U.S.-American cultural 

contexts. 

 The shared meanings surrounding the transcultural Humboldt memory site in 

Germany and the United States at the turn of the twenty-first century are manifold. The 

textual representations of Humboldt present a dynamic figure that stands for and against 

various historical and contemporary ideals. Humboldt is often depicted as an 

interdisciplinary visionary who helped to establish several scientific fields, only to 

transcend them all. In this role of father figure to modern science, Humboldt serves as the 

herald of ecological thinking and modern environmentalism. Humboldt is also the great 

scientific educator, whose integration of art and science helped to popularize scientific 

research for all levels of society during the nineteenth century. Humboldt's genius for 

marketing science to the masses,* it is often noted, should be learned from and emulated 

today as a means to equip all members of society with the requisite knowledge to 

negotiate and intellectually assimilate such contemporary issues as resource use and 

climate change. Perhaps the most interesting and pervasive element in Humboldt's textual 

representation is the dual assertion that not only was Humboldt a quintessentially modern 

                                                
* As previously noted, Humboldt's writings have been described as difficult and at times 
confusing. Over the course of the second half of the nineteenth century, however, any 
deficiencies in his writing style did little to dampen public interest or reduce the size of his 
audience on either side of the Atlantic. A possible explanation as to why Humboldt's readers were 
so forgiving of his supposed stylistic shortcomings is that there were very few other scientists 
who were writing for such a broad audience, mostly in terms they could comprehend. 
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figure, but that an understanding of his life and works is instrumental in recognizing and 

negotiating the possibilities and hazards of today's globalized and interconnected world. 

 These themes can be found in almost every textual representation of Alexander 

von Humboldt published in the United States and Germany over the past twenty-five 

years. Although this thematic unity is in itself remarkable, it speaks to a much broader 

cultural process. In the mutual constitution and maintenance of the Humboldt memory 

site in discourses within Germany and the United States, the processes of transcultural 

memory become visible and approachable. In the discourses surrounding the transcultural 

Humboldt memory site we can see how two cultures interact and create shared purposive 

meaning. This concrete example of transcultural meaning making is noteworthy, as it 

deviates far in focus and form from the current scholarship in the field of transcultural 

memory studies. For instance, the present analysis of the transcultural Humboldt memory 

site is more specific and exhaustive than much of the research that has preceded it in the 

last several years. Although much of this previous work in the field is original and 

provocative, it often fails to provide a detailed account of what actually constitutes a 

transcultural point of contact among cultures. A much more specific understanding of 

these processes is necessary to demonstrate effectively and convincingly the ways in 

which transcultural memory serves as a dynamic site of cultural understanding, synthesis, 

and action. 

 This chapter will analyze the initial constitution of such a transcultural point of 

contact. Specifically, it will investigate how the renewed and unified interest in Humboldt 

in Germany following 1990 merged with the rediscovery of Humboldt in the United 

States to form a parallel, largely indistinguishable discourse in both cultures. Although a 
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chronological account of this process would be highly useful, the number of texts written 

about Humboldt over the past twenty-five years makes such an approach impracticable. 

The evidence and quotations have, therefore, been thematically organized, so as to 

demonstrate best the representational coordination in both cultures' academic discourses. 

 In addition to serving as a concrete example of how and to what ends transcultural 

memory is established and maintained, this analysis also has the goal of demonstrating 

the influence of the academy on shaping popular discourses and the constitution of 

cultural memory in the modern, globalized world. It is an unfortunate, if common, 

characterization of the academy that its research is far too intellectually insulated from 

popular interests, and that its very esoteric nature protects academicians and their work 

from any form of practicality or utility. This regrettable view is stubbornly difficult to 

disprove without demonstrable evidence. To be sure, scholars in the humanities around 

the globe often fall back on vague and tired tropes regarding the public good of higher 

education and inquiry when attempting to defend the value of their work. The current 

investigation, it is hoped, can provide an example of how academia exercises a very real 

influence on the constitution of cultural memory specifically, and cultural meaning-

making in general. 

 
 

I. Continuity and Change in the German Humboldt Memory Site 
 
 
 It is difficult to overestimate the impact that German reunification had on the 

constitution of the German Humboldt memory site. Indeed, there was no field of 

academic research or public discourse that was not affected to some degree by the 

programmatic integration of the East and West German cultures. As Rupke notes: 
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The most abrupt change ever to occur in Humboldt scholarship happened 
in the wake of German reunification. When the Berlin Wall was breached 
on November 9, 1989, and the German Democratic Republic ceased to 
exist on October 3, 1990, Humboldt-the-Marxist died. It was an 
ignominious death, caused by political change, not by scholarly debate. It 
occurred in spite of the fact that that East Germany's Humboldt was the 
most elaborately worked out of his various and successive identities and 
founded on the most extensive basis of primary sources available at the 
time. (175) 

 
The above statement is truly telling, as it lays bare the power dynamic of German 

reunification. The academies of East and West Germany were in no way 

complementarily integrated into one another; instead, elements of the East German 

academy were integrated into its western counterpart. Many scientists and scholars from 

eastern universities lost their positions or were forced into early retirement as a result of 

the reorganization (176). Sometimes this was due to the elimination of entire fields of 

research (i.e. Marxist-Leninist philosophy), and other times due to politically or 

ideologically motivated rehiring decisions. 

 The field of Humboldt scholarship was certainly no exception. Although many 

East German Humboldt scholars had very little trouble assimilating themselves into their 

new political and academic environments, there were others for whom this transition 

presented an insurmountable obstacle. For example, "[a]mong the GDR scholars with an 

interest in Humboldt who lost their chairs and their influence were [Manfred] Kossok, 

who refused to reapply, and [Frank] Richter, whose subject 'Principles of Marxist-

Leninism' was discontinued" (Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 177). The eventual 

departure of these two figures from the scholarly discourse is a key moment, as they were 

the only two notable scholars who attempted to salvage the Marxist interpretation of 

Humboldt and his works following reunification. With the retirement of Kossok, a giant 
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in the field of Humboldt research in the GDR, almost all visible traces of the East 

German Humboldt memory site had been removed or reconfigured so as to conform to 

the dominant western discourses. 

 This is not to say, however, that all East German scholars abandoned their 

previous research interests entirely. Even if there was no longer any need for an overtly 

and categorically Marxist understanding of Humboldt's life and works, several German 

scholars continued to see Humboldt as a transformative figure whose invocation could 

affect current political discourses. The research emphases were often merely shifted, so 

as to speak better to the ideological context of the newly reunited German Republic. 

Rupke notes that 

abandoning 'Humboldt-the-Marxist' did not mean completely dismantling 
him. Just as parts of the Academy were salvaged, so also were pieces of 
the socialist scholarship, which were reassembled in the continuing 
construction of the Western Humboldt. Rejected were Humboldt's 
dialectical thinking, his materialism and his incitement to revolution. His 
mining socialism and abolitionism were preserved, taken out of their anti-
capitalist Marxist context and incorporated into Humboldt's philo-
Semitism, further to bolster his humanity. (Alexander von Humboldt 179) 

 
Subsequently, East German Humboldt scholarship was incorporated into a unified 

understanding of Humboldt that was highly affected and shaped by its constituent parts. 

Although the power dynamic following German reunification was skewed in the West's 

favor, this did not mean that one memory site was eliminated in favor of another; rather, a 

new, if not equally representative, memory site came into being that attempted to speak to 

the newly reunified nation's cultural needs. 

 Perhaps the best example of the continuities as well as the changes within 

Humboldt scholarship following German reunification is the fate of the Akademie der 

Wissenschaften der DDR. This institution had long been the locus of the majority of 
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Humboldt research conducted in East Germany. The Akademie was not, however, merely 

the center of Humboldt research in the GDR; rather, before 1990, it could be described as 

the most productive center of Humboldt research worldwide. It was here that Humboldt's 

library, manuscripts, and correspondence were collected, cataloged, analyzed, 

anthologized, and published in critical editions. And it can be seen as a tribute to its rigor 

and thoroughness that many of the Akademie's publications remain the most detailed and 

complete collection of materials concerning Humboldt on a variety of topics. All of this, 

however, was not enough to save the Akademie from the academic reorganization 

following reunification. Finally, "The Academy of Sciences of the GDR was formally 

dissolved by December 31, 1990, and reconstituted on March 28, 1993, as the Berlin-

Brandenburg Academy of Sciences, with a drastically reduced membership dominated by 

West Germans" (Rupke, Alexander von Humboldt 177). This reconstitution as the Berlin-

Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften did not, however, result in the cessation 

of Humboldt research. If anything, the amount of research conducted by the Akademie, 

and the number of publications released by the Akademie through De Gruyter press have 

increased since 1993. Although the Akademie der Wissenschaften der DDR and the 

Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften are not the same organization, 

and should not be understood as such, it is true to say that the work and the resources of 

the East German institution have been successfully and productively absorbed into its 

successor. In this way, the history of both Akademien serves to highlight the ways in 

which East German scholarship continues to affect current Humboldt research, even if its 

influence is often less than obvious. 
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II. The Reintroduction of the U.S.-American Humboldt Memory Site 
 
 
 The best introduction to the initially limited U.S.-American rediscovery of the 

Alexander von Humboldt memory site in the early 1990s comes from a volume published 

in 1992 by a scholar of Spanish and Portuguese literatures: Mary Louise Pratt's highly 

influential monograph Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. This book is 

remarkable in several ways. First, it appeared on the academic book market for a 

scholarly community that had seen scant material on Humboldt in English for decades. A 

causal relationship is not necessarily suggested, but following the publication of Pratt's 

work, the number of publications in English about or featuring Humboldt increased 

dramatically. To be sure, this text stands out at the very beginning of the current 

Humboldt discourses in the United States. Second, this text features themes and modes of 

representation that would be occasionally accepted and modified, but more often 

challenged by almost all U.S.-American academic Humboldt writing to follow. Third, 

Pratt's work raises problematic aspects of Humboldt's legacy and reception that are rarely 

or convincingly addressed by the subsequent, almost entirely positive, U.S.-American 

academic literature.  

 In her seminal work Imperial Eyes, Pratt thematizes the function served by travel 

writers in the project of European hegemony over and intellectual ownership of the 

Global South. Although these travel writers were not agents of empire per se, argues 

Pratt, they were still elemental in constructing and presenting the outside world to the 

residents of the metropoles across Europe and North America. Even if these authors 

attempted to shield themselves rhetorically from their discursive role, Pratt continues, 

they can still be viewed as a result and a source of the Eurocentric imperial program. 
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Pratt identifies the process enacted by the travel writer as an "anti-conquest," by which 

she refers 

to the strategies of representation whereby European bourgeois subjects 
seek to secure their innocence in the same moment as they assert European 
hegemony. The term 'anti-conquest' was chosen because, as I argue, in 
travel and exploration writings these strategies of innocence are 
constituted in relation to older imperial rhetorics of conquest associated 
with the absolutist era. (7) 
 

According to Pratt's analysis, the travel writer can be identified as a "'seeing-man', an 

admittedly unfriendly label for the European male subject of European landscape 

discourse — he whose imperial eyes passively look out and possess" (7). In her chapter 

entitled "Alexander von Humboldt and the Reinvention of América," Pratt casts 

Humboldt in the role of the seeing-man in spite of his overwhelmingly positive reputation 

in the Americas and Europe. To those who would defend Humboldt against such charges 

of Eurocentrism and cultural chauvinism, Pratt maintains: 

Travel writings in the immediate sense, these non-specialized works are 
also bold discursive experiments in which, as I will argue, Humboldt 
sought to reinvent popular imaginings of América, and through América, 
of the planet itself. Even as he undertook to recreate South America in 
connection with its new opening to Northern Europe, Humboldt sought 
simultaneously to reframe bourgeois subjectivity, heading off its 
sundering of objectivist and subjectivist strategies, science and sentiment, 
information and experience. Along with others of his time, he proposed to 
Europeans a new kind of planetary consciousness. (119-20) 

 
Although it may be argued that this new planetary consciousness presented by Humboldt 

is a scientific one that eschews cultural imperialism and economic exploitation, Pratt is 

still ambivalent regarding the authorial role assumed by this European man in order to 

recreate the world in his own image: 

Though sharing the basic structure of the scientific anti-conquest, then, 
Humboldt's brand of planetary consciousness makes claims for science 
and for 'Man' considerably more grandiose than those of the plant 
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classifiers who preceded him. Compared with the humble, discipular 
herborizer, Humboldt assumes a godlike, omniscient stance over both the 
planet and his reader. (124) 

 
 Even though Pratt's work is in itself an original and important contribution not 

only to Humboldt research, but to postcolonial studies as well, it is also remarkable in 

terms of its reception history within the United States, and to a lesser degree within 

Germany. A great deal of the academic research on Humboldt published in the United 

States following Imperial Eyes has been either a direct or indirect repudiation of Pratt's 

claims concerning Humboldt. As will be demonstrated, this reaction does not question the 

main thrust of Pratt's argument; rather, it vigorously defends Humboldt from being 

counted among the Eurocentric agents of empire. Notably, apart from Pratt, there has 

been scarcely anything written about Humboldt in either the academic or popular literary 

discourses in the United States that casts the Humboldt memory site in a negative light. 

 Prior to the turn of the twentieth century, Pratt's influential work provided the 

succeeding textual production in the United States with either a blueprint to emulate, or, 

more often, a position to refute. Pratt's ambivalent stance toward Humboldt and his works 

was used as a foil in a remarkable way that united dozens of authors in the defense of a 

figure that had been widely forgotten. In order to defend the Humboldt memory site from 

Pratt's novel critiques, U.S.-American scholars began researching Humboldt in similar 

ways to their German counterparts, and eventually created a discourse that would have 

observable effects on the public literary spheres in both cultures.  
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III. The Genesis of the Transcultural Humboldt Memory Site 
 
 
 The two fundamental aspects of the textual exposition and reification of a 

memory site are representation and purpose. To understand how memory sites are 

employed in writing, the means of textual depiction and the ends to those means must be 

thoroughly interrogated and analyzed. Around the turn of the millennium, several 

thematic constellations came into focus in the academic research conducted on Humboldt 

in Germany and the United States. These constellations would eventually align to an 

extent that would make these two cultures' textual representations of Humboldt virtually 

indistinguishable from one another. This alignment would, in turn, have a purposive 

effect as well. Eventually the reasons for invoking the Humboldt memory site in either 

culture would become largely identical. Whether in Germany or the United States, 

scholars began to investigate Humboldt in a way that would orient subsequent popular 

textual representations toward issues ranging from science education and global warming 

to civil rights and globalization. 

