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Scholarly attempts to understand the world in a meaningful way date back to 
the earliest philosophers. For starters, we owe the word geography to Greek scholar 
Eratosthenes, who was born about 275 BCE. Eratosthenes was very interested in 
writing and learning about the earth, and the term he coined for this activity came 
from the Greek language—geo meaning earth and graphos meaning description.6 
His greatest accomplishment in this regard was the first scientific calculation of 
the circumference of the earth based on his observations of the sun.

One of the earliest scholars whose impressions had lasting effects was Claudius 
Ptolemy. Born sometime late in the first century CE, Ptolemy was of Greek origin 
but lived in Alexandria, Egypt. Two of the major texts he produced, Geography and 
Almagest, were efforts to map the world in a system of degrees that measured dis-
tances from the equator.7 Relying on limited knowledge of the world, Ptolemy 
created a map that introduced the concepts of latitude and longitude (see Figure 
2.1). While his calculations were off and much of the world was not known to him 
at the time, his contribution to measurement was significant and enduring.
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Source: “Claudius Ptolemy—The World” by Johannes Schnitzer, engraver. Claudius Ptolemy, cartographer. Scanned by Scott Ehardt from Decorative Maps 
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