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PAUL-LOUIS MERCANTON- 1876- 1963 

PAUL-LoUIS MERCANTON was born on I I M ay 18 76 a t Lausanne where he was educated. H e 
received his Diploma in E lectrical Engineering in 1899 and his D octorat es Sciences Physiques 
in 190 1. 

H e appeared to have been a ttracted more by pure scientific research tha n by engineering 
and he worked for a time under Professor R ontgen a t Munich . I n 1904 he j oined the sta ff of 
the U niversity of Lausanne, first in the School of Engineering a nd then in the Facul ty of 
Science where he taught geophysics, meteorology and explora tion topograph y ( 1920- 38) . 
From 1934 un til 194 1 he was in cha rge of the Swiss Central M eteorological Sta tion at Zurich. 
Aftel' his retiremen t he lived in Lausanne where his distinctive figure was well-known to 
everyone and where he was visited by friends from a ll over the world . H e died on 25 February 
1963 and , in accordance with his wishes, his ashes will be sca ttered on the Rhone Glacier, 
from where they will eventua ll y be carried to the Provence which he so much loved . 

By the time of his death he had published some 400 papers covering a n unusua lly wide 
range of subjects which included geophysics, g laciology, m eteorology and arch <co logy. H e 
was a ma n of broad in teres ts a nd culture a nd his infectious enthusiasm made him a n origina tor 
in ma ny fi elds. For example, he endeavoured in 19 12, a lthough without success, to receive 
time signa ls in G reenland by m eans of a sma ll crys ta l receiver ; a nd he is recognised as one of 
the pioneers of ra dio-telegraphy a nd telephony in Switzerl and . 

Never theless l\IIercanton d evoted the best pa r t of his scientific effort to glacio logy. Inspired 
by the g reat Swiss glaciologist F. A. Forel (184 1- 19 12) his in tense interest in g laciers began 
very earl y in his career ; a nd his first observations appear to ha ve been made on the texture 
of the O rn y G lacier in July 1896. In 1897 he visited the G lacier des Bois (C ha m onix) by 
himself in ord er to stud y i ts g ra in structure. I n Sep tem ber 1900, with the help of a n assistant, 
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he made a boring in the Trient Glacier to a depth of 12' 25 m. in four hours. The tools used 
were of his own design and their success was essentially due to the use of water to carry away 
the ice dislodged by the drill. This fruitful piece of work attracted the attention of Swiss 
scientific circles and Mercanton was awarded the Schlaefli prize for 1901 by the Societe 
Helvetique des Sciences Naturelles (S.H.S.N. ) . 

From that time on Mercanton was a constant and original contributor to all glaciological 
studies. He established scales to measure the level of the firn at Orny in 1902, on the Eiger in 
1906, and at Diablerets in 1907 and analysed the observations that had been made since 1874 
on the Rhone Glacier. The latter he published under the title "Mensurations au Glacier 
d u Rhone, 1874- 1915" (Neue Denkschriften der Schweizerischen Naturforschenden GesellschaJt, 
Bd. 52, 1916, p. 1- 190), a monumental memoir that must be considered as one of the main 
.contributions to world glaciology. 

On Forel's death in 1912 he took over the general control of studies of the variations in 
the length of Swiss glaciers, a position he held until 1955. He continued to supervise the work 
on the Rhone Glacier until his death, and, in fact, visited it as recently as September 1962. 
He became a member of the Glacier Commission of the S.H.S.N. in 1909 and from 1918 to 
1949 presided with authority over the Commission of which he remained a member until his 
death. 

From 1907 to 1955, alone or in collaboration, he was responsible for the publication of 
reports on the variations of the Swiss glaciers. From 1913 to 1959 he was responsible, under 
the auspices first of the International Glacier Commission, and then of the Commission for 
Ice and Snow of the International Association of Scientific Hydrology, for many useful 
syntheses on the variations in the lengths of European glaciers. In addition, he was also a 
member of the Committee of this Commission, first as Secretary and then as Vice-President. 

From 1919 to 1926, Mercanton made a number of efforts to develop physical methods 
for the measurement of the thickness of glaciers including the use of explosives, ultrasonics 
and geophones. In his determination to find a solution to this problem he was quick to see 
that use was made of the seismic method successfully employed by Mothes on the Pasterze 
and Aletsch Glaciers. The new method was applied to the Rhone Glacier in 193 I and 1933 
and to the Unteraar Glacier between 1936 and 1948. Although his meteorological responsi­
bilities at Zurich prevented him taking part in the field-work it was none the less true that 
he was its tireless and enthusiastic promoter. From that time on seismic methods have been 
extremely fruitful both in alpine and polar glaciology. 

In 19 I 0 Mercanton explored a number of glaciers in orway and Spitsbergen and was a 
member of Alfred de Quervain's Swiss expedition to Greenland in 1912. While the latter 
crossed the ice sheet from west to east Mercanton directed the work on its margin. 

In 1921 he visited the island of Jan Mayen and, with Sir James Wordie, made the first 
.ascent of Beerenberg. In 1929, during a cruise with ].-B. Charcot in the Pourquoi Pas?, I had 
the honour to be Mercanton's assistant during his geodetic determination of the height of 
Beerenberg. I was thus able to appreciate the care that he gave to all his observations and 
measuremen ts. 

Paul-Louis Mercanton brought to his research a scientific honesty and rigour from which 
he never departed; and what he expected from himself he expected also from others. More­
over his critical faculty did not make him tolerant towards those less conscientious than 
himself from whom he took no pains to hide his opinions. On the other hand, those who had 
his confidence and esteem were treated to his vast fund of knowledge- he had an astonishing 
memory- and to his, often valuable, suggestions. With all this, behind the scholar there was 
the man, gay and witty, full of original ideas and with a passionate love of life. 

Paul-Louis Mercanton, a pioneer of alpine and polar glaciology, has left a life's work of' 
exceptional richness and one that fills us with admiration. He is survived by his wife and only 
daughter. ANDRE RENAUD 
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