 Although there has been too much written in Germany and the United States to 

provide a complete overview of all Humboldt texts published by scholars between 1990 

and 2005, the following sections offer a distillation of the discourses in both cultures. As 

previously mentioned, the material has been thematically organized in order to 

demonstrate as clearly as possible the representational and purposive homogeneity 

characteristic of the initial stages of the nascent transcultural Humboldt memory site. 
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Historical Impact 
 
 As a means to substantiate their calls for renewed academic interest in Alexander 

von Humboldt, both German and U.S.-American scholars repeatedly state Humboldt's 

role as one of the most famous and influential figures of the nineteenth century. Very 

rarely is this importance restricted to either an exclusively German or U.S.-American 

context. Humboldt is most frequently presented as a global figure, whose presence 

defined an era and whose influence would shape generations to come. In this vein, 

sociologist and political scientist Wolf Lepenies, declares, "Heute kann man Alexander 

von Humboldt nicht ohne großes Bedauern und seine Spur Stolz verlassen: Er 

repräsentiert das Beste, was unser Land den Kulturen der Welt zu bieten hat" (14). 

Although this statement is made from a German perspective, its promise is universal. 

 Humboldt's historical significance is cast in several ways. Rupke, for instance, 

tends to focus on the material aspects of Humboldt's influence and popularity: "As far as 

sales are concerned, Cosmos made Humboldt the most successful author of his 

generation" (Introduction vii). This idea is underscored and given a wider scope by music 

scholar Raymond Erickson and his coauthors in their introduction to Humboldt's global 

celebrity: "The fame and influence that followed from Humboldt's voyages and writings 

were truly enormous; in the early nineteenth century he was quite literally one of the 

most famous people in the world" (xvi). Scholars often also establish Humboldt's import 

during the nineteenth century by setting him alongside figures whose fame is so complete 

and embedded in the Western canon that the rhetorical objective is plain. A good 

example of this motif is a selection from historian Tom Chaffin's biography of the U.S.-

American explorer and politician John C. Frémont, in which he describes the famous 
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company Frémont kept while on a tour of Europe. Chaffin notes, "During their sojourn, 

Frémont won plaudits from Europe's elite society — including Queen Victoria, the Duke 

of Wellington, Hans Christian Andersen, Napoleon III, and Alexander von Humboldt" 

(421). Such placement of Humboldt in a list of well-known personalities clearly situates 

him as a luminary of a bygone age, and a figure to be remembered in our own. 

 The author who points to Humboldt's historical relevance most forcefully is 

Walls, whose tireless defense of Humboldt studies in the U.S.-American academy is 

characterized by illustrative, and often humorous, analogies. Let us take as an example 

her article "'Hero of Knowledge, Be Our Tribute Thine': Alexander von Humboldt in 

Victorian America." At the beginning of this thorough essay, she measuredly states, 

"Nineteenth-century America cannot be fully understood without this most sociable of 

great scientists, for his influence on America was far out of proportion to the length of his 

brief visit here in 1804" (121). By the end of her analysis, however, Walls intensifies her 

argument with the aid of an easily relatable analogy: "To study America's Victorian past 

while ignoring Humboldt seems comparable to studying our own century under the 

assumption that Albert Einstein was an obscure German patent clerk" (133). Outside of 

the rhetorical skill demonstrated by Walls with the use of such a comparison, this 

assertion is telling, as it not only elevates Humboldt to the level of a famous scientist of 

the nineteenth century, but also places him in the distinguished company of Albert 

Einstein, one of the most famous scientists of any age. 

 Within the specific context of German history, Humboldt is most often identified 

as being a contributing member of Weimar Classicism. As would be expected, the 

German academic discourses surrounding Humboldt are replete with references to 
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famous German poets and scientists from this period. This is, interestingly enough, also 

the case in a great deal of U.S.-American Humboldt writing, even though such German 

figures and their relationships are rarely thematized in U.S.-American discourses. For 

instance, while introducing Humboldt's scientific voyages and adventurers, University of 

Chicago historian of science Robert J. Richards provides the following description: 

"Alexander von Humboldt — Romantic adventurer, friend of Goethe, and the very doyen 

of German science in the first half of the nineteenth century. He preceded Darwin to the 

Americas on a comparable five-year voyage" (514). Invoking the poet Johann Wolfgang 

Goethe is an interesting choice in this context, considering the very limited knowledge of 

German cultural history within the English-speaking world. There are, however, U.S.-

American texts that even focus on Goethe's scientific interests and his subsequent 

influence on Humboldt's early endeavors. Historian of medicine Malcolm Nicolson, in 

his historical introduction to Penguin Books' 1995 translation of Humboldt's Personal 

Narrative of a Journey to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent, reflects this 

connection to Weimar Classicism when he comments that "[i]t was his work on botany 

that first brought Humboldt to the personal attention of one of the dominant figures of 

German Romanticism, Goethe" (xix). 

 Richards takes the U.S.-American interest in fixing Humboldt firmly in his 

German historical context a step further in his authoritative work The Romantic 

Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe. One of Richards' main 

purposes in his monograph is to link Darwin and subsequent theories regarding evolution 

to the German Romantic tradition in the arts and sciences. Humboldt, according to 

Richards, is a key figure in this intellectual chain, as he represents the prototypical 
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German scientist of the Romantic period. Subsequently, when describing the Romantic 

conception of life, Richards looks solely to Humboldt: 

The natural world — with its various organic types and their vertiginous 
varieties, its underlying substantial unity, and its particular forces — 
displayed, it was thought, higher-ordered patterns. Thus, for example, 
particular types of vegetation might be found at comparable latitudes and 
altitudes on the different continents; and similar animal forms might be 
associated with similar plant forms in the New and Old Worlds. Nature, to 
use Alexander von Humboldt's term, was a 'cosmos' — a harmoniously 
unified network of integrally related types. (10) 

 
Richards does not merely represent Humboldt's personal and direct connection to Weimar 

Classicism and German Romanticism merely as a function of Humboldt being "a friend 

of Goethe" (514); rather, he establishes Humboldt's important place in the German 

history of ideas by showing that he was in close, and often intimate, contact with his 

contemporaries. In the case of the reciprocal relationship Humboldt enjoyed with scholars 

at the University of Jena, Richards notes, "Humboldt imbibed the particularly heady 

atmosphere of philosophy, science, and poetry while at Jena, and these helped form his 

scientific essays and books into both resources for the Jena Romantics and, indeed, 

representations of the particular kind of science emanating from that small German 

redoubt" (519). 

 Within the U.S.-American historical context, Humboldt's importance is regularly 

located in his role as a patron of the early U.S.-American academy and his influence on 

U.S.-American exploration. Speaking of Humboldt's unparalleled impact on the 

intellectual life of the early U.S.-American republic, the late world-renowned Harvard 

biologist Steven Jay Gould asserts, 

When Church began to paint his great canvases, Alexander von Humboldt 
may well have been the world's most famous and influential intellectual. If 
his name has faded from such prominence today, this slippage only 
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records a curiosity and basic unfairness of historical judgment. The history 
of ideas emphasizes innovation and downgrades popularization. The great 
teachers of any time exert enormous influence over the lives and thoughts 
of entire generations, but their legacy fades as the hagiographic tradition 
exalts novel thoughts and discards context. No one did more to change and 
enhance science in the first half of the nineteenth century than Alexander 
von Humboldt, the cardinal inspiration for men as diverse as Charles 
Darwin, Alfred Russel Wallace, Louis Agassiz (whom Humboldt financed 
at a crucial time), and Frederic Edwin Church. (93) 

 
To be sure, not everyone in Gould's list is a U.S.-American figure, but the point is clearly 

made nonetheless: without Humboldt, the history of scientific inquiry in North America, 

and the world, would be fundamentally different. Other authors, such as English literature 

scholar Louis Menand in his Pulitzer Prize winning work The Metaphysical Club: A 

Story of Ideas in America, explicate more concretely how Humboldt shaped the future of 

the U.S.-American academy. In discussing the early work of the zoologist Louis Agassiz, 

Menand, echoing Gould, mentions the fact that it was Humboldt's assistance and indirect 

patronage that brought Agassiz, one of the giants of early U.S.-American science, to the 

United States in the first place: "Agassiz turned for help to von Humboldt, who elicited a 

grant from the king of Prussia for a study of the natural history of North America" (98).  

 Although much is made of Humboldt's impact on the scientists and explorers 

associated with the history of the United States, the most often cited example of 

Humboldt's relationship with a U.S.-American intellectual is his meetings and 

correspondence with Thomas Jefferson. In the late spring and early summer of 1804, 

Humboldt, then returning from Spanish America to Europe, briefly stopped over in 

Philadelphia and Washington, D.C. to visit with the president and various U.S.-American 

intellectuals. Even though this visit would only last a matter of weeks, it has become a 

hallmark of the transcultural Humboldt memory site. Scholars in both Germany and the 
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United States fixate a surprising amount of their attention on this encounter and the 

sporadic correspondence between Jefferson and Humboldt that followed. Historian Urs 

Bitterli, for instance, places a great deal of importance on the Humboldt-Jefferson 

encounter: 

Das wichtigste Ereignis der Nordamerikareise Humboldts, die sich als 
unbeschwerter Nachklang den vorgegangenen beschwerlichen und 
arbeitsreichen Jahren anfügte, war die Begegnung mit Thomas Jefferson, 
dem dritten amerikanischen Präsidenten und Verfasser der 
Unabhängigkeitserklärung. Jefferson war eine Persönlichkeit von großen 
und vielfältigen Begabungen. Jurist von seiner Ausbildung und seinen 
Funktionen in öffentlichen Ämtern her, hatte er mit seinen 'Notes on the 
State of Virginia' ein Interesse an Landeskunde und Naturgeschichte 
bewiesen, das Humboldt sehr nahestand, und ähnlich verbindend wirkten 
die ungezwungene Liberalität seines geselligen Umgangs und die 
Weltkenntnis, die sich der Amerikaner als Gesandter seines Landes in 
Paris angeeignet hatte. (469) 
 

As is evident from this quotation, Humboldt and Jefferson are not represented as merely 

scientifically interested in one another; rather, their affinity ranged from political to 

personal as well. The German Humboldt researcher Ingo Schwarz emphasizes the 

importance of the subsequent Humboldt-Jefferson correspondence in the continuance of 

this universally celebrated relationship in his essay "Alexander von Humboldt's Visit to 

Washington and Philadelphia, His Friendship with Jefferson, and His Fascination with 

the United States." Schwarz contends that "[t]he letters which Jefferson and Humboldt 

were to exchange between 1808 and 1825 can be counted as part of the most important 

correspondence of Alexander von Humboldt" (50).  

 The most interesting aspect of the Jefferson-Humboldt correspondence is not 

simply the fact that it pervades almost all textual discussions of Humboldt in Germany 

and the United States produced over the past twenty-five years; instead, the most 

remarkable feature of this discursive element is that it is often overemphasized to a 
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dramatic extent. Humboldt was perhaps one of the most prolific letter writers of his day, 

penning an estimated fifty thousand letters in his lifetime. Jefferson, although not in 

Humboldt's league, still drafted some nineteen thousand letters. The number of extant 

letters of the two men to one another, however, totals a mere fourteen: eight letters from 

Humboldt to Jefferson, and six letters from Jefferson to Humboldt (Rebok 53-4). This 

forces the question: if the correspondence is so obviously meager, why do writers in both 

the United States and Germany go out of their way to portray it as being of such profound 

significance? Although it is easy to make accusations regarding faulty analysis or the 

exaggeration of evidence, this overemphasis can also be understood as an example of a 

mutual, transcultural assignation of relevance, whether or not it bespeaks the available 

historical facts. The main criterion of such a process of assignation is not accuracy 

necessarily; rather, the cultural utility of such a representation is the most important 

factor. 

 
Modernity and Globalization 

 
 The Humboldt memory site of the academic discourses in Germany and the 

United States during the 1990s and the early 2000s was not a phenomenon directed 

exclusively at the past and oriented around historical significance. To be sure, once 

Humboldt and his contributions are contextualized, Humboldt studies immediately move 

to locate the memory site's true significance in the present and the future. The German 

cultural historian Manfred Osten, for example, introduces his readers to this temporal 

shift when he asks, "Wie zeitgemäß aber erscheint uns heute Alexander von Humboldt?" 

(15). For a memory site to have any staying power whatsoever, its relevance cannot 

reside exclusively in the past; rather, it must have some bearing on a culture's current and 
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future needs. In this way, the transcultural Humboldt memory site is no exception. In an 

attempt to fulfill the need for orientation in an increasingly complex and interconnected 

world, German and U.S.-American scholars have singled out Humboldt as a 

quintessentially modern figure who can aid us in the often intimidating yet necessary task 

of navigating the opportunities and pitfalls of globalization. 

 In order to show U.S.-American and German readers that the Humboldt memory 

site is well suited as a source of inspiration in our time, authors have gone to great lengths 

to demonstrate that Humboldt was a revolutionary thinker in his own age as well. 

German writer and scholar Hans Christoph Buch, for instance, assures the reader that 

"[t]he far-sighted attitude assumed by Humboldt [...] is diametrically opposed to the racist 

narrow-mindedness of most of his contemporaries" (236). Osten takes this idea to a 

higher and more dramatic plane when he asserts, "Humboldt hat die Idee der Freiheit 

dann bis zur Höhe des Chimborazo stufenweise verwirklicht" (19-20). Sachs, in an 

attempt to render these ideas in more modern, contemporary terms declares that 

"Humboldt's vision was international, cosmopolitan, inclusive of all he encountered" 

("The Ultimate 'Other'"135).  

