Karl Sigismund Kunth (1788 – 1850)

K

arl (Carl or Charles) Sigismund Kunth was born
on 18 June 1788 in Leipzig, Germany, where his
father was a lecturer in English at the university.
His grandfather Johann Siegmund Kunth was a
senior protestant minister and hymn writer before
his death in Baruth, south of Berlin, in 1885. Karl
was educated at the council school, but his father
could not afford to support him further and in 1806
sent him to his uncle Gotlob Christian Kunth, who
had recently been appointed trade commissioner of
the Prussian State Council in Berlin. Gotlob Kunth
was also a counsellor and friend of the Humboldt
family and had tutored the brothers Alexander and
Wilhelm Humboldt. Light duties at the Seehundlung
(Prussian State Bank) enabled Karl to study botany
at the University of Berlin under Carl Ludwig von
Willdenow, director of the botanical garden and one
of the founders of phytogeography, the study of the
geographic distribution of plants. Kunth became
one of his most distinguished students and in 1813
published his first literary attempt, a flora of Berlin.

Bonpland's enormous set of volumes, and followed
these by other major works. A corresponding
member of the Academy of Sciences from 1816,
Kunth enjoyed social intercourse with renowned
French botanists Jussieu, Richard and Desfontaine,
and unlimited access to the great collections of the
Jardin des Plantes and the immense botanical
library of Benjamin Delessert. A trip to England
opened the doors to treasures of the British
Museum, by courtesy of Scottish botanist Robert
Brown.
In 1829, after seventeen years of assiduous and
productive work in Paris, Kunth returned to Berlin
as professor of botany and vice-director of the
botanical garden, where he continued his taxonomic
studies, writing and publishing on diverse families.
Soon after a last visit to his friends in Paris in 1837,
rheumatic pain and hearing loss began to impair his
health. Seeking relief, he undertook a trip to Upper
Bavaria and Salzburg in 1845, but was suddenly
taken ill in Munich and could not continue. Although
he recovered partially and persevered with his
work, he became depressed and even the loving
care of his family was unable to prevent his loss of
will to live. He died on 22 March 1850 in his 62nd
year. According to his wishes, the Prussian
government acquired his botanical collection, which
later formed part of the royal herbarium of Berlin.
Alexander von Humboldt, in the final words of his
obituary, acknowledged not only his friend's
brilliant scientific merit, but also his human
qualities of dignity, compassion and grace. Swedish
botanist Carl Adolph Agardh (1785–1859), a
specialist in algae, honoured him in the brown
seaweed now known as Dictyota kunthii, from Peru.
The species is also found in New Zealand.

Through both his uncle and Willdenow, Kunth
became acquainted with Alexander von Humboldt.
The account of the rich plant collections gathered
by Humboldt and Aíme Bonpland during their epic
1799–1804 Central and South American expedition
was to have been written by Willdenow. However,
after the latter's untimely death in 1812 the task fell
to his student, and in 1813 Karl Kunth at the age of
25 left Berlin to join Humboldt in Paris. Working at
first as Humboldt's assistant and then on his own,
he dealt with the 3,600 new species brought back
by the expedition as well as collections from other
public and private herbaria in Paris. He wrote the
text and prepared most of the drawings for the
seven-volume Nova Genera et Species Plantarum
(1815–23), one of the sections of Humboldt and

Dictyota kunthii
Dictyota ('net-like') is a widespread algal genus
with at least eight species in New Zealand, but
not all are formally named. Dictyota kunthii
(was Glossophora kunthii) grows up to 50 cm
high and 2 cm wide, the forked blades covered
with tongue-like proliferations, giving mature
plants a shaggy appearance. The linear upper
blades have rounded tips. The colour varies
from golden to olive brown, becoming dark
brown in the lower parts. The holdfast is hairy
and felted, with lobed, prostrate thin branches.
Known locally as shaggy strapweed, Dictyota is
found at low tide level, and in deeper water on
exposed coasts throughout New Zealand, and
also Chile and Peru.
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