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g ra v e l, w h e n  s e e n  in  th is  p e rs p e c tiv e . H a g e n ’s  s tu d y
re p re s e n ts  a  ra th e r n e w  k in d  o f th e o re tic a lly  in -
fo rm e d  h is to ric a l a n d  p o litic a l g e o g ra p h y . By  th e o -
re tic a lly  in fo rm e d  I m e a n  th a t it re la te s  to  c u rre n t
th e o re tic a l d is c u s s io n s  in  a  fi e ld  w h e re  c u ltu ra l g e o -
g ra p h y  a n d  h is to ry  m e e t, b u t w ith o u t b e in g  s p e c ifi -
c a lly  th e o riz in g . T o u ris m  a n d  th e  p o litic s  o f p re s e r-
v a tio n , in  th is  c a s e , b e c o m e  th e  a re n a  o n  w h ic h  m a -
jo r p o litic a l s tru g g le s  a re  fo u g h t a n d  d is p la y e d . T h e
s tu d y  m a y  a ls o  b e  re la te d  to  th e  e m e rg in g  s p a tia l
tu rn  in  h is to ric a l re s e a rc h  (c f. G e rn e r 2 0 0 4 ; Sc h lö g e l
2 0 0 3 ) in  w h ic h  fa c to rs  s u c h  a s  s p a c e , d is ta n c e , n e t-
w o rk s  a n d  c o m m u n ic a tio n  a re  ta k e n  in to  c o n s id e r-
a tio n  w h e n  h is to ric a l e v e n ts  a n d  p a th s  o f d e v e lo p -
m e n t a re  d is c u s s e d .
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In  a  r e c e n t 5 0 0 - p a g e  a c c o u n t o f  H u m b o ld t’s  in fl u -
e n c e  o n  n in e te e n th - c e n tu r y  A m e r ic a n  e n v ir o n m e n -
ta l a n d  g e o g r a p h ic a l th o u g h t, A a r o n  Sa c h s  ( 2 0 0 6 )
a rg u e s  th a t H u m b o ld t w a s  s e c o n d  o n ly  to  D a r w in
a m o n g  s c ie n tis ts  in  te r m s  o f  th e ir  im p a c ts  o n  A m e r-
ic a n  th o u g h t. Y e t in  th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu r y , H u m -
b o ld t h a s  b e e n  m u c h  b e tte r  k n o w n  a n d  m o r e  f r e -
q u e n tly  a c k n o w le d g e d  in  L a tin  A m e r ic a  a n d  h is  n a -
tiv e  G e r m a n y . T h e r e  a r e  th e r e f o r e  m a n y  b o o k s  a n d
p a p e r s  a b o u t th e  lif e , w o r k  a n d  im p a c ts  o f  A le x a n -
d e r  v o n  H u m b o ld t. Ru p k e ’s  b o o k  is  a b o u t a  s a m p le
o f  th is  v e r y  e x p a n s iv e  lite r a tu r e . In  o th e r  w o r d s ,
th is  is  not a n o th e r  b io g r a p h y  o f  H u m b o ld t. In s te a d
it r e c o n s tr u c ts  d e b a te s  a b o u t H u m b o ld t, d r a w in g
la rg e ly  o n  G e r m a n  la n g u a g e  s o u r c e s . In  th is  ta s k ,
Ru p k e  d r a w s  o n  d e v e lo p m e n ts  in  b io g r a p h ic a l a n d
h is to r ic a l w r itin g , th o u g h  w ith o u t e x te n d e d  c o n s id -
e r a tio n  o f  th e s e . A  s h o r t P r e fa c e  e x p la in s  th a t s u c h
d e v e lo p m e n ts  h a v e  o p e n e d  u p  p r o b le m a tic s  in  b io -
g r a p h ic a l n a r r a tiv e . T h u s :

In  r e c e n t d e c a d e s  n e w  c r itiq u e s  o f  b io g r a p h y
h a v e  m a d e  th e  p r o b le m  o f  w h e th e r  w e  c a n
w r ite  th e  tr u e  s to r y  o f  a n  e x tr a o r d in a r y  lif e
m o r e  in tr a c ta b le , n o t m e r e ly  in  th e  c a s e  o f  s o
s ig n ifi c a n t a  fi g u r e  a s  J e s u s  o f  N a z a r e th  b u t o f
o th e r  n o ta b le  fi g u r e s  f r o m  th e  p a s t … . Wh e n
w r itin g  th e  s to r ie s  o f  th e s e  p e o p le ’s  liv e s  a n d
a p p e a lin g  to  th e ir  n a m e s , d o  w e  c o n n e c t w ith
th e  e s s e n tia l p e r s o n ?  Or a r e  w e  e n g a g e d  in  a

m o r e  c o m p le x  p r o c e s s  th a t in v o lv e s  a p p r o p r i-
a tio n , w h e r e b y  th e  lif e , w o r k  a n d  im p a c t o f
o u r  h e r o e s  a n d  a n tih e r o e s  a r e  to ld  a n d  r e to ld
… . P u ttin g  th e  q u e s tio n s  d iff e r e n tly : h o w  a r e
r e p u ta tio n s  c o n s tr u c te d  a n d  r e c o n s tr u c te d  b y
n a tio n a l, p r o f e s s io n a l a n d  o th e r  r e m e m b r a n c e
c u ltu r e s ?