 As previously mentioned, many of these glowingly positive representations are 

easily identified as rebuttals to Mary Louise Pratt's Imperial Eyes. German studies 

scholar Eoin Bourke, for instance, correctly notes that the legacy of a figure such a 

Humboldt is easily problematized through the lens of postcolonial research: 

Alexander von Humboldt has often been referred to as 'the Second 
Columbus,' particularly by Ibero-Americans. This epithet, originally 
meant as an appreciation of Humboldt's achievements, can equally be 
understood as pejorative depending on how critical the commentator's 
perspective of Europe's role in world history is, particularly since the 
500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus' voyage to the Caribbean gave 
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rise in 1992 to a world-wide debate on whether that voyage had been a 
thing to celebrate or rather to deplore. (258) 

 
Bourke, however, like most of his fellow scholars, goes on to demonstrate how 

Humboldt, despite the intellectual handicap of his era, transcended common conceptions 

of imperialism and inequality. Indeed, many writers try to find some sort of middle 

ground in which Humboldt can be simultaneously represented as a part of and apart from 

his own historical context. As Ette and German literary scholar Oliver Lubrich note: 

"Sein Kosmopolitismus ist zutiefst europäisch und zugleich offen für den Dialog mit den 

außereuropäischen Kulturen" (421). Echoing this ambivalence, Osten remarks on 

Humboldt's work that "Es hat einerseits wichtige Materialien erschlossen für die 

Kolonisation, wirtschaftliche Erschließung und Nutzbarmachung Lateinamerikas durch 

Europa. Andererseits hat Humboldts Beschreibung entscheidendes Referenzmaterial 

geliefert für das Selbstverständnis und die politische Befreiung Lateinamerikas" (39). 

 This even-tempered outlook is not shared by all interlocutors in the Humboldt 

discourse, however, and many directly call out Pratt and her representation as being 

unwarranted. Sachs, for instance, declares that "Pratt, in keeping with the tendencies of 

the post-colonial school, pushes her attack too far" ("The Ultimate 'Other'"117). Walls 

takes an even more confrontational and direct tone when she remarks that 

Recently Humboldt has been riding a new wave of attention, little of it 
flattering: Most notably, Mary Louise Pratt's canonical work Imperial 
Eyes argues that Humboldt's arrogant complicity in the imperial project 
blinded him to the presence of the Other and to the human element in 
nature. This flagrantly inaccurate version of Humboldt has become widely 
accepted truism, encouraging a new generation of scholars to dismiss him 
rather than discover him for themselves. ("Rediscovering" 760) 

 
The most astonishing thing about Walls' assertion is that it is extremely difficult to find 

any openly hostile references to Humboldt in either the U.S.-American or the German 
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discourses. Pratt's criticism stands virtually in isolation, whereas Walls' statement would 

lead the reader to conclude the opposite. As in the case of the Jefferson-Humboldt 

correspondence, we see an instance in which the constitution of a memory site does not 

necessarily reflect the reality of a given situation. 

 Other academic authors in Germany and the United States are not merely content 

to show how Humboldt was forward-thinking and progressive for his own time; rather, 

these scholars attempt to bring Humboldt into the present using several rhetorical 

techniques. One technique is to break down the temporal barrier between our time and 

Humboldt's time in an attempt to show that both contexts are substantively the same. 

Lepenies, for example, writes 

Alexander von Humboldt lebte tatsächlich in einer Mannigfaltigkeit der 
Situationen. Seine Zeit war bereits ein Zeitalter der Globalisierung. 
Globalisierung hieß, Mannigfaltigkeit in jedem Teil der Erde zu erfahren 
und dieser Vielfalt Tribut zu zollen, indem man einfältige Vorstellungen 
von Fortschritt oder Entwicklung nicht mehr akzeptierte. (11) 
 

Osten gives voice to this idea as well, while at the same time identifying events such as 

the French Revolution as potential sources of globalized thought: 

Daß er vielmehr der ziemlich singuläre Glücksfall eines deutschen 
Europäers und Kosmopoliten war, dem der Freiheitsgedanke der 
Französischen Revolution zum geheimen Inkubationszentrum eines 
exemplarisch verwirklichten Lebensplans wurde. Und daß er im Namen 
dieses liberalen Weltbürgertums dann unter anderem wissenschaftliche, 
politische und ökonomische Aspekte des (noch vagen) 
Globalisierungsprojekts unserer Zeit bereits auf eigene Faust und 
Rechnung 'avant la lettre' konkret praktiziert hat. (17-18) 

 
Another technique is to superimpose Humboldt rhetorically onto the present, in order to 

make this representation of a historical figure seem completely at home navigating the 

current technological and globalized environment. Ette et al. employ this technique to an 

extreme degree in their foreword to the collection of scholarly essays entitled Alexander 
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von Humboldt: Aufbruch in die Moderne. These authors contend that in "diesem 

Zusammenhang kann Humboldt als Vorläufer des 'Informationszeitalters' betrachtet 

werden: Hätte es zu seiner Zeit E-Mail und Internet gegeben, Humboldt hätte, davon ist 

bei seiner Aufgeschlossenheit für alle technischen Neuerungen auszugehen, diese 

technologischen Möglichkeiten begeistert begrüßt" (xii). This claim is problematic, but it 

certainly serves the purpose, albeit a bit obviously, of emphasizing the supposed 

relevance of a memory site in negotiating the current challenges and opportunities faced 

by societies in the age of instantaneous communication. 

 
Environmentalist avant la lettre 

 
 The last theme related to the constitution of the transcultural Humboldt memory 

site that will be discussed is perhaps the most important. Over the past twenty-five years, 

the discussions and debates surrounding environmentalism and climate change have 

attained a primacy and ubiquity unrivaled by other cultural discourses. The transcultural 

Humboldt memory site has from its very inception been identified with these discourses; 

and, indeed, it could be persuasively argued that the reintroduction of the Humboldt 

memory site into U.S.-American culture might never had happened were it not for the 

attention paid to environmental issues. Continually, Humboldt has been represented as a 

green cosmopolitan, a figure for whom environmental change, and its human causes, was 

all too painfully obvious. According to Erickson et al., Humboldt saw not only individual 

scientific phenomena to be studied in isolation; rather, as  

The last of the great European polymaths, Humboldt was important to the 
development of many intellectual disciplines. His interests ranged from 
geographic and scientific exploration to engineering, ancient and modern 
languages, painting and the advocacy of human rights. His uniquely 
holistic view of the natural world — which recognized the 
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interdependence of all things on the planet — led to his designation as the 
first ecologist, and he shared with Goethe the belief that "true knowledge 
depend[s] on an intense collaboration between art and science." (xv) 

 
Although Humboldt never actually used the term ecology, the title of "first ecologist" is 

assigned to him not only to highlight his interest in natural interrelationships, but to 

associate him with the founding of the modern environmental movement as well. 

 For many scholars in Germany and the United States, however, the connection 

between the Humboldt memory site with modern environmentalism was not made 

strongly enough. Humboldt, they argue, was always connected to environmentalism, 

regardless of whether it was a commonly accepted or even known fact. European studies 

scholar Engelhard Weigl, for instance, posited the possibility that certain modern 

environmentalists were willfully blind to the history of their own discourse for political 

reasons: 

Die moderne Umweltdiskussion am Ende des 20. Jahrhunderts hat eine 
Art Mauer zur Vergangenheit errichtet, um den Bruch zwischen dem 
rücksichtslosen Umgang mit der Natur und dem späten Erwachen besser 
dramatisieren zu können. Die Suche nach den tief in der Geistes- und 
Glaubensgeschichte wurzelnden Gründen für die Destruktivität der 
Moderne hat die pragmatischen und mythischen Gegenkräfte 
ausgeblendet. Humboldts Wissenschaftsmodell und seine enorme 
Wirkungsgeschichte im 19. Jahrhundert muß zu diesen bisher oft 
übersehenen Gegenkräften gezählt werden. Außer Acht gelassen wird in 
dem von der modernen ökologischen Literatur verbreiteten Geschichtsbild 
zudem, daß zwischen 'dem Streben nach Naturbeherrschung und der 
Erkenntnis ökologischer Zusammenhänge' ein engerer Konnex besteht als 
man wahrhaben will. (82-83) 

 
Walls goes one step further than Weigl and actually catalogs one way in which Humboldt 

can be understood as the father of the U.S.-American environmental movement. She 

accomplishes this by selecting and listing several famous pioneers of U.S.-American 
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environmentalism, and then identifies them all as being profoundly influenced by 

Humboldt and his writings: 

The rise of environmental thinking in America began not with Henry 
David Thoreau, George Perkins Marsh, and John Muir, but a generation 
before them in the writings of the German explorer and scientist 
Alexander von Humboldt. All three of America's early environmental 
prophets saw Humboldt as transformative, for he gave to them a vision of 
nature as a sublime network of mutually interdependent elements with 
humans as full participants. ("Rediscovering" 758) 

 
 Another noteworthy aspect of the environmental themes that pervade the 

transcultural Humboldt memory site is the superimposition of Humboldt onto concepts 

and ideas that appear culturally and temporally removed from Humboldt's actual 

historical context. Sachs, for example, offers a description of a modern environmental 

ethos that, nominally at least, seems to fit the ideas espoused by Humboldt himself: 

A post-colonial environmentalism in the Humboldtian mold would 
emphasize connection across very real boundaries, humility in the face of 
nature's sublime power, respect for the interdependence of certain 'occult' 
forces, and an earnest attempt to reform social relations so that all people 
have equal access to fresh food, clean air and water, and, occasionally, a 
change of scenery — the wilder the better. Current theorists of 
environmental science and politics tend to emphasize the importance of 
rootedness, of treating the earth like a home. But perhaps the best 
scientists and policy makers, the ones truly capable of formulating a 
humane ecology, are those who understand what it means to be homeless. 
("The Ultimate 'Other'"135) 

  
Although these ideas may seem tempting, especially to the practitioners of the 

transcultural Humboldt memory site engaged in purposive cultural synthesis, it is indeed 

difficult to imagine what a "post-colonial environmentalism in the Humboldtian mold" 

would actually emphasize, if anything at all. As an historical rubric for understanding the 

past, such statements can be confusing and in some cases misleading; in terms of cultural 

memory, however, such ambiguity and elasticity can be highly purposive and productive. 
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IV. Conclusion 
 
 
 By 2005, the slow reevaluation and reconstitution of the German Humboldt 

memory site and the likewise slow reintroduction of the Humboldt memory site into 

U.S.-American discourses were taking place at an ever-increasing rate. This process 

within the United States can be understood as the movement of the Humboldt memory 

site from the culture's stored memory to its functional memory. In Germany, on the other 

hand, the Humboldt memory site never left the culture's functional memory, but was 

dramatically altered and reconfigured following the cultural upheaval surrounding 

German reunification. As these two processes continued apace, the Humboldt memory 

sites in both cultures became coordinated in a way that made them functionally 

interchangeable with one another. These two memory sites were not merely invoking the 

same historical referent; indeed, they were employing and exploring virtually the same 

representation of Humboldt for almost identical purposes. 

 It was also in 2005 that Daniel Kehlmann published his novel Die Vermessung 

der Welt, featuring fictionalized representations of Alexander von Humboldt and Carl 

Friedrich Gauss. This one literary event would focus and intensify the constitution of the 

Humboldt memory site in ways not seen since the fall of the Berlin Wall. It was in the 

aftermath of the novel's unprecedented commercial and cultural success that the 

Humboldt memory site again became firmly entrenched in the forefront of Germany's 

functional memory. In the United States, even though the same transcultural memory site 

was taking shape, the process of transition from stored to functional memory continued at 

a much slower pace. 
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Chapter Four: The Constitution of a Transcultural Memory 
Site 

 
 
 
 As has been demonstrated, the Alexander von Humboldt memory site of academic 

discourses in Germany and the United States at the close of the twentieth century 

constituted a specific constellation of representations and meanings. Humboldt, his life, 

and his works were researched and investigated by scholars from both cultures, and along 

the way, with every project, journal article, monograph, conference presentation, and 

exhibition, these scholars and researchers began to endow and imbue the Humboldt 

memory site with meaning and importance. For some, Humboldt represented the missing 

link in the intellectual and scientific histories of the western world, a figure who did, and 

could again, unite scientific and artistic understanding. For many, Humboldt personified 

scientific education and the popularization of scientific knowledge. Humboldt, argued 

these scholars, had so masterfully articulated and transmitted the knowledge he had 

gained over decades of intense work in innumerable fields that he provided the perfect 

example as to how today's scientists could better reach out to and communicate with the 

public. For others, Humboldt became the face of environmentalism, an ecologist avant la 

lettre, a modern figure who translated an understanding of climate change into a 

command of globalization and the networking of ideas.  

 That these representations of Humboldt in both cultures' academic discourses 

should align themselves so closely over the course of a decade with only limited direct 

cooperation is certainly remarkable. What proves even more intriguing, however, is that 

this constellation of representations and meanings broke out of these somewhat insular 

academic circles and into dominant public discourses, specifically into the realm of 
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German and U.S.-American popular literature. Through these texts, audiences on both 

sides of the Atlantic were either introduced or reintroduced to a Humboldt memory site 

that spoke directly to the needs of an interconnected world in crisis. As the amount of 

popular literature on Humboldt continued to grow in both the United States and Germany 

following the beginning of the new millennium, a representational alignment occurred 

which mirrored the motifs that had dominated earlier scholarly writings. This thematic 

recapitulation, and the extent to which these themes were textually emphasized and 

rhetorically underscored, formed the basis of the nascent transcultural Alexander von 

Humboldt memory site in German and U.S.-American literary discourses. As such a 

coordination of representation, the transcultural memory site focuses the interpretation of 

Humboldt in Germany and the United States so that invocations of his name, 

accomplishments, and legacies are mutually intelligible in both cultures, as well as being 

germane to dominant contemporary discourses. 

 The following survey of the thematic currents that generate and constitute the 

transcultural Humboldt memory site within U.S.-American and German popular literary 

cultures will demonstrate how textual representations of Humboldt, whether written for 

an audience in Germany or the United States, are in many instances interchangeable with 

one another. In other words, these texts will show that in this one instance, regarding this 

one cultural phenomenon, the U.S.-American and German cultures are remembering in 

the same ways for parallel reasons. And through this mnemonic synchrony, these two 

cultures have access to a transcultural third space, a space in which points of reference 

align and the inaccuracies and ambiguities of cultural translation are mitigated. 
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 Although certain combinations of the following themes are present in every 

popular textual representation of Humboldt published in the United States and Germany 

over the last fifteen years, not every representation contains every theme. Certain motifs, 

or certain sets of motifs, are emphasized to different degrees in each text. Most often, the 

number of themes invoked by a text correlates to the detail of the textual treatment 

Humboldt receives. If Humboldt is merely a featured character in a larger story or 

analysis, as is the case in the historian of environment and religion Mark R. Stoll's 

volume Inherit the Holy Mountain: Religion and the Rise of American Environmentalism, 

only a handful of dominant Humboldt themes will be present. If, on the other hand, 

Humboldt is the subject of an entire volume such as Andrea Wulf's recent and very 

popular book The Invention of Nature: Alexander von Humboldt's New World, all of the 

principal Humboldt motifs will be repeatedly appealed to. It should also be noted that 

these thematic currents are not segregated; rather, they tend to bleed and blend into each 

other. What emerges from these currents and flows, which reach back into the 18th and 

19th centuries, is a transcultural Humboldt memory site that inspires and incites 

individuals and groups in both Germany and the United States to think and engage in the 

present. 

