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Review by Sarah Darwin

Humboldt and his team at Cayambe volcano, Ecuador

Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) was one of the most famous people of his time. On the
centenary of his birth, Berlin declared a public holiday and 80,000 gathered to hear speeches; in
Moscow, he was hailed as “the Shakespeare of the sciences”; while in Boston, the poet Ralph Waldo
Emerson described him to the city’s grandees as “one of those wonders of the world”.

So why is this polymath not more celebrated today in the English-speaking world? For the historian
Andrea Wulf, “Humboldt’s views have become so self-evident that we have largely forgotten the man
behind them”. In The Invention of Nature, she sets out to restore him to his rightful place among
the greats.

On one level, her book is a rollicking adventure story — with tales of
Humboldt canoeing down crocodile-infested rivers, falling asleep to the sound of snoring dolphins
and climbing mountains with bleeding gums and burst blood vessels in his eyes due to altitude
sickness. Yet it is also a fascinating history of ideas, in which Wulf leads us expertly along a series of
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colourful threads that emanate from the great tapestry of Humboldt’s life and work.

Humboldt was the second of two sons, born into an aristocratic Prussian family in Berlin. He lost his
father when he was nine and, shown little love by his mother, sought solace in collecting and
sketching plants, animals and rocks. Witty and ambitious, the young Humboldt was said to have a
sharp tongue. “According to family lore,” Wulf tells us, “one day the Prussian king, Frederick the
Great, asked the boy if he planned to conquer the world like his namesake, Alexander the Great.
Young Humboldt’s answer was: ‘Yes, sir, but with my head’.”

Humboldt accepted employment with the Prussian ministry of mines, which allowed him to pursue
his interest in geology. When he was in his late twenties his domineering mother died, leaving a
large inheritance. Now free to relinquish his job, he began travelling across Europe, calling on the
great explorers and thinkers of his day. In 1799 he was able to embark on the great adventure he had
long planned, setting sail with his botanist companion, Aimé Bonpland, for South America via the
Canaries.

Over the next five years they travelled through the Americas, canoeing down
rivers, trekking through jungles and scaling some of the highest peaks in the
Andes. Humboldt wrote detailed journals and measured everything he could,
from air pressure and temperature to the blueness of the sky. Wulf depicts
Humboldt as an immensely courageous explorer — and one for whom
adventure and science were intertwined. It was on Mount Chimborazo, south-
west of Quito in modern-day Ecuador, that he was struck by the idea of nature
working as a whole, thus conceiving of what we would now call ecosystems.

Paris and Berlin were Humboldt’s European homes during the turbulent times
of the French Revolution and Napoleonic wars and their aftermath. But for
Humboldt, science was universal and not to be hemmed in by borders or
politics. He adored Paris for its liberalism and culture and endured Berlin, as
he was financially reliant on a pension given to him by the Prussian king.

It was Humboldt’s travel journal, Personal Narrative, that introduced the
young Charles Darwin to the idea of scientific exploration. When Darwin was offered the
opportunity to join Captain Robert FitzRoy on the HMS Beagle, he obtained special permission to
take Humboldt’s seven-volume work, as there was limited space on board for books. Wulf suggests
that throughout the voyage “Darwin was engaged in an inner dialogue with Humboldt — pencil in
hand, highlighting sections in his copy of Personal Narrative. Humboldt’s descriptions were almost
like a template for Darwin’s own experiences.”

What really fascinated me about The Invention of Nature is how relevant Humboldt’s ideas are
today. Wulf rightly asserts that Humboldt is the father of the environmental movement. More than
100 years before James Lovelock’s Gaia theory, Humboldt, as Wulf tells us, “saw the earth as one
great living organism where everything was connected, conceiving a bold new vision of nature that
still influences the way that we understand the natural world”. Wulf also describes how Humboldt
warned that “humans were meddling with the climate and that this could have an unforeseeable
impact on future generations”.
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Arriving in South America, Darwin took his first steps in the tropical forest and exclaimed: “I
formerly admired Humboldt, I now almost adore him”. Readers of Wulf’s marvellous book may feel
the same way.

The Invention of Nature: The Adventures of Alexander von Humboldt, the Lost Hero
of Science, by Andrea Wulf, John Murray, RRP£25/Knopf, RRP$30, 496 pages
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