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Edward Wright (1561-1615)

Norfolk family background (‘mediocris fortunae’)

Cambridge – entered Gonville and Caius College as sizar 1576; successively BA 
(1580-1), MA (1584) and fellow (1587-1596)

Diversions from academic life: to sea with the Earl of Cumberland, 1589
Astronomical observation programme 1594-7 in London

Married 1595 and resigned Cambridge fellowship 1596

Diverse and precarious London career: author on navigation, astronomy, 
sundials, logarithms, magnetism as well as active technical consultant 

High-placed patrons such as Henry, Prince of Wales and latterly employment by 
the East India Company – but apparently dies in relative poverty



Sir George Clifford, 3rd Earl of 
Cumberland (1558 – 1605)

Cumberland headed a series 
of privateering fleets which 
set out most summers in the 
1580s and 1590s

Portrait miniature by 
Nicholas Hilliard, c. 1590, 
showing him wearing tilting 
armour as Elizabeth I's 
Champion

(National Maritime Museum)





Gerard Mercator, Nova et Aucta Orbis Terrae Descriptio
ad Usum Navigantium Emendate Accommodata (1569)











Life (and death) at sea

Coming home from the Azores voyage 
of 1589:

'Now in every corner of the ship were 
heard the lamentable cries of sick and 
wounded men sounding woefully in 
our ears, crying out and pitifully 
complaining for want of drink, being 
ready to die, yea many dying for lack 
thereof, so as by reason of this great 
extremity we lost many more men 
than we had done all the voyage 
before‘

(Certaine Errors, 1599 edition)

Wright reflecting on mariners’ 
experience, in which they were:

'banishing themselves (as it were) 
from their nearest friends and native 
country, to remain in a wooden 
prison, always within one span of 
present death, with the dangerous 
adventure of their dearest lives also at 
sea many times‘

(Certaine Errors, 1610 edition, 
dedication)





















Certaine Errors in 
Navigation, …. Detected 
and Corrected

Second edition, 1610





Item 2: the 
variation of 
the compass



Robert Norman, The Newe
Attractive (1581)

Explaining compass 
variation.



Gerard Mercator, 
north polar view of 
the world



William Gilbert, 
De magnete
(1600)

Accounting for 
magnetic 
variation





“The letters vc signifie the 
variation of the compasse: 
which how much it is, the 
numbers adioyned do 
declare, whereof the first 
sheweth the degrees, the 
second the minutes. The 
syllables or or occ shew 
whether the variation be 
orientall, or occidental.”



Edward 
Wright,
Mercator 
world map 
from 1610 
edition of 
Certaine
Errors



North Atlantic from 
Wright’s 1610 
world map









World map on Mercator projection, from Richard Hakluyt, 
Principal Navigations, 2nd edition (1598-1600)


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Slide Number 26
	Slide Number 27
	Slide Number 28
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Slide Number 33
	Slide Number 34