(Ru p k e  2 0 0 5 , p . 9 )

H u m b o ld t h im s e lf  w a s  a  h ig h ly  p r o lifi c  a u th o r, b u t
th e  a m o u n t w r itte n  a b o u t h is  lif e  w o r k s  a n d  im p a c t
is  v a s tly  g r e a te r. Re p r e s e n ta tio n s  o f  H u m b o ld t
a b o u n d  ( th e r e  a r e  a t le a s t tw o  u n iv e r s itie s  b e a r in g
h is  n a m e ) , m a n y  b e y o n d  th e  s p a c e  o f  th e  a c a d e m y :
g la c ie r s , o c e a n  c u r r e n ts , c o u n tie s  a n d  a n im a ls .
Ru p k e  e x p la in s  th a t h is  p r o je c t b e g a n  a s  a  s tu d y  o f
th e  b r o a d  in te r n a tio n a l lite r a tu r e  o n  H u m b o ld t, b u t
s u b s e q u e n tly  f o c u s e d  o n  th e  G e r m a n  lite r a tu r e .
T h a t G e r m a n y ’s  m a jo r  h is to r ic a l tr a n s f o r m a tio n s
h a v e  a ls o  tr a n s f o r m e d  th e  im a g e  a n d  tr e a tm e n t o f
H u m b o ld t m e a n s  th a t Ru p k e  h a s  a m p le  m a te r ia l f o r
a n a ly s is . T h e  a c c o u n t is  c h r o n o lo g ic a l. F o llo w in g
a n  In tr o d u c tio n , s ix  c h a p te r s  c h a r t th e  r e p r e s e n ta -
tio n  o f  H u m b o ld t f r o m  th e  s tr u g g le  f o r  n a tio n a l
u n ifi c a tio n  ( 1 8 4 8  to  1 8 7 1 )  ( C h a p te r  1 )  th r o u g h  to
th e  r e a p p r o p r ia tio n  o f  H u m b o ld t in  p o s t- 1 9 8 9  G e r-
m a n  d e b a te s  a b o u t g lo b a liz a tio n , g r e e n  p o litic s ,
p o s tm o d e r n is m  a n d  g a y  lib e r a tio n  ( C h a p te r  6 ) . In
b e tw e e n , th e r e  a r e  tr e a tm e n ts  o f  r e p r e s e n ta tio n  o f
H u m b o ld t d u r in g  th e  K aiserriec h  a n d  We im e r  Re -
p u b lic  ( C h a p te r  2 )  a n d  th r o u g h  th e  N a z i p e r io d
( C h a p te r  3 ) , f o llo w e d  b y  c h a p te r s  a b o u t th e  w a y s
th a t b o th  Ea s t ( C h a p te r  4 )  a n d  We s t ( C h a p te r  5 )
G e r m a n y  r e c o n s tr u c te d  H u m b o ld t. Ru p k e  ( p . 1 7 3 )
n o te s :
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Thus during the period of a divided Germany
two largely clashing Humboldts were con-
structed, one a close friend of Western capital-
ism, the other a forerunner of Eastern commu-
nism: one the patron of Jewish elites, the other
a sympathizer with the cause of the proletari-
at. In the re-unified Germany of the 1990s,
only one of the two could survive.

Of course, that was the Western Humboldt. But in
neither Germany was Humboldt monolitihic. And
since the 1980s, further discourses about Humboldt
have emerged in a reunited Germany. These include
reading Humboldt as a precursor of ‘globalization’,
‘environmentalism’ and ‘post-colonialism’. More-
over, there has been something of a convergence be-
tween anglophone and German scholarship on
Humboldt (and the publication of Rupke’s book in
English by a Frankfurt-based publisher will rein-
force this). Rupke (pp. 191– 192) notes how:

post-war Anglo-American Humboldt scholar-
ship developed in virtually complete and
blissful ignorance of the many hundreds of
German publications on Humboldt, the broth-
ers Humboldt, Humboldt and Goethe, Hum-
boldt and classicism or idealism, Humboldt
and Marxism and so on. The two traditions –
Anglo-American and German –  have in recent
years begun to merge, as in Germany the high-
lights of the English language Humboldt liter-
ature from the past few decades are being at-
tended to.

As part of this, Rupke describes a series of ‘Post-
modernist Cracks’, whereby German Humboldt
scholarship was no longer shielded from the series
of critical approaches and intellectual fashions that
have swept the anglophone humanities and social
sciences and humanities since the 1960s. Among
the most controversial of these in Germany has
been the issue (motivated by gay liberation and lat-
terly by ‘queer theory’) and significance of Hum-
boldt’s sexuality.

In summary, this is a study of the diversity of rep-
resentations of Humboldt in German literature and
of their consequences. This is done in detail, but in

a way that retains interest and makes them acces-
sible to readers without knowledge of German
(and/or without the time to work through an un-
wieldy literature). The closing chapter focuses
upon theoretical themes that have informed and
crop up throughout the book, including ‘institu-
tional embeddedness’ and the relationships be-
tween political regimes and biographical truth and
a reminder that: ‘The task of metabiography is pri-
marily to explore the fact and extent of the ideolog-
ical embeddedness of biographical portraits, not to
settle the issue of authenticity’ (Rupke 2005, p.
214).

While Rupke must be congratulated for the
breadth and depth of this metabiography, his own
location (as a professor of the history of science)
seems less attuned than it might be to some of the
recent critical work on geographies of scientific
knowledge (e.g. Livingstone 2003); their networks
and what Trevor Barnes (2004) –  writing about the
history of geographic thought in the second half of
the twentieth century and how it emerged through
key institutional sites and ensembles of ideas, indi-
viduals and objects –  has termed ‘truth spots’. Thus
this metabiography has much to say about Hum-
boldt and institutions, ideologies and nations, but
less about how Humboldt has been mediated
through particular spaces and places. Rupke’s ac-
count of a figure so central to the history of geo-
graphic thought invites further geographical en-
gagement.
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