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Open and Read
Find Something Valuable
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There is a Chinese saying: “It is beneficial to open any book.” It is even
more fruitful to open and read classic books. The world is keeping on changing,
but really fundamental and essential things stay the same since there is nothing
new under the sun. Great ideas have been discovered and re-discovered, and they
should be learnt and re-learnt. Classic books are our inheritance from all the
previous generations and contain the best of knowledge and wisdom of all the
people before us. They are timeless and universal. We cannot travel back in time,
but we can converse with the originators of current theories through reading their
books. Classic books have withstood the test of time. They are reliable and contain
a wealth of original ideas. More importantly, they are also books which have not
finished what they wanted or hoped to say. Consequently, they contain unearthed
treasures and hidden seeds of new theories, which are waiting to be discovered.
As it is often said: history is today. Proper understanding of the past work of
giants is necessary to carry out properly the current and future researches and
to make them to be a part of the history of science and mathematics. Reading
classic books is not easy, but it is rewarding. Some modern interpretations and
beautiful reformulations of the classics often miss the subtle and crucial points.
Reading classics is also more than only accumulating knowledge, and the reader
can learn from masters on how they asked questions, how they struggled to come
up with new notions and theories to overcome problems, and answers to questions.
Above all, probably the best reason to open classic books is the curiosity: what
did people know, how did they express and communicate them, why did they do
what they did? It can simply be fun!

This series of classic books by Higher Education Press contains a selection of
best classic books in natural history, mathematics, physics, chemistry, information
technology, geography, etc. from the past two thousand years. They contain mas-
terpieces by the great people such Archimedes, Newton, Lavoisier, Dalton, Gauss,
Darwin, Maxwell, and hence give a panorama of science and mathematics. They
have been typeset in modern fonts for easier and more enjoyable reading. To help
the reader understand difficult classics better, some volumes contain introductions
and commentaries by experts. Though each classic book can stand in its own,
reading them together will help the reader gain a bigger perspective of science and
mathematics and understand better interconnection between seemingly unrelated
topics and subjects.
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Higher Education Press has been the largest publisher in China. Besides the
long tradition of providing high quality books for proper education and train-
ing of university and graduate students, she has also set out to provide research
monographs and references books to people at all levels around the world. Higher
Education Press considers it her duty to keep the world science and mathematics
community informed of what has been achieved in their subjects in easy and
accessible formats. This series of classic books is an integral part of this effort.
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PREFACE BY THE PUBLISHER.

GREAT pains have been taken with the present translation, as well in regard
to fidelity and style, as in what may be termed the accessories. In addition to all
that is contained in the original work, it comprises an interesting view of Chimbo-
razo, from a sketch by Humboldt himself; a facsimile of the author’s handwriting;
head lines of contents; translations of the principal Latin, French, and Spanish
quotations;* a very complete index; and a conversion of all the foreign measure-
ments. It was at first intended to give both the foreign and English measurements,
in juxta-position; but this plan was abandoned on perceiving that the pages would
become overloaded with figures, and present a perplexing and somewhat appalling
aspect, without affording any equivalent advantage to the English reader. In some
few instances, however, where it seemed desirable, and in all the parallel tables,
duplicate measurements have been inserted. The French toises are converted into
their relative number of English feet; and German miles, whether simple or square,
are reduced to our own. The longitudes have been calculated from Greenwich, con-
formably to English maps, in lieu of those given by Humboldt, which are calculated
from Paris. The degrees of temperature, instead of Reaumur’s, are Fahrenheit’s,
as now the most generally recognised.

It here becomes necessary to say something of the translators, and the cause
of so much unexpected delay in producing this volume; the more so as many of
the subscribers to the Scientific Library have expressed an interest in the subject,
owing, in some measure, to a controversy which arose out of my previous publi-
cation of Cosmos. The translation was originally entrusted to E. C. Otté, with
an agreement as to time, according to which I had every reason to expect that I
should fulfil my engagement to publish it in October last, or at latest in November;
but, after much of the manuscript was prepared, the translator’s indisposition and
subsequent absence from London, occasioned a serious suspension. In this dilemma
I found it necessary to call in aid, as well as to assist personally. The result of this
“co-operation of forces” will no doubt prove satisfactory to the reader, inasmuch
as every sheet has been at least trebly revised, and it is hoped proportionably im-
proved. In addition to the responsible translator, my principal collaborateur has
been Mr. R. H. Whitelocke, a gentleman well qualified for the task.

All the measurements are calculated by the scientific friend, who fulfilled this
department so satisfactorily in my edition of Cosmos.

The translation of the pretty poem, The Parrot of Atures, (page 189,) now first

* To instance a few, see pp. 241, 245, 255, 259, 304, 320, 325, 326, 886, 422, 424.
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