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No one would dispute that Alexander von Humboldt has long been a fixture in
geography and its allied disciplines. Courses on the history of geography character-
istically place him at the premodern pinnacle of geography and at the point of de-
parture for the modern discipline. That Humboldt died in the same year that Charles
Darwin’s On the Origin of Species appeared, , can take on paradigmatic signifi-
cance. Humboldt thereby becomes, by some accounts, the omnicompetent pro-
genitor of our many specialized subfieldsthe last “Renaissance man.” The eclipse
of Humboldt’s attempt to understand and venerate the manifest unity of a personi-
fied Naturean eclipse encouraged by reductionistic disciplines that seek to explain
and control nature’s structuresthus seems to some a lamentable loss of holistic
aspirations and to others a heroic passage into scientific maturity.

New research has begun to reveal different sorts of Humboldtian legacies, how-
ever. With Immanuel Kant’s question, “What Is Enlightenment?,” as he titled a 

essay, relevant once again, geographers and others are reanalyzing Humboldt’s role
in the emergence of disciplinary knowledge and power. In a way, that work contin-
ues the reengagement with Humboldt spurred by the  centennial of his death.
Then biogeographers began to echo the Humboldtian quest for holistic understand-
ing by placing him at the core of an emerging “geoecology.” Cultural-historical
ecologists began drawing on him in the study of relict landscapes, like those of
intensive wetland agriculture in South America, either literally because he provided
relevant information or figuratively because he legitimated foreign fieldwork dur-
ing a time when the discipline increasingly stayed home.

The following contributions on Humboldt in the Americasa project origi-
nally conceived and organized by Kent Mathewson and Anne Buttimer to recon-
sider the legacy of Humboldt’s American sojournachieve a qualitative difference
from that preceding reengagement by not just drawing on Humboldt but also at-


