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EDITOR'S MESSAGE

I?d like to begin with the hope that you are all well and healthy. Due to the 
COVID?19 pandemic, the closure of our on-campus printing facility, and the can-
cellation of our spring symposium, this is only the second issue of the newsletter 
this year. I offer my sincere apologies to those who were waiting on a summer issue.

In this issue, we first take a look at the exhibition ?Alexander von Humboldt and 
the United States: Art, Nature, and Culture.? The exhibition is hosted by the Smith-
sonian American Art Museum and examines Humboldt?s ideas and American iden-
tity through the arts. Importantly, art functions as a mediator in the exhibition for 
both Humboldt?s role as naturalist and contemporary issues impacting the environ-
ment. Unfortunately, the museum and the exhibition closed to the public just be-
fore this issue went to the press (November 23rd). SGAS members are encouraged to 
explore the website associated with the exhibition (https://americanart.si.edu/exhi-
bitions/humboldt) which contains a variety of videos, images, and discussions about 
Humboldt and the exhibition.

Please join me in welcoming our new membership coordinator and website man-
ager, Antje Petty. We hope to highlight the contributions of our former membership 
coordinator Karyl Rommelfanger and former website manager Mike Rice in the 
next issue. Please take some time to check out the new website! The issue concludes 
with a call for papers for the spring 2021 virtual symposium ? a change of tradi-
tion, but a necessary one.

Take care,

Josh Brown, Ph.D.

LEARN.   JOIN.   DONATE.

"From the Old to the New World," Harper's Weekly, 7 November 1874

SGAS.org
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?Alexander von Humboldt and the United States: Art, 
Nature and Culture? is the first exhibition to examine 
Humboldt?s impact on five spheres of American cultural 
development: the visual arts, sciences, literature, politics 
and exploration, between 1804 and 1903. It will be on 
view at the Smithsonian American Art Museum?s main 
building Sept. 14 through Jan. 3, 2021 [however, see im-
portant information on planning a visit below]. The mu-
seum is the sole venue for the exhibition. It is organized 
by Eleanor Jones Harvey, senior curator at the museum.

Humboldt (1769?1859) was a renowned Prussian natu-
ralist and explorer and one of the most influential fig-
ures of the 19th century. He lived to his 90th year, pub-
lished more than 36 books, traveled across four conti-
nents and wrote well over 25,000 letters to an interna-
tional network of colleagues and admirers. In 1804, after 
traveling five years in South America and Mexico, Hum-
boldt spent six weeks in the United States. In these six 
weeks, Humboldt ? through a series of lively exchanges 
of ideas about the arts, science, politics, and exploration 
with influential figures such as President Thomas Jeffer-
son and artist Charles Willson Peale ? shaped American 
perceptions of nature and the way American cultural 
identity became grounded in the natural world.

The exhibition centers on the fine arts as a lens through 
which to understand how deeply intertwined Hum-
boldt?s ideas were with America?s emerging identity. It 
includes more than 100 paintings, sculptures, maps, and 
artifacts as well as a video introduction to Humboldt and 
his connections to the Smithsonian through an array of 
current projects and initiatives.

?Eleanor Jones Harvey has dusted for Humboldt?s fin-
gerprints on American art and culture and found them 
nearly everywhere, including the founding of the Smith-
sonian Institution,? said Stephanie Stebich, the Margaret 
and Terry Stent Director of the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum. ?The Smithsonian, with its vast range of 
disciplines and multitude of collections and ongoing re-
search, is the perfect setting for this expansive evaluation 
of Humboldt?s impact in the United States. Humboldt 
encouraged American landscape painters to embrace our 
natural wonders as emblems of our cultural identity. As 
a country, we have much to thank Humboldt for, as re-
flected in the countless namesake places and species 

across our land. Most importantly, Humboldt?s influence 
on America?s love of and protection of nature is revealed 
in other prominent Americans? legacies, such as 
Theodore Roosevelt and Rachel Carson.?