 
 

I. Humboldt and Science 
 

 
 A recurring notion within Humboldt representation in Germany and the United 

States is the difficulty of grasping the true scope of Humboldt's contributions and 

legacies. To which set of accomplishments should a curious reader direct her or his gaze? 

As Lubrich notes in his afterword to the edited collection in Das große Lesebuch, 
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Humboldt's writings show him "als Dichter, als Forscher, als Entdecker sowie als 

Verfasser reiseliterarischer und wissenschaftlicher Werke, als Diplomaten, als Politiker 

und als öffentlichen Intellektuellen" (320). There is, however, one area of Humboldt's 

pursuits that assumes greater importance above all others: science. Science is the context 

in which German and U.S.-American audiences most often encounter and gain access 

into the transcultural memory site. 

 Instead of being remembered for what he did in science, however, Humboldt is 

chiefly remembered for what he did for science. As Helferich notes, 

[...] Alexander von Humboldt played a critical part in creating science as 
we know it today. [...]. Today, as science continues to strive for the Big 
Picture with such all-encompassing theories as chaos and superstrings, 
Humboldt's quest to grasp the unity of nature, far from being a dusty 
anachronism, is as vital as ever. For throughout history, the synthesizing 
impulse has proved a powerful, even world-changing, tool for 
understanding the universe, capable of penetrating the intricate, 
contradictory web of surface phenomena to reveal the universal, unified 
cosmos beneath — that fundamental, unchanging phenomenon we call 
truth. (332) 
 

For Helferich, Humboldt's memory and impact is played out in every act of modern 

science and in every attempt at explaining the natural world around us. Far from being 

just another "dead white guy" who invented or discovered something, Humboldt gave us 

means to understand and to manipulate the reality we encounter. 

 Descriptions of Humboldt's influence on science do not remain so general for 

long, however. Once the global scope of Humboldt's reach has been registered, texts are 

typically quick to give some sort of inventory of the specific scientific disciplines that are 

most indebted to Humboldt's pioneering spirit. After recounting Humboldt's journeys 

through Latin America and the research undertaken there in her book Shores of 

Knowledge: New World Discoveries and the Scientific Imagination, renowned historian 
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and historiographer Joyce Appleby concludes that "All of these activities, of course, 

contributed to his legacy in oceanography, meteorology, geology, and geography, not to 

mention the rich resource of his conjectures about the relations among all these 

phenomena" (221). Emphasizing Humboldt's modern appreciation of data, Helferich 

concurs, noting that "Humboldt gave birth to a new branch of science known as plant 

geography. He revolutionized geology [...]. He was instrumental in focusing scientists' 

attention on the need for accurate, systematic data collection, and his meticulous 

observations of the atmosphere and seas laid the cornerstones of climatology, 

meteorology, and oceanography" (xv). Likewise, Andreas Venzke, in his introduction of 

Humboldt to his audience of younger readers in the volume Humboldt und die wahre 

Entdeckung Amerikas, remarks that "Humboldt hat nur aus der Anschauung, durch 

Vergleichen und objektives Beschreiben neue Erkenntnisse gewonnen und wie von selbst 

ganz neue Wissenschaftsbereiche eröffnet — in der Geographie, der Geologie, der 

Meteorologie, der Botanik, eigentlich in der Gesamten Naturforschung" (5). Later on, 

Venzke elaborates, giving his readers more specifics regarding Humboldt's contributions 

to various fields of inquiry: 

Seitenweise könnte man auflisten, was Humboldt für die Meteorologie 
geleistet hat, indem er überall die Luftbeschaffenheit bestimmte, was für 
die Geologie, indem er die Entstehung der Gesteinsformen hinterfragte, 
was für die Geographie, indem er Orte und Berge neu ausmaß, was für die 
Botanik, indem er die Pflanzen nach ihren Wachstumsbedingungen 
untersuchte, was für die Menschheitsgeschichte, indem er die Existenz 
ehemals hochstehender Indianerkulturen erkannte, was für die Politik, 
indem er die Sklaverei verdammte, was für die Zoologie, die 
Morphologie, die Astronomie [...] (68) 
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Historian and scholar of German literature Frank Holl, editor of Es ist ein Treiben in mir: 

Entdeckungen und Einsichten, a collection of Humboldt's writings, offers a similar 

description of Humboldt's influence with specific examples: 

Vielen Forschungsbereichen und Generationen von Wissenschaftlern wies 
Alexander von Humboldt neue Wege. So schuf er die Disziplin der 
Pflanzengeographie, er erkannte die Gesetzmäßigkeit der 
Temperaturabnahme in Relation zur Höhe über dem Meeresspiegel und er 
erfand die Isothermen — kartographische Linien zur Darstellung der Orte 
gleicher mittlerer Jahrestemperatur. Heute sieht man in ihm den Begründer 
der Geographie der Neuzeit, der modernen Klimaforschung, der 
Archäologie in Amerika und der globalen kulturwissenschaftlichen 
Komparatistik. (139) 

 
By far, however, the most thorough recounting of Humboldt's impact on almost every 

conceivable scientific discipline is provided by Lubrich: 

Die Vielfalt der Gebiete, Gegenstände und Darstellungsweisen ist 
ungeheuer. Der vielleicht vielseitigste deutsche Schriftsteller widmete sich 
als Dichter einer gleichnishaften Bildbeschreibung. Als Autonom 
untersuchte er den Körper, die Haut und das Nervensystem des Menschen. 
Als Zoologe studierte er Moskitos, den Guácharo-Vogel und elektrische 
Aale. Als Botaniker analysierte er milchgebende Pflanzen. Als Mediziner 
widmete er sich der Wirkung von Insektenstichen, elektrischen Schlägen 
und Sauerstoffmangel in großer Höhe. In der Klimatologie entwickelte er 
neue Konzepte zur Erhebung, Auswertung und graphischen Darstellung 
von Daten. Humboldt der Ethnologe beobachtete die Lebensweise 
einheimischer Völker. Der Linguist erforschte ihre Sprachen als Zeugnisse 
ihrer Geschichte. Der Zeichentheoretiker interpretierte ihre Symbole und 
ihre Schrift. Der Archäologe beschrieb mexikanische Tempel und 
peruanische Festungen. Der Mythograph deutete indianische Legenden. 
Der Anthropologe verglich Kulturen in aller Welt. Der Kulturtheoretiker 
begriff Lebenswelten in Wechselwirkung mit ihrer natürlichen Umwelt. 
Der Kartograph sammelte Landkarten und rekonstruierte deren 
Entwicklung. Der Historiker befaßte sich mit der Geschichte der 
Conquista und der Kolonisierung. Architektonisch und urbanistisch 
interessierten ihn die Anlage des zerstörten aztekischen Tenochtitlan und 
der an gleicher Stelle erbauten Hauptstadt Neu-Spaniens. Als 
Gesellschaftskritiker sah er einen Zusammenhang zwischen der 
Freiheitlichkeit von Verfassung und der Gerechtigkeit von 
Wirtschaftsformen. Als Ökonom fragte er nach der Zukunft des 
Welthandels. Als Geologe wußte er, daß die 'Neue Welt' keineswegs neuer 
war als die 'alte'. Als Geopolitiker dachte er über das Verhältnis zwischen 
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Europa und Amerika nach. [...]. Als Wissenschaftspolitiker hielt er 
programmatische Vorträge wie die Eröffnungsansprache zur 
Versammlung deutscher Naturforscher und Ärzte in Berlin, in der er sich 
Deutschland als eine Nation der Forschung wünschte, oder die große 
Petersburger Akademierede, die seine Vorstellung einer internationalen 
Zusammenarbeit und eines weltweiten Netzwerks von Meßstationen 
entwarf. Als Philologe schließlich gab er die Gedichte Wilhelm von 
Humboldts heraus [...]. (321-323) 

 
The ubiquity of such lists in introducing readers to the Humboldt memory site suggests 

an attempt by the authors at inspiring a reevaluation on the part of the reader. If 

Humboldt indeed had such a great impact on so many spheres of knowledge and 

understanding as these German and U.S.-American writers suggest, the reader might then 

have a reason to explore what impact Humboldt might have had on his or her own 

knowledge and understanding. 

 In addition to the catalog of his influence across disciplines, Humboldt's 

methodology receives a great deal of attention from German and U.S.-American authors. 

Many of these writers are quick to note that Humboldt's method of detailed measurement 

and mass collection of data so rapidly became the norm in the nineteenth century that the 

era's science is often referred to as "Humboldtian." Ette, for instance, offers this summary 

of Humboldt's scientific program: 

Wollte man die Grundlagen der sogenannten Humboldtschen 
Wissenschaft in aller Kürze zusammenfassen, so ließe sich sagen, daß der 
Reisende, Naturforscher und Schriftsteller im Verlauf eines 
jahrzehntelangen geduldigen Studiums unterschiedlichster Disziplinen von 
der Anatomie und Altertumswissenschaft über Botanik, Geologie und 
Geschichtswissenschaft bis hin zur Mathematik, Philologie, Uranologie 
und Zoologie ein Wissenschaftsverständnis sowie Grundüberzeugungen 
zu Theorie und Praxis von Wissensrepräsentation entwickelte, die in 
epistemologischer, wissenschaftsgeschichtlicher, wissenssoziologischer 
und ästhetischer Hinsicht von einer faszinierenden Zunahme an Dynamik 
und Komplexität gekennzeichnet sind. (Alexander von Humboldt 16) 
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For many, the specific spaces in which Humboldtian science is conducted are of 

paramount importance. Walls, in The Passage to Cosmos: Alexander von Humboldt and 

the Shaping of America, notes that Humboldt's was a science that broke free from stifling 

confines of traditional thinking in order to appreciate the scope and scale of scientific 

inquiry: 

Humboldt traveled not from country to country but through a planetary 
field of geological, historical, and environmental forces. His coordinates 
were not political but bioregional: rivers, mountains, passes, coastlines, 
trails, and roads. It is seldom clear exactly what 'country' he's in, as he sifts 
and compares, moving up, down, and across both spatial and temporal 
scale levels, continents and eons, on the alert for harmonies and 
resonances he can test to see if they might justly be called laws. (49) 

 
All of this shifting from and to coordinates in time and space, however, should not 

suggest the mere trivial insights of a dilettante who strews infertile ideas across the fields 

of human inquiry. Indeed, as Appleby asserts: 

It's hard to get a grasp on Humboldt's prodigious curiosity. To detail the 
studies he made risks making him appear scattered when in fact he 
concentrated on grand physical laws and revealing relations among the 
parts of nature that had been subjected to scientific inquiry. All the 
phenomena that came before his eyes fit in as bits of evidence for larger 
pictures that suggested nature's harmony. But this broad swath of 
investigations should not suggest superficiality, for Humboldt was a very 
rigorous empiricist who insisted on careful notes and repetitive 
experiments. (219) 

 
Stoll echoes this notion that Humboldtian science strove to understand the 

interconnectivity of the whole by means of an exhaustive investigation of its constituent 

parts: "Humboldtian science combined detailed measurement of natural phenomena with 

observation of their interrelations, an insistent focus on the unity in the diversity of the 

world" (50). Expanding on this idea, Rebok, in her exhaustive study of the 

correspondence between Humboldt and Thomas Jefferson, notes that the true significance 



 

 117 

of Humboldt's methodology lies in its dissemination and ubiquity during the 19th 

century: "Alexander von Humboldt was perhaps the greatest public intellectual of the 

nineteenth century. Not only did he leave the world and immense repository of 

information, but he also passed on his methods to the researchers who followed him. He 

promoted international science and seeded so many fields with productive new ideas that 

historians of science refer to the era as 'Humboldtian'" (13). 

 A cornerstone of the Humboldtian project, argue these authors, was the practiced 

use and proper maintenance of scientific equipment. Only with such instruments could 

the scientist and the explorer reliably record and fix the data that provide the basis for all 

scientific knowledge. "Everything would be measured," Helferich notes, "using the finest 

instruments and most sophisticated techniques available, for such data were the basis of 

all scientific understanding. This exacting methodology, in fact, would become known as 

'Humboldtian science'" (25-26). The cataloging of the scientific equipment carried by 

Humboldt and Bonpland on their travels assumes a role similar to that of the listing of 

scientific disciplines previously demonstrated. Joseph Cummins, author of Eaten by a 

Giant Clam: Great Adventures in Natural Science, assures his readers of the soundness of 

Humboldt's scientific methods when he observes that "The two young scientists carried 

with them more than forty instruments — rain gauges, thermometers, even a sextant that 

could fit inside a snuffbox" (98). This succinct statement is striking not only in that it 

ignores the many South and Central Americans who helped to carry and care for this 

equipment, but also that it identifies only a handful of these forty instruments. More 

commonly, German and U.S.-American authors glory in detailed descriptions such as the 

following: 
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Humboldt reiste nach Salzburg weiter, wo er sich das teuerste Arsenal von 
Meßgeräten zulegte, das je ein Mensch besessen hatte. Zwei Barometer für 
den Luftdruck, ein Hypsometer zur Messung des Wassersiedepunktes, ein 
Theodolit für die Landvermessung, ein Spiegelsextant mit künstlichem 
Horizont, ein faltbarer Taschensextant, ein Inklinatorium, um die Stärke 
des Erdmagnetismus zu bestimmen, ein Haarhygrometer für die 
Luftfeuchtigkeit, ein Eudiometer zur Messung des Sauerstoffgehaltes der 
Luft, eine Leydener Flasche zur Speicherung elektrischer Ladungen und 
ein Cyanometer zur Messung der Himmelsbläue. Dazu zwei jener 
unbezahlbar teuren Uhren, welche man seit kurzem in Paris anfertigte. Sie 
brauchen kein Pendel mehr, sondern schlugen die Sekunden unsichtbar, 
mit regelmäßig schwingenden Federn, in ihrem Innern. Wenn man sie gut 
behandelte, wichen sie nicht von der Pariser Zeit ab und ermöglichen, 
indem man die Sonnenhöhe über dem Horizont ermittelte und dann 
Tabellen befragte, die Bestimmung des Längengrades. (Kehlmann, 
Vermessung 37-38) 

 
The somewhat ironic tone that begins this inventory of Humboldt's battery of scientific 

equipment is typical of the representation in Daniel Kehlmann's Die Vermessung der 

Welt, by far the most commercially successful and most widely disseminated textual 

depiction of the Humboldt memory site in recent decades. Although this satirical novel 

was a sensation in Germany, the "Ausmaß des deutschen Verkaufserfolgs wurde nirgends 

übertroffen [...]"; however, "in den meisten Ländern allerdings erreichte das Buch gute 

Absatzzahlen und fand eine interessierte kritische Rezeption" (Stein 136). Kehlmann's 

comical representation of Humboldt plays with, and often inverts, the dominant themes of 

the Humboldt memory site. By means of this reversal, however, Kehlmann actually 

reinforces the thematic elements he seemingly calls into question. 

