
Eratosthenes of Cyrene 

 

Born: 276 BC         Nationality: Greek 

Died: 194 BC 

Eratosthenes of Cyrene was a Greek 

mathematician, geographer, poet, 

astronomer, and music theorist. He 

invented the word geography which we still 

use today -‘Geo’ was Greek for ‘Earth’ and 

‘graphy’ meant ‘field of study.’ 

Not restricting himself to science, 

Eratosthenes excelled at nearly all things 

intellectual. He wrote books in many 

different areas of study and was also known 

for writing comedy.  

Eratosthenes called himself ‘philologos’ – 

‘lover of learning.’ 

Mathematics 

Sieve of Eratosthenes 

Eratosthenes discovered an efficient way of 

finding all the small prime numbers.  

 

You can carry on this method to find larger 

primes but the larger the prime the longer it 

takes.  
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Measured the size of the Earth 

Eratosthenes calculated the circumference 

of the Earth without leaving Egypt. He knew 

that at noon in Syene the Sun was directly 

overhead. He knew this because the 

shadow of someone looking down a deep 

well at that time blocked the reflection of 

the Sun on the water. He measured the 

Sun's angle of elevation at noon on the 

same day in Alexandria. Using his 

knowledge of triangles and parallel lines, 

Eratosthenes used the method below. 

 

This method allowed him to work out the 

angle at the centre was 1/50th of a circle. 

All he had to do was multiply the distance 

from Syene to Alexandria by 50 to get the 

circumference of the earth. This 

measurement was about 40,000 

kilometres which is only 75 km off our 

measurements today.  

Geography 

Eratosthenes is known as the “Father of 

Geography”. Using his knowledge of maths 

Eratosthenes created what is considered 

the first map of the world.  

 

 

 

Once Eratosthenes published his works on 

the circumference of the Earth it opened up 

a new area of study called Mathematical 

geography.  

Quote  

One philosopher Pliny states "The world was 

grasped" after reading Eratosthenes 

publication.  
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