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This book is a chronicle of those lesser men —  teachers, text-book writers, 
technicians, instrument makers, etc. —  who lived between the years 1485 and 
1714 during the Tudor and Stuart periods when English science made its first 
significant and swift advances. These mathematical practitioners, as they called 
themselves, taught and trained navigators and hydrographers, topographers and 
engineers who thereupon, and for the first time, used’ geometry and trigonometry as 
the basis for their work. Their history, consequently, occupies an important part 
of the history of navigation.

In the Foreword to this distinguished book, the Astronomer Royal writes : 
« It was only gradually that a demand for instruction in geometry and astronomy 
arose to meet the need for improved techniques in navigation, surveying, gunnery 
and horology. This need was supplied in some measure, though inadequately, by 
the mathematical practitioners of London long before it began to be provided by 
the universities. Many of these teachers were men with practical experience 
but of no great education who worked in close association with the instrument- 
makers ; the text-books they used were mostly derived from earlier books and showed 
no originality of treatment. But there were exceptions; from time to time new 
ideas were conceived and improvements in instruments were made.

« Professor Taylor has given a fascinating account of these mathematical 
practitioners and of the development of ideas, methods and instruments from Tudor 
times to early in the eighteenth century, which forms a valuable contribution to 
a little-known epoch in the history of navigation and surveying ».

This account is the substance of Part T which is told in a style that will 
give pleasure to all who enjoy fine historical writing.

Part II consists of a remarkable catalogue of more than four hundred names 
of practitioners, in chronological order, with biographical notes and details on 
each of them and on their works.



Part III supplies, again in chronological order, a list of the most important 
works on the mathematical arts 'both by the practitioners previously listed and by 
various anonymous English authors.

This publication embodies throughout a vast amount of historical research 
and it is therefore fitting that it has been sponsored by the Institute of 
Navigation whose objects are, in particular, the encouragement of research and 
the promotion of the science of navigation and of its associated techniques.

It should be mentioned here, for the reader’s information, that a report of 
this work by Dr. Derek J .  Price, of the Whipple Museum of the History of 
Science at Cambridge, appears on pages 11 to 16 of the January 1955 edition 
of « The Journal of the Institute of Navigation », Vol. V III, No. 1, London.

The Table of Contents of the volume is set out below:

Introduction
Part I. N A R R A T IV E

Chapter /: 1485-1558. ‘Mathematical practice abroad —  John Cabot in 
Bristol —  Nicholas Kratzer at court —  The first English practitioners —  The 
influence of Cambridge scholars —  The work of Leonard Digges.

Chapter I I :  1558-1600. William Cuningham’s survey of methods and 
instruments —  Land survey and cartography —  Vernacular text-books of William 
Bourne —  The work of John Dee and Thomas Digges —  Robert Norman and 
William Borough —  The London Mathematical Lecture —  Thomas Hariot and 
Edward Wright.

Chapter I I I :  1600-1630. Influence of the Gresham Professors —  Loga
rithms and trigonometry —  Ralph Handson’s text-book —  The improvement of 
navigational tables and instruments —  John Tapp and the Seaman’s Kalender —  
Gunter and Oughtred —  The Line of Numbers.

Chapter I V  : 1630-1650. Instruments and equipment for Captain James’s 
voyage —  Observations for variation and longitude —  Gellibrand and the secular 
variation —  Richard Norwood’s text-books —  New measure of the degree —  
Samuel Foster and the quadrant —  George Atwell, surveyor and teacher —  Dr. 
Pell and the teaching of mathematics.

Chapter V  : 1650-1662. The Invisible College —  John Wilkins at 
Oxford —  The surveyors, Leybourne and Wing —  John Wybard —  New Lunar 
Tables by Thomas Streete —  Henry Bond and the longitude —  Mathematical 
book and instrument shops —  Robert Hooke at Oxford —  Controversy on univer
sity teaching of new arts and sciences.

Chapter V I :  1660-1675. Practical mathemathics at the Restoration —  
Early work of the Royal Society on observations at sea and' the longitude problem
—  London surveyors and instrument-makers —  Mathematical practice in Scotland
—  Robert Hooke’s devices and inventions —  John Seller and the English Pilot —  
A  committee for the longitude —  John Flamsteed Astronomer Royal —  French 
measure of the degree.

Chapter V I I :  1675-1695. Christ’s Hospital Mathematical School —  
Samuel Pepys as Governor —  Defects of the current charts —  Pepys and Hailey



—  New surveys —  The pendulum clock, barometer and calculating machine —  
The French Connaissance des Temps.

Chapter V I I I :  1695-1714. New attitude towards mathematical practice
—  The use of the Globes —  The Theory of Earth —  University lectures on 
natural philosophy —  London lectures on applied mathematics —  H ie Lexicon 
Technicum  —  Hauksbee’s « Course of Experiments » —  New mathematical 
schools.

Chapter I X :  1714-1715. The longitude problem —  Varenius’ Geo
graphia Generalis —  A  commission for the longitude —  Candidates for the reward
—  Jeremy Thacker’s criticisms —  The Orrery —  Edmund Stone’s review of 
English instruments —  A  contemporary instrument-maker’s stock-list.

Part II. P R A C T IT IO N E R S

The Practitioners, with Biographical Notes.

Part III. W O R K S

Works on the Mathematical Arts and Practices, with Descriptive Notes. 
Bibliography of Secondary Works Consulted.
Index.


