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Contribution to Development of Modern Geography 





Founder of Modern Geography 

Humboldt was the last of the great Polymaths. He 

was master of so many disciplines and contributed 

to many branches of science. At various times, he 

did research and contributed a lot in Botany, 

Geology, Physics, Chemistry, Anatomy, Zoology, 

History, Climatology, Geomorphology and all other 

branches of Geography. 

He travelled widely and observations with-

Telescope. Sextant, Cynometer, Barometer, 

Compass, Thermometer, Rain gauge. He travelled 

much-more than 62 thousand km to understand 

the whole complex system of the universe(Kosmos).        

Thus he was a scholar of versatile genius. 



 Humboldt was born in Berlin in 1769. 
 At the age of 18 years he entered the University of Frankfurt. 
 In 1789 he entered the University of Gottingen where he met 

George Forster who had just returned from his voyage around 
the world with captain Cook. 

 Before his contact with George Forster, he was interested in 
Geology and so he had organised a short scientific tour to 
Rhineland in 1789. 

 In 1790, Humboldt made first  foreign tour of with George 
Forster to Holland, Belgium, Central and southern England and 
Northern France. 

 Foresters' interest in Geography, his method of careful 
observation and critical treatment of facts fascinated Humboldt 
to the study of Geographical Phenomena. 
 



 According to Humboldt “ his interest in Geography started 
with his acquaintance with George Forster. 

 In 1791, Humboldt joined the school of Mines at Freiberg in 
Saxony where he met famous geologist A.G.Werner. 

 In 1792, he was appointed Director of Mines in Prussian 
states of Franconia. 

 His official position thus provided him opportunity to 
travel in southern Germany and carryout extensive 
investigation in Botany, Geology and Meteorology. 

 He visited Austria, Switzerland, and Italy and observed the 
rock structure of Alps. 

 

 



 He gave up his Govt. Job in 1797 after the death of his mother and 
began to plan for travelling. 

 In Paris he met with Laplace and learnt how to use aneroid 
Barometer to determine elevation above sea level. 

 In 1798, he sailed with French Botanist Aime Bonpland across 
the Mediterranean sea. He sailed for America in 1799. 

 He returned to France in 1804 and lived in Paris until 1827. In 
Paris Humboldt was impressed by August Comate’s Positivist 
Approach-la reel i.e. the scientific status of knowledge had to be 
guaranteed by the direct experience of an immediate reality. 

 In 1827 he returned back to Berlin. 

 In 1829, he was invited by Russian Czar to explore the virgin 
lands of Siberia across the Ural mountains. 

 



 Humboldt’s contribution to Geographic Procedure-2 

 1.He applied his knowledge of physical and biological 
processes to the systematic classification  and 
comparative description of the phenomena he had 
observed. 

 

 2.He devised methods of measuring the phenomena 
he observed( drawn isotherms-Trip of Mt. Andes) 

 His contribution in the development of Geography 
may be enumerated as follows: 



 He contributed greatly in Climatology and thus regarded as founder. 

 By climate he means the variations  in climatic elements . Introduction 
of isotherms . 

 Lines joining Equal Winter Temp.- isorcheminals 

 Lines joining Equal Summer Temp.-isotherals 

 Climbed Mt. Chimboraza(6326m) during Mt. Andes expedition and 
observed the influence of altitude on human body-dizziness –resulting 
from low air pressure(scarcity of oxygen) 

 He reached Coast of Peru by traversing Mt. Andes southward and 
observed water current- Humboldt Current  

 The Concept of Continentality- was established  by Humboldt. He 
observed that temp. on the same latitude varies and increases moving 
inward from the coast. 

 Permafrost – a term coined by Humboldt to explain the frozen 
characteristics  of the Siberian Land.  



 He established the subject of Plant Geography as a 
field to examine the regional character and 
distribution of plant ecology on the surface of the 
earth.( on the basis of his plant collection of south 
American flora). He established a positive relationship 
between the forest and rainfall. The idea that more 
forest means more rainfall still persists. 



 Humboldt was basically a physical Geographer. In his 
treatise he dealt with various aspects of physical 
geography and described islands, archipelagos, oceans, 
water currents and their dependence on prevailing 
winds. He has also discussed Salinity of sea water as 
the result of differences in temp. at different latitudes 
and depths. 

 



 Humboldt is better known for his monumental book 
‘Kosmos’ which was published in 5 volumes during the last 
years of his life. 

 The first two volumes- in 1845 and 1847 in German, the 
third and fourth in 1850 and 1858 and the fifth was 
published posthumously in 1862. 

 The first volume provides a general presentation of the 
whole picture of the universe. The second volume discusses 
about the portrayal of nature through the  ages particularly 
describe the earth since the time of ancient Egyptians. The 
third volume deals with the laws of celestial space i.e. - 
Astronomy.The fourth volume deals with the earth.  



 He propounded seven concepts as; 

The concept of earths’ surface as the home of man. 

The science of spatial distribution of the world. 

General science is the physical science( included man) 

Geography is the study of relations. 

Comprehension of the world phenomena. 

Heterogeneity of phenomena in geography. 

Unity of Nature. 



 He adopted five methods in his geographical study; 

 Empirical Method-Inductive-Observation-Validity 

 Systematic Method- Classification 

 Comparative Method- of facts and figures 

 Precision-to be unbiased and honest 

 Cartographic Method-maps and diagrams 

   He coined the term Cosmography- comprising both 
Uranography( descriptive astronomy) and 
Geography(terrestrial part-earth)  



 Humboldt and Ritter made great contributions in the 
field of basic sciences- humanities and arts. Both were 
contemporary, lived and worked at Berlin for more 
than three decades. These two scholars are referred to 
as the “Founders of Modern Geography". Earlier Kant 
gave the philosophical foundation of the subject of 
Geography, Forster demonstrated a method of 
research and literary style but Humboldt and Ritter 
developed the subject as an independent branch of 
knowledge. 




