GERARDUS MERCATOR, DUTCH CARTOGRAPHER
Gerardus Mercator was a 16th-century Southern Dutch cartographer,
geographer and cosmographer. He was renowned for creating the
1569 world map based on a new projection which represented sailing
courses of constant bearing (rhumb lines) as straight lines—an
innovation that is still employed in nautical charts.
Born: Geert de Kremer 5 March 1512 in Rupelmonde,
County of Flanders, (modern-day Belgium)
Died: 2 December 1594 (aged 82) in Duisburg,
United Duchies of Jülich-Cleves-Berg, Holy Roman Empire
(modern-day Germany)
Mercator was one of the founders of the Netherlandish school of
cartography and is widely considered the most notable figure of the
school in its golden age (approximately 1570s–1670s). In his own day,
he was a notable geographer, and maker of globes and scientific
instruments. In addition, he had interests in theology, philosophy,
history, mathematics and geomagnetism. He was also an accomplished engraver, calligrapher.
Unlike other great scholars of the age he travelled little and his knowledge of geography came from
his library of over one thousand books and maps, from his visitors and from his vast correspondence
(in six languages) with other scholars, statesmen,
travellers, merchants and seamen.
A large part of Mercator's income came from sales
of his terrestrial and celestial globes. For sixty years
they were considered the finest in the world, and
were sold in such great numbers that there are
many surviving examples. This was a substantial
enterprise involving the manufacture of the spheres,
printing the gores, building substantial stands,
packing and distributing all over Europe. He was
also renowned for his scientific instruments,
particularly his astrolabes and astronomical rings
used to study the geometry of astronomy and
astrology.
Mercator wrote on geography, philosophy,
chronology and theology. All of the wall maps were
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engraved with copious text on the region concerned.
As an example the famous world map of 1569 is inscribed with over 5000 words in fifteen legends.
The 1595 Atlas has about 120 pages of maps and illustrated title pages but a greater number of
pages are devoted to his account of the creation of the universe and descriptions of all the countries
portrayed. His table of chronology ran to some 400 pages fixing the dates (from the time of creation)
of earthly dynasties, major political and military events, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes and eclipses.
He also wrote on the gospels and the old testament.
Mercator was a devout Christian born into a Catholic family at a time when Martin Luther's
Protestantism was gaining ground. He never declared himself as a Lutheran but he was clearly
sympathetic and he was accused of heresy; after six months in prison he was released unscathed.
This period of persecution is probably the major factor in his move from Catholic Leuven (Louvain) to
a more tolerant Duisburg where he lived for the last thirty years of his life. Walter Ghim, Mercator's
friend and first biographer, describes him as sober in his behaviour, yet cheerful and witty in
company, and never more happy than in debate with other scholars. Above all he was pious and
studious until his dying days.
During his time at school the headmaster was Georgius Macropedius, and under his guidance
Geert would study the Bible and classics such as the philosophy of Aristotle, the natural history of
Pliny and the geography of Ptolemy. All teaching at the school was in Latin and he would read,
write and converse in Latin – and give himself a new Latin name, Gerardus Mercator
Rupelmundanus, Mercator being the Latin translation of Kremer, which means "merchant".

Towards the end of 1534, the 22 year old Mercator arrived back in
Leuven and threw himself into the study of geography,
mathematics and astronomy under the guidance of Gemma
Frisius.
Mercator was completely out of his depth but, with the help and
friendship of Gemma, who was only four years older, he
succeeded in mastering the elements of mathematics within two
years and the university granted him permission to tutor private
students.
Gemma had designed some of the mathematical instruments
used in these studies and Mercator soon becom e adept in the
skills of their manufacture: practical skills of working in brass,
mathematical skills for calculation of scales and engraving skills to
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produce the finished work.
These sales provided Mercator an income which, together with that from mathematical instruments
and from teaching, allowed him to marry and establish a home. His marriage to Barbara
Schellekens was in September 1536 and Arnold, the first of their six children, was born a year later.
The arrival of Mercator on the cartographic scene was noted by the cognoscenti who purchased
Gemma's globes—the professors, rich
merchants, prelates, aristocrats and courtiers
of the emperor Charles V at Brussels. The
commissions and patronage of such wealthy
individuals would provide an important source
of income throughout his life.
Working alongside Gemma whilst they were
producing the globes, Mercator witnessed the
process of progressing geography: obtaining
previous maps, comparing and collating their
content, studying geographical texts and
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seeking new information from pilgrims,
correspondence, travellers and seamen. He put his newly learned talents to work in a burst of
productivity. In 1537, aged only 25, he established his reputation with a map of the Holy Land which
was researched, engraved, printed and partly published by himself.
A year later, in 1538, he produced his first map of the world,
referred to as Orbis Imago. In 1539/40 he made a map of Flanders
and in 1541 a terrestrial globe. All four works were received with
acclaim and they sold in large numbers.
In 1542, the thirty year old suffered a major interruption to his
life: the Inquisition called. At no time in his life did Mercator
claim to be a Lutheran but there are many hints that he had
sympathies in that direction. Study of the Bible was something that
was central to Mercator's life and it was the cause of the early
philosophical doubts, considered by the Inquisitors to be
tantamount to heresy. His name appeared on a list of 52 Lutheran
heretics which included an architect, a sculptor, a former rector of
the university, a monk, three priests and many others. Mercator
was apprehended in Rupelmonde and imprisoned in the castle.
He was accused of suspicious correspondence with the
Franciscan friars in Mechelen but no incriminating writings were
uncovered. After seven months Mercator was released for lack of
evidence against him, but others on the list suffered torture and
execution: two men were burnt at the stake, another was
beheaded and two women were entombed alive. Mercator never
committed any of his prison experiences to paper; all he would say
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was that he had suffered an "unjust persecution".
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