The exhibition places American art squarely in the cen-
ter of a conversation about Humboldt?s lasting influence 
with artworks that reveal how the American wilderness 
became emblematic of the country?s distinctive charac-
ter. Humboldt?s quest to understand the universe ? his 
concern for deforestation and climate change, his taxo-
nomic curiosity centered on New World species of flora 
and fauna and his belief that the arts were as important 
as the sciences for conveying the resultant sense of won-
der in the interlocking aspects of the planet ? make this 
a project evocative of how art illuminates some of the is-
sues central to stewardship of the planet today. Artworks 
by Albert Bierstadt, Karl Bodmer, George Catlin, Frederic 
Church, Eastman Johnson, Samuel F.B. Morse, Peale, 
John Rogers, William James Stillman, and John Quincy 
Adams Ward, among others, will be on display. Church, 
an esteemed painter of the Hudson River school, features 
prominently in the exhibition. He idolized Humboldt, 
going as far as trekking in the naturalist?s footsteps in 
South America.

The exhibition also includes the original ?Peale 
Mastodon? skeleton, on loan from the Hessisches Lan-
desmuseum Darmstadt, with ties to Humboldt, Peale, 
and an emerging American national identity in the early 
19th century. Its inclusion in the exhibition represents a 
homecoming for the important fossil that has been in 
Europe since 1847, and emphasizes that natural history 
and natural monuments bond Humboldt with the 
United States. The skeleton, excavated in 1801 in upstate 
New York, was the most complete to be unearthed at that 
time. Its discovery became a symbol of civic pride. In 
1804, Humboldt was honored with a dinner beneath the 
mastodon while it was exhibited in the Peale Museum in 
Philadelphia. Two paintings featuring the fossil ? ?Ex-
humation of the Mastodon? (1806?08) and ?The Artist in 
His Museum? (1822) both by Peale ? are on display 
nearby in the galleries.

?This project sets out to recapture the immediate, sus-
tained and profound impact of Humboldt?s ideas and 
understand how they shaped the works made by some of 

?ALEXANDER VON HUMBOLDT AND THE UNITED STATES? 
AT THE SMITHSONIAN AMERICAN ART MUSEUM
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Frederic Edwin Church,The Natural Bridge, Virginia, 1852, oil on canvas, The Fralin 
Museum of Art at the University of Virginia, Gift of Thomas Fortune Ryan
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the most influential American artists of the 19th cen-
tury who deliberately wove into their major paintings 
messages about American cultural identity,? Harvey 
said. ?Collectively their efforts created a nature?based 
aesthetic so well recognized today that its roots are ob-
scured, much in the way Humboldt?s concept of ?Cosmos? 
or ?unity of nature? has been accepted as received wis-
dom. That collaborative model lies at the heart of Hum-
boldt?s enterprise and at that of the Smithsonian as well.?

The exhibition features a digital exploration of Church?s 
famous landscape, ?Heart of the Andes? (1859), enabling 
visitors to engage with the painting?s details in new ways. 
The wealth of detail is a painterly extrapolation of 
Humboldt?s plant geography map. The mountain at the 
center of the work, Chimborazo, was referred to as 
?Humboldt?s Mountain.? The narrated, 2.5D animated 
projection enables visitors to appreciate the connections 
between Church?s painting and Humboldt?s ideas.

The exhibition concludes with a ?One Smithsonian? In-
terpretive Lounge where visitors can explore the con-
temporary connections between Humboldt and the work 
being done across the Smithsonian today. Featured ex-
perts include Ximena Velez- Zuazo, marine managing 
director of the Biodiversity Monitoring and Assessment 
Program at the Smithsonian Conservation and Biology 
Institute?s Center of Conservation and Sustainability; 
Kristina Anderson- Teixeira, forest ecologist at the 
Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute and the 
Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute; Mary Elliott, 
curator at the Smithsonian?s National Museum of 
African American History and Culture and a member of 
the Slave Wrecks Project International leadership team; 
and Sofia Elian, graphic designer at the Smithsonian Sci-
ence Education Center.