 Reading audiences in the United States and Germany also gain an appreciation for 

the connectivity and the interdependence of Humboldt's scientific program. Authors in 

both dominant literary discourses present Humboldt as the leading scientific voice of his 

time, and it was his voice that led the grand and ever-increasing chorus of international, 

cooperative science. Humboldt, German and U.S.-American writers argue, did not fall 
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victim to the supposed nationalistic and chauvinistic prejudices of his predecessors and 

some of his contemporaries; rather, the "Globalität seines Denkens überwand alle 

geographischen und politischen Grenzen" (Holl 139). Thomas Richter underscores this 

notion in his biography of Humboldt when he remarks that "Wissenschaft hat Humboldt 

zufolge immer einen internationalen Charakter" (128). Publicist and German studies 

scholar Manfred Geier, in a different kind of biographical text, his double-biography Die 

Brüder Humboldt, contrasts Wilhelm von Humboldt's nationalistic loyalty to Prussia and 

its king with Alexander's cosmopolitan scientific agenda. Even though Wilhelm did his 

best to convince his brother to return to Berlin after the conclusion of his travels, 

All das ist Alexander von Humboldt völlig fremd. Er denkt weder deutsch 
noch überhaupt national. Für die intensive Selbstbildung, von der sich sein 
Bruder den größten Nutzen verspricht, hat er kein Organ. Das Große und 
Ganze, das Wilhelm am individuellen und nationalen Charakter festmacht, 
ist für ihn eine Welt, die er umfassend zu erfahren und zu begreifen 
versucht. Weltbewusstsein statt Nationalgefühl. Deshalb hält er sich in 
Paris auf, wo er die wissenschaftliche Atmosphäre und die fähigsten 
Mitarbeiter findet, um an seinem großen Werk arbeiten zu können, in dem 
das ganze Spektrum möglicher Erfahrungen Platz finden soll: von der 
Astronomie und Geologie über die Botanik und Zoologie bis hin zu 
unterschiedlichen gesellschaftlichen Lebensformen und den politischen 
Zuständen im Vizekönigreich Neu-Spanien (Mexiko) und auf Kuba. (274-
275) 

 
Along similar lines, Barth presents his audience of younger readers with a Humboldt who 

seemed constitutionally incapable of parochial thinking: "Humboldt sprach und schrieb in 

mehreren Sprachen. Im Ausland bewegte er sich ohne Scheu und Hemmungen. Die 

Wissenschaftsgemeinde, der Humboldt angehörte, pflegte den freien Verkehr und 

Austausch der geistigen Güter über die Landesgrenzen weg. Nationale Bindungen galten 

wenig" (284-285). Ette reminds, however, that this cosmopolitanism represented no mere 

lifestyle choice or worldview; rather, it accounted in large part for Humboldt's ability to 
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harness and steer the scientific discourses of his day: "Darüber hinaus bemühte sich 

Humboldt [...] um den Aufbau ebenso nationalstaatlicher wie grenzüberschreitender 

wissenschaftlicher Institutionen und Kooperationsformen, die ihn zu einem der sicherlich 

einflußreichsten Wissenschaftsorganisatoren des 19. Jahrhunderts in Europa werden 

ließen" (20). Richter echoes this idea, and reminds his readers of the interpersonal nature 

of the networks established by Humboldt over the course of his long career: "Es 

kennzeichnet Humboldt, dass er als Gelehrter gern den Dialog mit anderen Forschern 

suchte. Die Vernetzung des Wissens vollzog sich bei ihm nicht nur als 

Grenzüberschreitung zwischen den einzelnen Disziplinen. Es ist ebenfalls ein Geflecht 

persönlicher Beziehungen, das im Lauf eines fast neunzig Jahre währenden 

Forscherlebens immer umfangreicher wird" (88). 

 If it is indeed true that Humboldt "founded international cooperative science" 

(Walls, Passage ix) as German and U.S.-American authors suggest, what was the nature 

of this cooperation and who participated in it? Wulf partly explains how the intercourse 

of scientific information directed by Humboldt had the ability to cross so many borders 

by observing that "During much of his long life, he was the nexus of the scientific world, 

writing some 50,000 letters and receiving at least double that number" (3). An example of 

this research network and how it functioned in the context of Humboldt's correspondence 

with U.S.-American scientists of the 19th century demonstrates the practical benefits for 

Humboldt as well as the other participants: 

All this can be seen on a broader scale as part of the international 
Humboldtian network, which benefited both Humboldt and the persons 
referring to him. On one side, some Americans used the famous Prussian 
scientist as an international reference in order to lend their works an 
international status and make them known abroad; on the other side, 
Humboldt used his contact to important personalities in North America in 
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the context of his own scientific work as well as to support political, 
social, or technological causes that had remained important to him through 
all these years. (Rebok 75) 

 
Step by step, scientist by scientist, German and U.S.-American audiences are reminded, 

Humboldt's circle of contacts grew; and the circle continued to grow at such a pace that 

even long before the time of his death, the international scientific discourse begun by 

Humboldt had taken on a life of its own, and no longer needed one person to guide it. Not 

even the havoc wrought by Napoleon and his campaigns across Europe, for instance, 

could halt the spread of Humboldt's network: "A new chapter opened in the growing 

Humboldt network when, after the last aftershocks of the Napoleonic wars subsided, a 

wave of ambitious young Americans traveled to Europe to study" (Walls, Passage 115). 

 As previously shown, Humboldt did not restrict his contact and influence to any 

one discipline. Instead, he seemingly made every field of inquiry his own, and in a 

reflection of this, the transcultural Humboldt memory site has become a contemporary 

personification of trans- and interdisciplinarity. Holl underscores the modernity of 

Humboldt's thinking in this regard: "Was sich inzwischen jeder fortschrittliche 

Wissenschaftler zum Grundsatz macht, hat Humboldt bereits vor 200 Jahren meisterhaft 

vorgelebt: die transdisziplinäre Forschung. Er betrieb seine Wissenschaft, die er 'Physik 

der Welt' nannte, nicht aus der Perspektive einer einzigen Disziplin, sondern er 

überblickte und verband die verschiedensten Fachgebiete mit einer Sicherheit und 

Virtuosität, wie sie seither nie mehr erreicht wurde" (139). Barth notes that this 

comprehensive transdisciplinary approach did not restrict itself to natural or quantitative 

sciences exclusively; rather, Humboldt "dachte in Zusammenhängen. [...] So wie er selbst 

auf vielen Gebieten forschte, bestand auch sein Netzwerk aus Fachgelehrten der 
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verschiedensten Richtungen. Und er beschränkte sich auch nicht auf die 

Naturwissenschaften allein, sondern bezog in sein 'Naturgemälde' auch die Ergebnisse 

der Geisteswissenschaften mit ein" (285-286). 

 Although all popular texts in the United States and Germany agree that Humboldt 

did not omit any discipline as a potential source of insight, some authors are more 

particular than others in the terminology used to characterize Humboldt's boundless 

curiosity and prodigious scientific output. Ette, for instance, positions Humboldt and his 

work above the manifold disciplines in a way that rules out the designation of 

interdisciplinarity: 

Alexander von Humboldts Ansatz ist transdisziplinär und nicht 
interdisziplinär, weil er den Dialog mit anderen Disziplinen nicht vom 
Standpunkt einer bestimmten 'eigenen' Disziplin (etwa der 
Pflanzengeographie, der Mineralogie oder der Geognosie) aus suchte — 
wie dies im interdisziplinären Dialog der Fall wäre — , sondern die 
unterschiedlichsten Bereiche der Wissenschaft unter Rückgriff auf und mit 
Hilfe von Spezialisten zu queren und damit die verschiedenartigsten 
Wissensgebiete und fächerspezifischen Logiken miteinander zu vernetzen 
trachtete. (Alexander von Humboldt 17) 

 
Other authors, while celebrating the way Humboldt sought to break down barriers to 

understanding, identify his trans- and interdisciplinarity as a potential reason why the 

Humboldt memory site occasionally slipped into obscurity, especially within the United 

States. Although, it has been repeatedly argued, Humboldt is a foundational figure of 

modern science,  

He was one of the last polymaths, and died at a time when scientific 
disciplines were hardening into tightly fenced and more specialized fields. 
Consequently his more holistic approach — a scientific method that 
included art, history, poetry and politics alongside hard data — has fallen 
out of favour. By the beginning of the twentieth century, there was little 
room for a man whose knowledge bridged a vast range of subjects. As 
scientists crawled into their narrow areas of expertise, dividing and further 
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subdividing, they lost Humboldt's interdisciplinary methods and his 
concept of nature as a global force. (Wulf 335) 

 
 As if to rhetorically substantiate the claims of greatness made on behalf of the 

Humboldt memory site by German and U.S.-American texts, authors often choose to 

situate Humboldt firmly and centrally in the long line of great scientific thinkers that 

reaches from the present to as far back as the ancient world and Aristotle. Most 

commonly, though, Humboldt is situated alongside Charles Darwin, a partial 

contemporary and Humboldt acolyte himself. In a chapter entitled "Humboldt and 

Darwin in the New World" (211), Appleby redoubles this sentiment when she states with 

conviction that "Alexander von Humboldt and Charles Darwin represented the finest in 

the tradition of independent inquiry and carried studies of nature to new levels of 

sophistication" (212). Later on in the same chapter, Appleby again mentions Humboldt in 

conjunction with another giant of intellectual history. This time Humboldt's scientific 

contributions are compared favorably to those of Isaac Newton: "The mastery that 

Newton's work had conveyed for the solar system, Humboldt's work crystallized for plant 

geology and geophysics. Working on ecology before anyone coined the term, Humboldt 

supplied the methods for addressing the tantalizing relations of organisms with their 

physical environment" (230). More commonly, however, Humboldt's name is included in 

the middle of a list of scientists and thinkers, so as to relate the centrality of his link in the 

great chain of western thought: 

The fact is that Humboldt helped to shape the world as we know it, and his 
influence is still felt around the globe, even where his name is not widely 
recalled. The product of a rich intellectual tradition stemming back to the 
ancient Greeks and encompassing such disparate titans of the 
Enlightenment as Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, René Descartes, and 
Immanuel Kant, Humboldt passed that tradition to his own successors in 
science, including Charles Darwin, Albert Einstein, Max Planck, and 
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Edwin Hubble. Humboldt's physique générale is a link in the conceptual 
chain comprising such touchstone theories as evolution, relativity, 
quantum mechanics, and the Big Bang. (Helferich xxi-xxii)  

 
 Just as often as the Humboldt memory site is cast next to other heroes of the 

mind, it is aligned in opposition to other memory sites that represent traditions of 

colonialism, militarism, destruction, and displacement. Andreas Venzke's children's book, 

for example, Humboldt und die wahre Entdeckung Amerikas, makes such a contrast clear 

in its title. Venzke goes on to assure his young readers that "Kolumbus war im Gegensatz 

zu Humboldt kein moderner und fortschrittlicher Mensch" (77). Walls concurs, making 

the contrast clear: "If Columbus stood for the discovery of riches leading to servitude, 

Humboldt stood for the discovery of knowledge leading to liberation [...]" (Passage 13). 

The other common counterpoint to Humboldt's harmonious expansion of human 

understanding is Napoleon Bonaparte. In Pathfinders: A Global History of Exploration, 

European and colonial historian Felipe Fernández-Armesto calls upon a popular bit of 

Humboldt trivia when he notes that "Born the same year as Napoleon, Humboldt was a 

Napoleonic figure, with the same world-conquering ambitions in science as Napoleon 

had in war" (331). Contrasting the desolation that accompanies the long tradition of 

celebrated martial and political figures such as Napoleon with Humboldt's constructive 

and uplifting goals, Barth identifies Humboldt as   

eine Ausnahmeerscheinung. Er zeigte, was im Menschen stecken kann. 
'Große Männer' gab es zu seiner Zeit genug, aber das waren Fürsten oder 
Militärs wie etwa Napoleon, die Staaten in Trümmer legten und für ihre 
Machtträume das Leben von Hunderttausenden opferten. Humboldt 
bewies, dass man auch auf zivilem Gebiet groß sein kann, mit nichts als 
einer tiefen Aufmerksamkeit gegenüber den Erscheinungen, mit 
wissenschaftlichen Tätigkeiten wie Sammeln, Messen, Rechnen, 
Vergleichen, Reden und Schreiben und gelegentlich einem beherzten 
Einsatz des eigenen körperlichen Leistungsvermögens. (Barth 9) 
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And in the end, conclude many German and U.S.-American authors, Humboldt's legacy 

has been just as impactful as the likes of Napoleon, merely in different ways. Cummins, 

for instance, reminds his readers that 

Just as the exploits of the short Corsican Napoleon would affect the future 
of world history, the travels of the tall, aristocratic, impossibly vain, 
probably homosexual, Prussian Humboldt would have an enormous 
impact on those who sought out wild places in order to study nature. 
Humboldt was the man after whom Darwin fashioned himself [...], and it 
was Humboldt who created the model of the intrepid natural adventurer to 
be followed by the likes of David Douglas, Henry Bates, and many others. 
Plunging into jungles, climbing mountains, canoeing down strange rivers 
— and all the time noting, inspecting, sampling, collecting — Alexander 
von Humboldt was the naturalist's naturalist. (96) 

 
And this naturalist interest was practiced peacefully, German and U.S.-American writers 

assure their audiences. It is indeed interesting to note that when compared to figures like 

Columbus and Napoleon, all of Humboldt's admittedly problematic actions over the years 

fade into the background and go unmentioned. Walls, for instance, notes rather 

nostalgically that Humboldt "traveled not with armies and weapons but unarmed and 

alone but for a companion or two, a guide or two, and mules laden with scientific 

instruments. He took not gold and silver but notes and samples — pebbles and bones, a 

few flowers and leaves, sketches and astronomical measurements. Of this new and 

innocent Columbus, all Europe could be proud" (Passage 14). Although nothing 

compared to the inhumanities of conquest and war, such statements omit the reality that 

