




EARLY NAVIGATION
As early mariners ventured further and further out to sea, they developed
a variety of instruments to help them plot their course. As the centuries
passed, these became more and more sophisticated and accurate,
allowing sailors to navigate with increasing confidence.

Some journeys – such as the
trade route that opened up
between Egypt and the Minoan

civilization of Crete – required early
sailors to venture on to the open sea
for a couple of days. They navigated
by the sun in the day, and at night
took a bearing on one of the fixed
circumpolar stars, as that would
remain well above the horizon
through the hours of darkness.

Experienced sailors developed
other methods of finding their way.
They learned to recognize currents
and to understand the prevailing
winds and the ways of birds and fish.

Methods such as these – as much
intuitive art as science – were used 
by the peoples of the South Pacific as
they migrated from island to island.

The compass
Invented in China before the 2nd
century AD, the compass was used in
conjunction with feng shui, but there
is no definite record of it being used
as a navigational aid until 1119. Its
introduction allowed sailors to take a
reading day and night, even when the
sky was obscured by clouds and fog.

The use of the compass spread to
Europe, where the dry compass –

more suited to stormy seas than
Chinese compasses, which were
magnetized needles floating in a bowl
of water – was invented around 1300.

By the 15th century, the compass,
together with the dead-reckoning
method of navigation and increasingly
accurate charts, had revolutionized
sailing in Europe. The combination of
a compass direction and instruments
to measure the angular height above
the horizon of the sun, moon and
stars allowed mariners to discover
their latitude, and thus to feel more
secure sailing on the open seas. This
technical innovation provided the

Chart and pair of
compasses Sextant

Compass Marine chronometer

Chinese box compass
of about 1200

1  LIFE A
T

 SEA
D

eA
gostini