SMITHSONIAN CHANNEL DOCUMENTARY

Humboldt: Epic Explorer premiered Wednesday, March 
25, at 8 p.m. (ET/PT) on the Smithsonian Channel. This 
new docudrama features Wulf, who follows in Hum-
boldt?s footsteps, tracing his five-year journey across the 
South American continent ? from the Orinoco River to 
the Andes Mountains ? making revolutionary discover-
ies about the workings of the natural world, including 
his insights into human?induced climate change, evolu-
tion and continental drift. Humboldt?s visit to Washing-

ton, D.C., is also featured. It is produced, in collaboration 
with the museum, by Spiegel TV for Smithsonian Net-
works, ZDF and ZDF Enterprises in association with 
Arte.

BOOK

The exhibition catalog, Alexander von Humboldt and the 
United States: Art, Nature and Culture, is written by Harvey 
with a preface by Hans Sues, chair of paleobiology and 
curator of vertebrate paleontology at the Smithsonian?s 
National Museum of Natural History. The book exam-
ines how Humboldt left a lasting impression on Ameri-
can visual arts, sciences, literature, and politics. Hum-
boldt inspired a network of like?minded individuals who 
would go on to embrace the spirit of exploration, decry 
slavery, advocate for the welfare of Native Americans, 
and extol America?s wilderness as a signature component 
of the nation?s sense of self. Harvey traces how Hum-
boldt?s ideas influenced the transcendentalists and the 
landscape painters of the Hudson River school and laid 
the foundations for the Smithsonian, the Sierra Club, 
and the National Park Service. Co?published by the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum and Princeton Uni-
versity Press, it is available for purchase ($75) online: 

https://americanart.si.edu/books/humboldt

PLANNING A VISIT TO THE MUSEUM

?Alexander von Humboldt and the United States: Art, 
Nature, and Culture? was scheduled to be on view from 
March 20 through August 16, 2020. Its opening was de-
layed by six months, and then its extended run (through 
January 3, 2021) was cut short when the Smithsonian 
closed its museums as a public health precaution to help 
contain the spread of COVID?19. The museum was 
closed from March 14 through September 17, 2020 and 
closed again beginning November 23, 2020. Individuals 
are strongly encouraged to view the online exhibit site.

ONLINE EXHIBIT SITE

An online exhibit site with a variety videos, articles, 
podcasts, and images from the exhibit is available at: 

https://americanart.si.edu/exhibitions/humboldt
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NEW MEMBERSHIP COORDINATOR & WEB MANAGER

CREDIT

?Alexander von Humboldt and the United States: Art, Nature and Culture? is organized by the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum with generous support from Joanne and Richard Brodie, Billings and John Cay, Fern and Hersh Cohen, 
Sheila Duignan and Mike Wilkins, the Embassy of the Federal Republic of Germany, Marie M. Halff, Liliane A. and 
Christian W.E. Haub, Raymond J. and Margaret Horowitz Endowment, Kandeo Asset Management, Maureen and 
Gene Kim, LATAM Trade Capital, Robert Lehman Foundation, Henry Luce Foundation, The Lunder Foundation?Pe-
ter and Paula Lunder Family, Provost of the Smithsonian, Lucy S. Rhame, Holly and Nick Ruffin, Jacquelyn and 
William Sheehan, Smithsonian Scholarly Studies Awards, the Terra Foundation for American Art and Kelly Williams 
and Andrew Forsyth.

This exhibition is supported by an indemnity from the Federal Council on the Arts and the Humanities. The accom-
panying catalog is supported by Furthermore: a program of the J.M. Kaplan Fund.

 

Introducing our new website manager and membership coordinator, Antje Petty:

What is your background and current position?

I am the Associate Director of the Max Kade Institute for German?American Studies at the University of Wiscon-
sin?Madison. In that role I organize a lot of outreach programs and give presentation and workshops myself. My goal is 
to make the resources of the Institute easily accessible and available to scholars, students, and the general public alike.

I grew up in Germany. I received a B.A. in International Studies (Russian and Eastern European Studies) and an M.A. in 
Germanics from the University of Washington in Seattle. Before I came to the MKI over twenty years ago, I taught Ger-
man as lecturer at Purdue University in West Lafayette, IN.