Humboldt engaged in many questionable practices, including grave robbing and the 

enabling of colonial mining enterprises. When contrasted with other memory sites in the 

dominant German and U.S.-American literary discourses, however, only Humboldt's 

positive aspects come to the fore. 
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II. The Great Teacher 
 
 
 One of the defining elements of the transcultural Humboldt memory site is that it 

represents not only a space for the collecting and aggregating of knowledge, but for the 

transmission and dissemination of knowledge as well. Humboldt did not merely engage 

in scientific research for his own personal edification and satisfaction. Instead, he also 

possessed the drive and the "Fähigkeit, sein Wissen in Büchern oder öffentlichen 

Vorträgen so mitzuteilen, dass auch weniger Gebildete etwas davon hatten. Er 

demonstrierte, welch großes Vergnügen Wissen bereiten kann" (Barth, 9). Humboldt as 

teacher and popularizer of science is almost always introduced to German and U.S.-

American reading audiences by means of a lecture series that took place in Berlin in 1827 

and 1828. Before the lectures had even started, however, Humboldt was already a public 

intellectual and author of bestselling works. As Richter notes, "Seine 

Reisebeschreibungen Ansichten der Natur hatten viele seiner Hörer verschlungen. Eine 

zweite Auflage war vor nicht langer Zeit wieder mit Erfolg erschienen. Das Werk war 

nicht nur in Gelehrtenkreisen verbreitet, weshalb auch viele Bürger, Kaufleute und vor 

allem Frauen darauf warteten, den Autor, den Weltgereisten, mit eigenen Augen zu 

sehen" (108). Indeed,  

Ganz Berlin will hören, was Humboldt über die Welt zu sagen hat. Er 
beginnt im Wintersemester 1827/28 mit Vorlesungen an der Berliner 
Universität, obwohl er nicht dem Lehrkörper angehört. [...]. Sie sind so 
überfüllt und finden in der Presse eine so große Resonanz, dass er parallel 
dazu, zwischen dem 6. Dezember 1827 und dem 27. März 1828, sechzehn 
öffentliche Vorträge für ein breites Publikum in dem Unter den Linden 
gelegenen Neubau der Berliner Singakademie hält. Der größte, etwa 800 
Plätze fassende Saal Berlins steht ihm für seine Kosmosvorträge zur 
Verfügung, die Sternstunden in der Geschichte der 
Wissenschaftspopularisierung sind. Vom Maurermeister über Künstler 
und Gelehrte bis zu König Friedrich Wilhelm III. und seinem Hof reicht 
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das soziale Spektrum der Zuhörer, zu denen auffallend viele Frauen 
gehören." (Geier 287-288) 

 
Although the largest building of its kind in Berlin at the time, the Singakademie was only 

designed to seat eight hundred audience members for any given performance. For 

Humboldt's Kosmos lectures, however, "es kommen jedes Mal 1400 Hörer" (W. 

Biermann 347). These lectures and the ensuing volumes of Kosmos are cited as the 

centerpiece of Humboldt's pedagogical legacy. It was into Kosmos that Humboldt 

condensed his lifetime of scientific endeavor and it "turned out to be amazingly popular, 

becoming the educated person's introduction to nature's force and beauty as well as the 

state of scientific knowledge in mid-century" (Appleby 228). And Humboldt's knowledge 

was not only for the educated person. If one were to look past the audience of the first 

rows present at the Kosmos lectures, past the "Scharen von hohen Staatsbeamten und 

Offizieren, Gelehrte, Künstler, dazu eine überraschend große Zahl von Frauen," one 

might see "das gewöhnliche Publikum, das weiter keinen Namen hatte, die Bürger, die 

Handwerker. Aber eben die soziale Mischung war es, die Humboldts Auditorium so 

einzigartig machte" (Barth 203-204). Venzke, in his biography of Humboldt written for 

children, posits that the Kosmos lectures and the Kosmos volumes represent the 

culmination of Humboldt's intellectual life, and the way in which 

Humboldt versuchte auf seine Art, die Menschen voranzubringen. Er 
ermunterte sie, ihr Wissen zu erweitern, unvoreingenommen, mit eigenem 
Urteil, losgelöst von alten Vorurteilen, Traditionen und der kirchlichen 
Beeinflussung. Deswegen besuchten die Menschen scharenweise seine 
Vorlesungen in Berlin, die er kostenlos hielt und damit auch den einfachen 
Arbeitern zugänglich machte. Ein Zeitgenosse schrieb, dass 800 Menschen 
kaum atmen, um den einen zu hören. Auf seine Art trug Humboldt zur 
Befreiung des Volkes bei. (98-99) 
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 Even outside of the context of the Kosmos lectures and the subsequent volumes of 

Kosmos, German and U.S.-American authors celebrate Humboldt for his democratizing 

and popularizing influence on scientific discourses. Humboldt, Walls argues, "tried to 

intervene at the discursive level — which is to say he collected, he wrote, published, and 

lectured, voluminously and persistently, letter by letter, essay by essay, book by book, 

person by person, building over seventy years a massive global network of scientific and 

cultural knowledge and artistic expression by which he hoped to bring natural knowledge 

into the public sphere as a form of public liberation" (Passage 10). Wulf echoes this 

thought, remarking that "Knowledge, Humboldt believed, had to be shared, exchanged 

and made available to everybody" (3); and "everybody" consisted of the entire social 

spectrum, including "farmers and craftsmen, schoolboys and teachers, artists and 

musicians, scientists and politicians" (335). And it is not merely the access to knowledge 

that Humboldt's legacy influences; instead, Humboldt represents a democratization in 

terms of the production of scientific knowledge as well. Consequently, Humboldt's "Ziel 

war es nicht, allein von Europa aus gleichsam zentralisiert ein Denken über die Welt in 

Gang zu setzen, sondern an möglichst vielen Stellen unseres Planeten die Schaffung und 

Verbreitung von Wissen aufblühen zu sehen" (Ette, Alexander von Humboldt 15). 

 The reason behind Humboldt's attempts at educating the peoples of the world, 

argue U.S.-American and German authors, was his drive "der Menschheit zu helfen, und 

zwar sich im menschlichen Sinne weiterzuentwickeln" (Venzke 99). In this way, the 

Humboldt memory site becomes a locus of action, a space in which humanity is 

encouraged and advocated for. To be sure, "Humboldt verstand es meisterhaft, sein 

Wissen unter die Leute zu bringen und bei seinem Publikum die Lust auf das Wissen zu 
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wecken"; more importantly, however, in "der Bildung sah er den Schlüssel zur Zukunft" 

(Barth 284). Science and scientific education assume then a deeper meaning and become 

tools to a greater purpose. Always aware of what context he operated in, Humboldt 

"gloried in popularizing science, but perhaps even more important, he knew he was 

introducing his audience to a freedom of inquiry about nature that was denied them 

politically in authoritarian Prussia" (Appleby 228). In this sense, "Humboldt was a firm 

believer in the leveling power of science, its ability to improve the life of every member 

of society regardless of social class" (Helferich 331-332). According to these German and 

U.S.-American texts, the end goal of the Humboldtian project, in addition to a better 

understanding of the natural world, is the liberation of humans in that natural world. 

Science, in the Humboldtian sense, did not simply confine itself to the 

Gewinnung und Produktion von Wissen, sondern bezog sich auch auf 
dessen gesellschaftliche Verbreitung und Nutzbarmachung. Durch den 
Aufbau geeigneter Präsentations- und Repräsentationsformen von Wissen 
zielte Humboldt auf eine Popularisierung und Demokratisierung der 
Wissenschaft und damit letztlich darauf ab, Wissen für möglichst breite 
Bereiche der Bevölkerung (einschließlich der vom Universitätsleben noch 
ausgeschlossenen Frauen) zugänglich und gesellschaftsfähig zu machen 
und darüber hinaus in durchaus gesellschaftsverändernder Absicht 
zugunsten der Entfaltung einer bürgerlichen Informations- und 
Wissensgesellschaft einzusetzen. Für diesen Intellektuellen avant la lettre, 
der zeit seines Lebens auch in Preußen den Idealen der Französischen 
Revolution verpflichtet blieb, ist Wissenschaft ohne Öffentlichkeit schlicht 
undenkbar: Die Humboldtsche Wissenschaft ist eine zutiefst öffentlich — 
und in diesem Sinne politische — Wissenschaft. (Ette, Alexander von 
Humboldt 20-21) 
 
 
 

III. Humboldt and Modernity 
 
 
 Although the Humboldt memory site refers to a person who died in 1859, before 

the advent of radio, television, and the internal combustion engine, not to mention 
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computers, the internet, and myriad other staples of contemporary life, U.S.-American 

and German authors prefer to situate Humboldt as a thoroughly modern figure who 

would be perfectly at home functioning in today's realities. It cannot be denied, these 

writers argue, "Humboldt was one of the creators of this modern world that we take for 

granted" (Helferich 331). As proof, they point to his scientific and social oeuvre: "He 

debated nature, ecological issues, imperial power and policies in relation to each other. 

He criticized unjust land distribution, monocultures, violence against tribal groups and 

indigenous work conditions — all powerfully relevant issues today" (Wulf 105). If, then, 

the evidence of Humboldt's supposed modernity is to be found in the discursive record, 

reading audiences in Germany and the United States are informed that "Humboldt's 

books, diaries and letters reveal a visionary, a thinker far ahead of his time" (5). 

 One of the ways Humboldt demonstrates his modernity is to predict the future 

from the nineteenth century. For some writers such as Ette, Humboldt wrote in a 

language that can translated in different ways at different times: "Und Humboldts Texte 

sprechen eine andere Sprache: Sie skizzieren die Umrisse einer künftigen Kosmopolitik, 

die sich nicht nur einer aktuellen, sondern auch der jeweiligen historischen 

Globalisierungsphasen und ihrer Chancen bewußt ist" (Alexander von Humboldt 18-19). 

And for other authors like Helferich, Humboldt ensured many of his predictions about the 

future with his own involvement and creative energy: "In any event, Humboldt's creed 

has been proven beyond all doubt — science has improved the lot of mankind, 

spectacularly if not evenhandedly, despite the problems of technological growth. And 

Humboldt himself played a key role in that process" (332). Commenting on the 

characterization that the breadth of Humboldt's knowledge was more valuable than 
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riches, Barth asks his readers, "Konnte man Humboldts Modernität besser 

charakterisieren? Dass Wissen viel bedeutete und in Zukunft auch noch immer mehr 

bedeuten würde — hier war es klar ausgesprochen" (174). 

 Another means by which the Humboldt memory site locates itself firmly within 

modernity is by emphasizing Humboldt's modern, cosmopolitan values. Most often, 

Humboldt's Enlightenment education is viewed as the root of his progressive ideals. 

When speaking out on social and political issues, "Humboldt zeigt sich [...] als typischer 

Vertreter der europäischen Aufklärung, der im Zeitalter der Französischen Revolution für 

gerechte Strukturen kämpfte [...]" (Richter 79). This Enlightenment theme is so deeply 

engrained in the Humboldt memory site that it served as easy fodder for Daniel 

Kehlmann and his satirical reimagining of Humboldt and his life. While in the heart of 

the jungles of South America, Humboldt and Bonpland attempt to prove the existence of 

the Casiquiare, a natural canal that links the drainage basins of the Amazon and Orinoco 

River systems. Although this waterway and its first discovery by humans predate any 

European or Enlightenment interest by a great deal of time, only after he has made use of 

his various scientific equipment to fix the canal as a cartographic data point can 

Kehlmann's Humboldt state with pride and certainty, "Jetzt erst, sagte er, existiere der 

Kanal wirklich" (Vermessung 136). 

 Humboldt did not, however, remain constrained by the Enlightenment 

philosophies that served as the background to his youth and early intellectual upbringing. 

As German and U.S.-American authors go to great lengths to point out, Humboldt was a 

progressive thinker who was wont to speak truth to power. Walls contends that 

"Humboldt was a dissident who spoke out, loudly and persistently, against European 
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imperialism and American slavery, and he was both honored and condemned as a 

dangerous man" (Passage 21). Hielscher and Hücking agree, noting that "Humboldt ist 

ein früher Kämpfer für die Menschenrechte: Ob Sklavenhaltung in Amerika und auf 

Kuba oder Kinderarbeit in den Bergwerken von England, Humboldt weist unermüdlich 

auf die sozialen Mißstände in der Welt hin" (72). Even the fact that he belonged to the 

privileged aristocracy cannot affect the overwhelmingly positive representation of 

Humboldt by German and U.S.-American authors. For example, Barth categorically 

rejects the idea of any classism on Humboldt's part: "Auch wenn er selbst dem Adel 

angehörte, war Humboldt frei von Standesdünkel. Soziale oder rassistische 

Überheblichkeit war ihm fremd, immer versuchte er die Menschen, die ihm begegneten, 

in ihrer Eigenart zu verstehen" (283-284). Humboldt and the values that he represents are 

so universally appreciated that even the often sardonic Kehlmann can state in an 

interview in Der Spiegel without irony that "Humboldt war ein großer Humanist, der 

führende Sklaverei-Gegner seiner Zeit. Insofern ist er der größte Botschafter des 

humanistischen Weltbürgerprinzips, den es bis heute gegeben hat" ("'Mein Thema'" 43). 

Audiences in Germany and the United States are constantly reminded that Humboldt 

supported oppressed peoples all across the globe, "indem er politisch wenigstens die 

schlimmsten Missstände beim Namen nannte, etwa die Folgen des spanischen 

Kolonialsystems oder den Skandal der Sklaverei" (Venzke 69), and that he is therefore 

remembered fondly in many parts of the Global South. "Es ist verständlich," Richter 

concludes, "dass der Name 'Alexander von Humboldt' in den ehemaligen Kolonien Süd- 

und Mittelamerikas heute noch einen guten Klang besitzt. Man verbindet mit ihm das 
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Bild des guten, menschenfreundlichen Europäers, der die von ihm bereisten Länder nicht 

mit wissenschaftlichen Scheuklappen betrachtete" (80). 

