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GERARDUS MERCATOR 

1512-1594 

Gerardus Mercator, or Gerard Kremer as he was called originally, 
was born on 5 March 1512 in Rupelmonde in Flanders. He entered 
the University of Louvain in 1530 (at that time latinizing his name), 
studied pliilosophy and theology, but switched to mathematics and 
astronomy after graduating. Gemma Frisius was his tutor. Mercator 
also acquired some skills in engraving. His first globe dates from 1536 
and the following year he published his first map (of Palestine). Dur
ing his stay at Louvain, which ended in 1552, he also produced maps 
of the world, other globes and scientific instruments. In 1544 he was 
accused of heresy and was imprisoned for some months. For lack of 
evidence he was released, but in 1552 he decided it was better to 
leave Louvain. He emigrated to the German city of Duisburg, where 
he became a cartographer to the Duke of Cleves. 

Mercator's yeaî s at Duisburg proved to be veiy fruitful. He pro
duced maps of several European countries and edited a new and 
improved edition of Ptolemy. In 1569, in a map of the world espe
cially designed for sailors, he introduced his most important contribu
tion to cartography, the projection that still bears his name. His 
cylindrical projection, which shows loxodromes (rhumb lines) as 
straight lines, made it possible for seamen to lay out their course very 
easily. 

During the last years of his life, Mercator designed, engraved and 
published a large collection of very detailed and accurate maps of 
western and southern Europe. 

Mercator died on 2 December 1594 in Duisburg. A year after his 
death his son Rumold published his maps of Europe as Atlcu, or 
Cosmographic meditations on tlw structure of the world. It was the first time 
the word atlas was used to designate a collection of maps. 

Primar)' works 

Poggendorff, vol. 2, 122; vol. 7A, 431-34. M. van Durme, Correspondance 
Alercatorienne (Antweip, 1959); F. van Ortroy, Bibliogaphie- de I'oeuvre 
mercatorienne (Amsterdam: Meridian Publ. Co., 1978) [orig.: 1918-
1920]; A.S. Osley, Mercator: a monograph on the lettering of maps (...) and a 
translation ofGhim's Vita Mercatoris (London: Faber and Faber, 1969). 



524 ^ BIOGRAPHIES 

_; Secondary sources 

H. Averdunk and J. Mueller, Gerhard Alercator und die Geographen unter 
seinen Nachkommen (Petermanns Mitteilungen, Erganzungsheft no. 182 
(1914)); several authors, 'Gerhard Mercator, 1512-1594: zum 450. 
Geburtstag', in: G. von Rodeii and F. Tischler, eds, Duisburger 
Forschungen, Band 6 (Duisburg-Ruhrort: Renckhoff", 1962); M. Biittner 
ed., .Neue Wege in der Alercator-Forscliung: Alercator als Universalwissenscliaft-
ler (Bochum: Brockmeyer, 1992); idem, ̂ ur Bedeutung der Reformation fir 
Alercator und dessen Neuausrichtung der KosmographieJ Geographie im 16. 
Jahrhundert (Munich: Institut fiir Geschichte der Natui"wissenscliaft, 
1994); M. Biittner and R. Diiven, eds, Alercator und Wandlungen der 
Wissenschcften im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert. Referate des 1. Mercator-Symi-

posiums, Diisburg, 8.-9. Alarz 1992 (Bochum: Brockmeyer, 1993); M. 
Watelet, ed., Gerard Alercator cosmographe: IJ temps et I'espace (Antwerp: 
Fonde Mercator, 1994); Gerhard Alercator: Europa und die Welt. Begleit-
band zw Ausstellung anlasslich des 400. Todestages von Gerhard Alercator im 
Kultur- und Stadthistoiisclwn Aluseum Duisburg vorn 4. September 1994 bis 
zum 31. Januar 1995 (Duisburg: Kultur- und Stadthistoiisches Mu
seum, 1995); R.H. Vermij, ed., Gerhard Mercator und seine Welt 
(Duisburg: Mercator-Veiiag, 1997). 
G. Kish, hi: DSB, vol. 9, 309-310; J. Keuning, in: NNBW, vol. 10, 
614-619; A. de Smet, in: Nationaal Biografisch Woordenboek, vol. 10 
(Brussel: Paleis der Academien, 1983) 431-455; U. Lindgren, in: Neue 
Deutsche Biographic, vol. 17 (Berlin: Duncker and Humblot, 1994) 112-
115. 

: | [K.V.B.] 

1 
.1 