What are your interests in German-American studies?

I look at German?American studies from a comparative perspective. I am particularly interested in the diversity of com-
munities that have been labeled German?American and their interactions with non?German neighbors and with Amer-
ican society at large. For that reason I enjoy working with historic American, German?language newspapers and primary 
documents, especially letters. I have slowly taught myself to read the old German script.

How did you get involved in SGAS?

My first involvement with SGAS was attending the annual symposium in Lawrence, 
KS, in 2012 and giving a presentation there. Since then, I joined as many symposia as 
possible. In 2019, I helped organize the symposium in Madison, and I am now in-
volved with the planning of the 45th annual symposium as a virtual event in April 
2021.

What do you hope for the future of  SGAS?

The SGAS provides valuable opportunities for scholars to exchange ideas and to expe-
rience the breadth of the field of German-American studies. I hope that SGAS will ex-
pand in the future, both in members and in research areas. I also hope that the virtual 
symposium in April will entice many members to participate who otherwise would 
not have been able to travel. We all hope to return to the days of an in?person confer-
ences, but hopefully some aspects of the virtual experience will stay with us and will 
help the organization grow.
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A NEW LOOK FOR THE SGAS WEBSITE

You are invited to explore our newly updated and redesigned SGAS website: 

https://sgas.org/

We especially want to draw your attention to two new features:

1) ?News in German?American Studies?

https://sgas.org/news/

Linked on the homepage. Here you can read about events, opportunities, research initiatives, and other news in the 
field of German?American Studies. Contact us, if  you have a news item that you would like us to share on this 
page.

2) ?Recent Books by SGAS Members?

https://sgas.org/publications/books-by-members/

Linked under the Publications tab. This section features recent books on German-American topics by members of the 
SGAS. If  you have written, edited, or translated such a monograph in the last three years, and would like us to 
list it, let us know.

Please send your comments and input to Antje Petty (apetty@wisc.edu). We look forward to hearing from you.
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Society for German-American Studies 45th Annual Symposium

Five-Day Live Virtual Conference in April 2021

In Real Time: German?American Studies Around the Globe

The 45th Annual Symposium of the Society for German?American Studies will be held as a live virtual event over five 
days: Friday and Saturday, April 16 and 17; and Thursday, Friday, and Saturday, April 22, 23, and 24, 2021.

We regret that because of the ongoing pandemic we will not be able to meet in person as planned in Madison, 
Wisconsin, but we are excited about the new opportunities a virtual conference offers. In particular, we look forward 
to connecting with people across the nation and around the world in real time.

To maximize involvement and reach, we are making a few changes to the symposium format. There will be no parallel 
sessions. All presentations will take place between 10:00 a.m. and 3:30 p.m. Central Daylight Time (Chicago time). 
Hour?long sessions devoted to specific topics will feature three lightning (10?minute) presentations followed by a 
30?minute discussion period.

We invite presentations on social and political structures, theoretical and practical science, education, religion, 
language, literature, the arts, history, comparative topics with a German-American component, and more.

- Membership in the Society for German?American Studies and symposium registration are required of those 
whose papers are presented.

- Jointly authored proposals are welcome, but only the names of authors who will present at the symposium will 
be listed in the program.

- Each presenter will have to have the necessary technical set-up and be comfortable with giving a live virtual 
presentation similar to a Zoom webinar.

Please submit an abstract of  your proposed presentation (not more than 250 words), in electronic form, by 
January 4, 2021. Include your paper title, your full name as you wish it to appear in the program, your email address, 
your complete mailing address, and your academic affiliation, if any. Submissions will be selected for presentation 
according to the above criteria and with the new symposium format in mind. Presenters whose papers were accepted 
for the cancelled 44th SGAS Symposium in Georgetown are encouraged to resubmit their proposals.

Send your proposal to Mark Louden: mllouden@wisc.edu, and include ?SGAS 2021 proposal? in the subject line.

Questions? Contact Mark Louden (mllouden@wisc.edu) or Antje Petty (apetty@wisc.edu).

CALL FOR PAPERS
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