 A rhetorical means employed by German and U.S.-American writers to project 

the Humboldt memory site more clearly onto the present day, and thereby substantiate 

claims of his modernity, is through analogy. In this way, reading audiences are presented 

with a simple comparison that allows them to cut through all of the inconvenient 

complexities imposed by contextualization and understand exactly the meaning these 

authors are trying to impart. Relating Humboldt's difficult and painstaking journeys to 

modern-day outdoor entertainment, Barth declares "Seine Südamerikanische Reise in den 

Jahren 1799-1804 [...] ist eine klassische Abenteuerstory, die heutige Outdoor- und 

Trekking-Fans vor Neid erblassen lässt [...]" (9). In a more specific and direct 

comparison, Wulf equates Humboldt's ascent of Mt. Chimborazo in today's Ecuador, then 

thought to be the world's tallest mountain, to the Apollo missions carried out by NASA: 

"The rock samples from Chimborazo caused an excitement similar to that afforded to the 

rocks that would be brought back from the moon in the twentieth century" (117). In a 

similar vein, Barth compares the publication of the second volume of Humboldt's Kosmos 

to the buying frenzies surrounding the release of current young-adult fiction: "Das Buch 

wurde dem Verleger förmlich aus der Hand gerissen. Es ging schon fast so wie heute bei 

einer Harry Potter-Premiere [...]" (244). In another act of comparison, German literary 

critic and editorialist Tilman Krause contrasts Humboldt's extreme pace of activity and 

productivity with the average reader today, remarking in a recent article on Welt.de, 

"Zahlen. Daten. Fakten. Jedes Detail muss aufgezeichnet werden. Andere Menschen 

gehen alle halbe Stunde eine rauchen. Oder alle zwei Stunden einen Kaffee trinken. Er 



 

 134 

hingegen bestimmte viertelstündlich Luftdruck und Himmelfarbe. Auch die Temperatur 

von Blitzen fand sein protokollarisches Interesse oder die Schwere des nächtlichen 

Raureifs. Und alles, alles trug er in sein Logbuch ein." What is striking in this 

representation is how apparently easy it is to compare Humboldt with "other people," 

namely people living more than one hundred and fifty years after his death. 

 Walls, in a rather interesting way, positions Humboldt as a modern figure by 

implicitly contending that only in the present could he have possibly lived up to his true 

intellectual potential. Although trapped in his own analog age, "Humboldt was a 

hyperlinked, hypertext thinker two centuries before computers. Somehow he had to make 

do with technologies of inscription that his own methods were rendering obsolete" 

(Passage 42). Equally interesting, Humboldt can be made modern by means of 

highlighting that which he did not possess or have access to while delivering his Kosmos 

lectures: "Einmal die Woche, insgesamt 16-mal, stand Humboldt vor der andächtigen 

Gemeinde in der Singakademie und breitete frei sprechend die Schätze seines Wissens 

aus, ohne weitere Hilfsmittel, die es zu seiner Zeit ja auch noch gar nicht geben konnte, 

ohne Mikrofon und Verstärkeranlage, ohne Diaprojektor, Flip-Chart und was immer. Er 

verließ sich allein auf seine Stimme und auf einige Notizzettel" (Barth 205-206). 

 Implicit in this modernization of Humboldt by German and U.S.-American 

authors is the idea that the Humboldt memory site has something to offer to the 

contemporary reader at the present moment. Contemporary readers are assured that the 

"Leben und Werk dieses mit Abstand modernsten Wissenschaftlers des 19. Jahrhunderts 

faszinieren uns heute wie keine Lesergeneration zuvor" (Holl 140). Humboldt, a person 

who witnessed the establishment of the core disciplines during the nineteenth century, is 
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presented to contemporary audiences as a figure, whose "very hybrid, hypertext quality 

could make him attractive today, in a postmodern environment that welcomes 

experimental forms and increasingly embraces the digital humanities" (Walls, Passage 

318). 

 What is most striking, however, is the imperative that surrounds the reclamation 

of Humboldt in German and U.S.-American texts. Knowledge and an appreciation of 

Humboldt do not merely represent a beneficial supplement to an educated person's 

worldview or intellectual repertoire; instead, a deep understanding of Humboldt's 

conceptual frameworks is required if humanity is to overcome the challenges of a 

globalized reality. Walls argues that "What the twenty-first century needs, now that 

biodiversity as well as cultural diversity are everywhere in crisis, is a neo-Humboldtian 

concept of Cosmos" (Passage 316). Ette follows a very similar line of thinking when he 

contends 

Das gesamte Schaffen Alexander von Humboldts (1769-1859) läßt sich als 
eine höchst komplexe und kreative wissenschaftliche Antwort auf die 
Herausforderungen jener Epoche begreifen, die wir mit Blick auf die 
zweite Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts als zweite Phase beschleunigter 
Globalisierung bezeichnen dürfen. Der Autor der Ansichten der Natur ist 
ein Denker der Globalität, der als Querdenker seiner Zeit bis heute nichts 
von seiner Aktualität für die Bewältigung der Herausforderungen unserer 
Zeit verloren hat. Sein Schaffen als Natur- und Kulturforscher, als 
Philosoph, Gelehrter und Schriftsteller ist für uns heute vielmehr 
unentbehrlich, um die gegenwärtige Phase beschleunigter Globalisierung 
in ihrer Geschichte, aber auch in ihren Chancen und Risiken analysieren 
und historisch fundiert denken zu können. (Alexander von Humboldt 13) 

 
This call to let Humboldt "come back, to make noise in our aesthetics and politics and 

ethics and science" is repeatedly made to audiences in Germany and the United States 

(Walls, Passage 323), but what exactly a Humboldtian intervention would consist of 

remains unclear. Based on the textual representations that dominate the Humboldt 



 

 136 

memory site, however, readers may infer that such an intervention would take place in 

discourses regarding science or the public access to information. Helferich, for example, 

notes, "One could argue that in our own times science has been used to advance 

totalitarian causes as often as democratic ones. However, Humboldt would respond that 

'scientific literacy' (as we now call it) is more crucial than ever in today's technologically 

driven republics, where citizens are expected to cast informed ballots on such issues as 

cloning, global warming, and environmental conservation" (332). 

 
 
 

IV. Humboldt, Ecology, and Environmentalism 
 
 
 The way in which Humboldt asserts his modernity the most profoundly, however, 

is in his appreciation for natural processes that very closely mirror current understandings 

of environmental interrelation and change. "He seems," remarks Sachs at the beginning 

of his book The Humboldt Current: Nineteenth-Century Exploration and the Roots of 

American Environmentalism, "to have been the first ecologist" (2). This simple statement 

is actually quite important in understanding the transcultural Humboldt memory site, as it 

highlights a relationship between Humboldt and the field of ecology that is posited in 

most popular textual representations of Humboldt published in Germany and the United 

States over the past fifteen years. Although Humboldt died before the term "ecology" was 

coined by the German scientist Ernst Haeckel, it is often asserted that "He could be called 

the first ecologist, for he strove to unite different inquiries as he tested their veracity" 

(Appleby 219). Indeed, "Ein halbes Jahrhundert bevor der Begriff der 'Ökologie' 

überhaupt entstand, war Humboldts Interesse bereits eindeutig ökologisch, holistisch 
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orientiert" (W. Biermann 103). Humboldt's anachronic relationship with ecology is often 

characterized as a case of terminology lagging behind the advancement of scientific 

research it is attempting to describe. For instance, Walls postulates the following 

explanation: "Soon this new discourse of nature would receive a name: ecology. The new 

name designated a science, one more subspecialty in the widening panorama of natural 

knowledges. But before it was a science, before it could be a science, 'ecology' was a 

discourse. It was, in fact, Humboldt's discourse" (Passage 11). Other authors provide 

different evidence that Humboldt "beschrieb Ökosysteme, bevor es dafür ein Wort gab" 

(Barth 286). Wulf, for instance, identifies an episode in which Humboldt was able to 

accurately assess the important ecological role played by a species of palm in the 

Venezuelan Llanos in relation to the surrounding life forms: "Humboldt had discovered 

the idea of a keystone species, a species that is as essential for an ecosystem as a keystone 

is to an arch, almost 200 years before the concept was named" (74). 

 Regardless of the specific terminology used to describe his endeavors, 

"throughout his life, Humboldt championed a particular way of viewing the natural 

world, one that sought to cut through the apparent dissimilarities among phenomena in 

order to lay bare the underlying unity of all nature" (Helferich, xvi). Even Kehlmann's 

Humboldt is motivated to defend this idea of the interrelation of natural systems when 

searching for the Casiquiare River: "Er werde beweisen, daß sie existiere, sagte 

Humboldt. Alle großen Ströme seien verbunden. Die Natur sie ein ganzes" (Vermessung 

117). The fact that the web of natural connectivity is ubiquitous and everywhere apparent 

should not lead U.S.-American and German reading audience to believe, however, that 

even the most thoughtful ecologist can appreciate all of the ways in which natural 
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phenomena connect and interact with one another. Even Humboldt himself had to come, 

the reading audience is informed, "to the protoenvironmentalist insight that we can never 

know the full ecological impact of our resource use, since all natural forces are so 

intimately interdependent — which, in turn, dictates that we tread on the earth as lightly 

as possible" (Sachs, The Humboldt Current 357). Through this appreciation of the 

interdependence of natural forces, Humboldt "succeeded in bringing into being a 

discourse, a way of speaking, about nature that we now call 'environmental': namely, a 

planetary interactive causal network operating across multiple scale levels, temporal and 

spatial, individual to social to natural, scientific to aesthetic to spiritual" (Walls, Passage 

11). 

 What, readers in Germany and the United States might ask, led Humboldt to take 

these "important early steps in the field of environmental science" (Rebok, 110)? The 

episode that is most closely linked to the Humboldt memory site and most often cited as 

the beginning of modern environmentalism is Humboldt and Bonpland's visit to Lake 

Valencia in today's Venezuela. The water level of the lake was continuously decreasing, 

and the explanation Humboldt eventually produced "was one that modern scientists and 

environmentalists now embrace [...]" (Cummins 101). Walls recounts the event: 

Humboldt lingered for a spell on the shores of Lake Valencia to solve the 
mystery of the falling lake level. The locals hypothesized an underground 
outlet, but Humboldt, primed by studies just emerging from French and 
British island colonies, recognized that the real cause was environmental. 
Within the last half century the forests surrounding the lake had been 
destroyed, the plains cleared, and indigo planted. Trees attracted a cool 
and misty atmosphere and forests absorbed rainwater. When the forests 
were cut, the rains ran off in torrents, eroding the hillsides and bearing 
down the loosened topsoil in devastating floods. The plains, once stripped 
of the vegetation that had retained ground moisture, evaporated back into 
the air what little water remained. Et voilà: a barren and eroded landscape 



 

 139 

surrounding a shrinking lake. [...]. The lesson was clear, if anyone would 
listen. (Passage 66) 

 
The lesson might have been clear, but it was also revolutionary in its novelty: 

"Verwüstungen durch exzessive Landwirtschaft — nie zuvor hat jemand diesen 

Zusammenhang erkannt" (W. Biermann 140). The truly remarkable breakthrough that 

occurred in relation to the observations made on the shores of Lake Valencia was the fact 

that Humboldt was apparently able to extrapolate from this one instance and project his 

conclusions onto larger and more intricate natural systems. As Wulf describes it: 

Now, at Lake Valencia, Humboldt began to understand deforestation in a 
wider context and projected his local analysis forward to warn that the 
agricultural techniques of his day could have devastating consequences. 
The action of humankind across the globe, he warned, could affect future 
generations. What he saw at Lake Valencia he would see again and again 
— from Lombardy in Italy to southern Peru, and many decades later in 
Russia. As Humboldt described how humankind was changing the 
climate, he unwittingly became the father of the environmental movement. 
(Wulf, 58) 

 
 If it is indeed true that the "twenty-first-century understanding of climate change 

and global warming is a direct descendant of Humboldt's visionary work and his 

speculations that climate changed over time" (Walls, Passage 110), what precisely can 

this knowledge offer to individuals in the present? U.S.-American and German audiences 

are repeatedly offered statements like the following: "In the context of today's heightened 

concerns over global change, human-induced crises, sustainability, and conservation of 

the environment, Humboldt's holistic vision of human interdependence with nature 

assumes renewed relevance" (Rebok 112). The exact nature and the implications of this 

renewed relevance are more difficult to identify, however. Some authors, such as Wulf, 

look for answers in Humboldt's existing scientific legacy: "As scientists are trying to 

understand and predict the global consequences of climate change, Humboldt's 
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interdisciplinary approach to science and nature is more relevant than ever. His beliefs in 

the free exchange of information, in uniting scientists and in fostering communication 

across disciplines, are the pillars of science today. His concept of nature as one of global 

patters underpins our thinking" (336). Writers like Walls, on the other hand, wish to 

reconfigure dominant environmental discourses by recovering Humboldt and positioning 

the history of the environmental movement "not within a nationalistic debate over 

resource exploitation but within a global debate over capitalism and imperial power" 

(Passage 9). Regardless, however, of the exact prescription offered to the reading 

audience in Germany or the United States by any given author, the textual representations 

that employ and embody the transcultural Humboldt memory site promote the central 

message that "now is the moment for us and for the environmental movement to reclaim 

Alexander von Humboldt as our hero" (Wulf 336). 

 
 

V. Conclusion 
 
 
 When he was asked about the reaction he received from Gauß and Humboldt 

enthusiasts upon the publication of Die Vermessung der Welt, Daniel Kehlmann noted 

that there was quite a noticeable difference between the two groups and their responses:  

Mit der Reaktion der Mathematiker und Gauß-Experten bin ich 
überglücklich. Die haben jede Menge Humor und Verständnis gezeigt für 
das, was ich aus ihrem Idol gemacht habe. Ganz anders reagierten 
übrigens viele Humboldt-Kenner, die waren teilweise richtig beleidigt. Ich 
erkläre mir das so: Mathematiker sind dem Pathos abhold. Sie haben kein 
Problem damit, wenn einer ihrer Helden unpathetisch behandelt wird und 
auch mal in den Puff geht. Viele Humboldt-Anhänger hingegen möchten 
lieber ein pathetisches Bild von dem großen Weltreisenden und 
makellosen Deutschen zeichnen. ("'Mein Thema'" 37) 
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As amusing as his response to the question might be, Kehlmann reveals something quite 

important about cultural memory: people really do care about how memory sites are 

constituted and represented in dominant popular cultural discourses. If a known and 

trusted cultural point of reference is suddenly attacked or altered, individuals and groups 

will either react or adapt. 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site in the German and U.S.-American 

discourses signifies a point of contact and mutual understanding between these two 

cultures; but like any element within cultural memory, this memory site's continued status 

is constantly in question. Depending on the needs, desires, and even whims of a culture, 

memory sites can be radically revised or relegated to a culture's stored memory over a 

very short period of time. The Alexander von Humboldt memory site within the dominant 

U.S.-American cultural discourses, for example, has undergone two such periods of 

drastic change: the first being the erasure of Humboldt preceding and during the First 

World War, and the second being the rapid reintroduction of the Humboldt memory site 

into the U.S.-American active cultural memory over the past twenty-six years. Although 

interest in Humboldt over the last several decades has increased in both the United States 

and Germany to the point that the "Humboldt-Industry" can be analyzed and even 

criticized (Ette, Alexander von Humboldt 31), the future and relevance of the transcultural 

memory site are developments about which can only be speculated. 
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Chapter Five: Measuring the Transcultural World 
 
 
 

I. The Transcultural Alexander von Humboldt Memory Site 
 
 

 If one were to pick up a literary representation of Alexander von Humboldt in 

Germany or in the United States today, one would come across a very specific depiction. 

This depiction of Humboldt would vary little depending on whether it was written for a 

German or a U.S.-American audience, or whether it was published inside or outside of 

academe. Remarkably, the only potential barrier in the way of intelligibility would be 

language. The content, the substance of the Humboldt representation, however, would be 

practically identical. The German or U.S.-American reader would encounter Humboldt as 

a great scientist, explorer, and teacher, one of the most important and famous figures of 

the nineteenth century, whose trans- and interdisciplinarity in the scientific discourses of 

his day laid the foundation for numerous fields of study that are now taken for granted. 

More important than the actual temporal confines of Humboldt's life, however, is the way 

in which Humboldt and his legacy reveal themselves in almost every aspect of modern 

life. To be sure, readers in Germany and the United States are repeatedly told that 

Humboldt is a modern figure; and not just modern in the sense of anachronism. 

Humboldt is truly so modern that his thoughts and writings from the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries can help us find meaning in the twenty-first. 

 Not only can Humboldt help to navigate a newly globalized and interconnected 

world, he can help to save that world as well. As the first ecologist, the founding father of 

environmentalism, Humboldt can help humanity save itself, but only if he is recognized 

and his name is invoked. Or as Andrea Wulf succinctly puts it: "Humboldt gave us our 



 

 143 

concept of nature itself. The irony is that Humboldt's views have become so self-evident 

that we have largely forgotten the man behind them. But there exists a direct line of 

connection through his ideas, and through the many people whom he inspired. Like a 

rope, Humboldt's concept of nature connects us to him" (8). 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site that now embraces "die Welt als ganzes" 

(Hesse 116), however, did not always exist. Over the course of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, the predominant Humboldt representations in Germany and the 

United States evolved toward and away from each other, sharing an historical referent, 

but little else. Continually, both of these memory sites were constituted and reconstituted 

in each culture in ways that served individuals as a means of orientation and a resource 

for creative action. Toward the end of the twentieth century, however, starting in the 

academic communities and then emerging in the dominant literary discourses, the 

German and the U.S.-American Humboldt memory sites began to align themselves so 

that the meanings associated with Alexander von Humboldt in both cultures coincided. 

As a shared point of reference, the Humboldt memory site no longer needs to be 

culturally translated. If Humboldt is mentioned in one literary discourse, no explanation 

is required in the other. It is understood what is meant, and the possibility of coordinated 

action based on shared understanding has now become possible. 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site is specific. Although the Humboldt 

memory site transcends the specificities of meaning that separate the German and the 

U.S.-American literary discourses, it is specific to these two cultures. Simply because the 

meanings associated with Alexander von Humboldt have aligned in these two contexts, it 

should not be assumed that this particular alignment can or will be found elsewhere. This 
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is not to say, however, that there are not other transcultural Humboldt memory sites that 

are created in literary discourses outside of the United States and Germany. Many of the 

discourses surrounding Humboldt in Latin America, for example, share many 

commonalities, and could, in certain instances, constitute a transcultural memory site. 

Latin American representations of Humboldt, it should be noted, however, differ greatly 

from the German-U.S.-American memory site, and in many cases serve entirely different 

cultural needs. 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site is also specific in the sense that the 

cultural point of contact that it represents is exclusive to the memory site itself. Although 

the meaning associated with Alexander von Humboldt is mutual to both the U.S.-

American and German literary discourses, it does not necessarily follow that this will 

cause any further alignment among other memory sites. 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site is dynamic. As cultural discourses are 

never static, neither are the memory sites that constitute them. With every invocation and 

every thematization, memory sites and the meaning they represent are simultaneously 

recapitulated and altered. For this reason, there can be no guarantee of the duration of a 

transcultural memory site. If the dominant representation in one discourse is modified to 

the point that it no longer aligns with the representation in the other discourse, the 

transcultural memory site passes out of existence, and two independent, unrelated 

memory sites take its respective place in each culture. Although the coordination between 

U.S.-American and German literary discourses surrounding Humboldt continues apace 

with ever-increasing numbers of publications in both countries, divergence could occur at 

any point. 
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 The transcultural Humboldt memory site can be retroactive. Should the 

transcultural Humboldt memory site remain active and productive in the dominant 

cultural discourses in Germany and the United States, the possibility emerges of a 

retroactive reconstitution of each culture's functional and stored memory. If the interest in 

Humboldt in both dominant discourses continues to grow, more space will be assigned to 

Humboldt representation in museums, libraries, archives, and other collections. Such a 

realignment of functional and stored memory can be seen already, for instance, in the 

case of the Berlin State Library's recent acquisition and open-access digitalization of 

Humboldt's American travel journals. 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site is productive. The discursive presence of 

a memory site does not serve exclusively as a point of reference or orientation. As 

previously mentioned, the productive potential of a memory site is also a key 

characteristic. The more Humboldt becomes shorthand for modernity, environmentalism, 

and ecological thinking, the more likely his depiction becomes in media across cultural 

discourses. From books to film, from museums to the internet, each Humboldt 

representation creates discursive space for further, original representations. Perhaps the 

most creative depiction and use of the Humboldt memory site in contemporary literary 

discourses comes from German children's books. In Cornelie Kister's children's novel 

Henri und der Fluch der Zeitmaschine, for instance, Henri, a German seventh grader, 

travels back in time to help Humboldt and his traveling companion, Aimé Bonpland, 

avoid an Indian curse by returning stolen human remains to their rightful resting place. 

Another example is the series of novels Die Chroniken der Weltensucher by Thomas 

Thiemeyer. In these books, young readers are introduced to Carl Friedrich von Humboldt, 
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the adventurous, globetrotting, brilliant, and charming, if fictional, son of Alexander von 

Humboldt. In these stories, which are very reminiscent of the early science fiction of 

H.G. Wells and Jules Verne, the Humboldt memory site is opened up to a seemingly 

infinite range of possibilities and creative augmentations. 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site is multidirectional. It has become 

evident, with the ever-increasing number of books concerning Humboldt being translated 

from German into English and vice versa, that the coordination of Humboldt 

representation constitutes an active exchange between the German and U.S.-American 

cultures. Should this creative interaction be fostered and promoted further by publishers 

and other elements of the media industry, the transcultural Humboldt memory site has the 

potential to permeate and affect discourses in other cultural contexts. 

 The transcultural Humboldt memory site is not focused on the traumatic. 

Although there are elements within the Humboldt memory site that deal with issues of 

trauma, such as Humboldt's enlightened opposition to slavery and the devastation of 

native populations, trauma itself is not a key component in these discourses. Even 

Humboldt's supposed warnings regarding potential ecological catastrophe are eclipsed by 

the promise of the environmental vision attributed to him. Even if this absence of trauma 

is quite notable, and indeed problematic at times, the transcultural Humboldt memory site 

in German and U.S.-American literary discourses remains overwhelmingly positive. 

Using such an example, it becomes evident that cultural memory studies, however well 

suited they might be to interrogate shared experiences and traditions of trauma, can be 

directed at all cultural phenomena with equal success. 
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 The transcultural Humboldt memory site does not represent complete 

transcultural memory. Although the U.S.-American and German cultures share the point 

of reference and the source of meaning making represented by the transcultural Humboldt 

memory site, the two cultures remain distinct from one another. Certainly, the Humboldt 

memory site might not, and most likely does not, constitute the sole transcultural point of 

contact between the two cultures, but it does not follow that due to this contact, all 

cultural difference is somehow abrogated. The cultural memory present within discourses 

in Germany and the United States is made up of far more memory sites specific to each 

culture than shared, transcultural ones. 

 
 

II. Surveying the Transcultural Landscape 
 
 

 Although this analysis has demonstrated the homogeneity, dominance, and 

ubiquity of the transcultural Humboldt memory site in Germany and the United States 

through various examples that fit well within the constellations of meaning outlined in 

the previous two chapters, perhaps the best support for its claims comes from one of the 

few outlying texts that do not gladly embrace the preeminent Humboldt representations 

and interpretations. Zoologist and journalist Matthias Glaubrecht, for instance, in his 

review of Andrea Wulf's The Invention of Nature: Alexander von Humboldt's New World, 

classified the current discourse surrounding Humboldt as something akin to a 

"hagiografischen Personenkult." Glaubrecht takes the transcultural Humboldt memory 

site and sardonically turns it on its head, describing the Humboldt of contemporary 

German and U.S.-American literature as "der moderne Forscher schlechthin und ein 

Superstar, Weltreisender und Weltbürger, Universalgelehrter und Umweltaktivist, dabei 
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charismatisch, spitzzüngig und bis zum Anschlag schlau. Vor allem aber ist alles an 

Humboldt bio und öko, ganzheitlich und nachhaltig, global ohnehin." 

 That Glaubrecht's biting criticisms are directed at Andrea Wulf's commercially 

successful volume is somewhat fitting. Not only does her book contain all of the 

representational motifs that constitute the transcultural Humboldt memory site, but her 

own background exemplifies the change in orientation that has taken place in current 

Humboldt writing. Andrea Wulf was born and raised in Germany, moved to and studied 

in the United Kingdom, and first published her work on Humboldt in the United States in 

2015. Only later was the volume translated into German for a European readership. 

Considering the facts that Wulf is a relative newcomer to what Walls, Ette, and Rupke 

have described as the "Humboldt industry" and that her work has enjoyed such acclaim 

and commercial success in both the United States and Germany, this makes her the 

perfect target for Glaubrecht's remarks. The level of hostility evident in Glaubrecht's 

review makes clear the predominance exercised by the transcultural Humboldt memory 

site in these literary discourses, as well as the near impossibility to find textual 

representations that do not fit into the discursive patterns previously examined. 

 This is an important point, in that it reveals an often-overlooked aspect of 

transcultural memory studies. Simply because a phenomenon is constituted in a parallel 

way in multiple cultures does not make that constitution just or correct — it simply 

makes it transcultural. The justness or correctness of a memory site can only be decided 

upon and acted upon by individuals in the respective cultures who might use a memory 

site as a means of orientation or a source of synthesis. Indeed, memory sites are empty 

signifiers until individuals and groups fill them with meaning and creative potential. 
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 The fact that meaning can now be created transculturally in ways that cross 

borders both real and imagined poses new challenges to the field of memory studies. 

Although this analysis has revealed ways in which specific sites of contact among 

cultures might be investigated textually, a multitude of questions remain to be answered. 

Chief among them is the fate of national culture as a lens of cultural analysis. Although 

certain aspects of the national paradigm remain firmly in place, as discussed in the first 

chapter, it is unclear how long this will continue to be the case. Nationalistic trends 

continue to be visible across Europe and North America, but it is unclear how such 

political and social movements will fare in the face of communication technologies that 

are evolving at an incredible rate. As the renowned historian of the French Revolution 

Lynn Hunt asks, for example, "Does nationalism foster or hinder globalization? It seems 

to do both" (74). Or as De Cesari and Rigney state more concretely, "In some cases 

indeed, the globalization of memory practices has paradoxically helped reinforce the 

nation as the social framework par excellence for identity and solidarity, suggesting that 

the latest phase of globalization and transnational capitalism has not led to the 

disappearance of the national, but rather its transformation and reconfiguration" (6). 

 Even though such larger scale processes remain predominantly opaque, 

editorialist David Rieff correctly identifies that "What has changed [...] is that whereas 

until the 1970s collective memory was largely a state monopoly, particularly of those 

elements of the state responsible for education and war [...] now it is up for grabs, with 

ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities challenging traditional mainstream accounts and 

seeking to modify them if not to transform them entirely" (64). Although the free-for-all 

described by Rieff might be an exaggeration, his main point is well taken. If cultural 
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memory and identity formation have already been disengaged from firmly entrenched 

traditional cultural paradigms over such a short period of time, what will that mean for 

cultural discourses in the coming decades? 

 The change in media and communication technologies has already begun to have 

a profound impact on the traditional mechanisms of cultural memory. A prime example 

of this impact is the breakdown of a clear distinction between the functional and stored 

memory available to a culture. Recalling the framework developed by Aleida Assmann, it 

is important to keep in mind that "die Grenze zwischen Funktions- und 

Speichergedächtnis nicht hermetisch ist, sondern in beiden Richtungen überschritten 

werden kann" (Der lange Schatten 57). What, however, does such a formulation mean 

when the separation between the two categories becomes increasingly blurred? It is, for 

instance, remarkably easy in today's digital environment to access and discard stored 

memory retrieved on a computer or phone instantaneously. What is stored memory and 

what is functional memory when the boundary between the two can be crossed so easily 

and quickly? And what constitutes a culture's functional memory when very few engage 

with the same media or share common cultural points of reference with their 

contemporaries? If cultural groups become ever more deterritorialized while becoming 

ever more self-selecting, how will traditional cultural categories need to be redefined? All 

of these questions assume, of course, that the individuals and groups in question have 

equal access to these advancing communication and media technologies to begin with. As 

this obviously does not correspond to reality, what, then, does a cultural landscape look 

like if it is characterized by vastly unequal access to information? 
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 These questions, of course, have no concrete answers as of yet, as these 

transformations are currently underway, or only in their initial phases. Although the sheer 

scale of modern cultural output and the complexity of modern cultural connectivity may 

seem daunting, the tools provided by cultural memory studies prove to be highly 

valuable. Indeed, a highly effective way to evaluate the changes taking place in cultural 

meaning making is to observe the emergence, modification, disappearance, and sometime 

reappearance of cultural and transcultural memory sites. As in the case of contemporary 

Humboldt memory sites, a better understanding can be gained of how globalization and 

the interconnectedness of culture progresses not exclusively through dramatic or 

climactic events, but often by means of the slow and mostly uncoordinated convergence 

of meaning. 
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