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From ancient times, humans have tried to understand the workings of the world around them.
The roots of modern physical science go back to the very earliest mechanical devices such as
levers and rollers, the mixing of paints and dyes, and the importance of the heavenly bodies

in early religious observance and navigation. The physical sciences as we know them today
began to emerge as independent academic subjects during the early modern period, in the
work of Newton and other ‘natural philosophers, and numerous sub-disciplines developed
during the centuries that followed. This part of the Cambridge Library Collection is devoted to
landmark publications in this area which will be of interest to historians of science concerned
with individual scientists, particular discoveries, and advances in scientific method, or with the
establishment and development of scientific institutions around the world.

An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe,
Founded upon the Laws of Nature

Although his yeoman father is said to have burnt his books to discourage excessive studiousness,
Thomas Wright (1711-86) nevertheless acquired considerable knowledge in the fields of mathe-
matics, navigation and astronomy. Later benefiting from the patronage of wealthy families,

he also surveyed estates, designed gardens, and tutored aristocrats. He is best known, however,
for his contribution to astronomy: this illustrated work of 1750 was his most famous publication.
Written in the form of nine letters, the book quotes both poets and scientists in the opening
discussion as Wright sets out to fuse, rather than separate, science and religion. Combining his
observations of the Milky Way with his theological belief in a universe of perfect order, he notes,
among other things, that our galaxy appears to be disc-shaped. While largely ignored by
contemporary astronomers, Wright’s ideas can be seen as a forerunner to more sophisticated
conceptions of our galaxy’s configuration.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108073745
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-07374-5 - An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe, Founded upon the Laws of Nature:
And Solving by Mathematical Principles the General Phaanomena of the Visible Creation, and Particularly

the Via Lactea

Thomas Wright
Frontmatter

More information

Cambridge University Press has long been a pioneer in the reissuing of out-of-print titles from
its own backlist, producing digital reprints of books that are still sought after by scholars and
students but could not be reprinted economically using traditional technology. The Cambridge
Library Collection extends this activity to a wider range of books which are still of importance to
researchers and professionals, either for the source material they contain, or as landmarks in the
history of their academic discipline.

Drawing from the world-renowned collections in the Cambridge University Library and other
partner libraries, and guided by the advice of experts in each subject area, Cambridge University
Press is using state-of-the-art scanning machines in its own Printing House to capture the content
of each book selected for inclusion. The files are processed to give a consistently clear, crisp image,
and the books finished to the high quality standard for which the Press is recognised around
the world. The latest print-on-demand technology ensures that the books will remain available
indefinitely, and that orders for single or multiple copies can quickly be supplied.

The Cambridge Library Collection brings back to life books of enduring scholarly value (including
out-of-copyright works originally issued by other publishers) across a wide range of disciplines in
the humanities and social sciences and in science and technology.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108073745
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-07374-5 - An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe, Founded upon the Laws of Nature:
And Solving by Mathematical Principles the General Phaanomena of the Visible Creation, and Particularly

the Via Lactea

Thomas Wright
Frontmatter

More information

An Original Theory
or New Hypothesis
of the Universe,
Founded upon
the Laws of Nature

And Solving by Mathematical Principles
the General Pheenomena of the Visible Creation,
and Particularly the Via Lactea

THOMAS WRIGHT

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108073745
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-07374-5 - An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe, Founded upon the Laws of Nature:
And Solving by Mathematical Principles the General Phaanomena of the Visible Creation, and Particularly

the Via Lactea

Thomas Wright
Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE
UNIVERSITY PRESS

University Printing House, Cambridge, cB2 8Bs, United Kingdom
Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.
It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108073745

© in this compilation Cambridge University Press 2014

This edition first published 1750
This digitally printed version 2014

ISBN 978-1-108-07374-5 Paperback

This book reproduces the text of the original edition. The content and language reflect
the beliefs, practices and terminology of their time, and have not been updated.

Cambridge University Press wishes to make clear that the book, unless originally published
by Cambridge, is not being republished by, in association or collaboration with,
or with the endorsement or approval of, the original publisher or its successors in title.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108073745
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-07374-5 - An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe, Founded upon the Laws of Nature:
And Solving by Mathematical Principles the General Phaanomena of the Visible Creation, and Particularly

the Via Lactea

Thomas Wright

A N
ORIGINAL THEORY
O R
NEW HYPOTHESIS
OF THE

UNIV ER S L

Founded upon the

LAWS of NATURE

AND SOLVING BY
MATHEMATICAL PRINCIPLES
T HE
General PHENOMENA of the VISIBLE CREATION ;
AND PARTICULARLY

The VIA L ACTE A

Compris’d in Nine Familiar LETTERs from the AuTHoR to his FRIEND.

And Illuftrated with upwards of Thirty Graven and Mezzotinto Plates,
By the Beft MAsTERS,

By THOMAS WRIGHT, of DurnaM.

One Sun by Day, by Night ten Thoufand fbine,
And light us deep into the DexTy. Dr. Younc.

L GQNDON:
Printed for the AvuTHoRr, and fold by H. CuapELLE, in Grofvenor-Street,
MDCCL,

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108073745
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-07374-5 - An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe, Founded upon the Laws of Nature:
And Solving by Mathematical Principles the General Phaanomena of the Visible Creation, and Particularly

the Via Lactea

Thomas Wright
Frontmatter

More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108073745
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-07374-5 - An Original Theory or New Hypothesis of the Universe, Founded upon the Laws of Nature:
And Solving by Mathematical Principles the General Phaanomena of the Visible Creation, and Particularly

the Via Lactea

Thomas Wright
Frontmatter

More information

1HE Author of the following Letters having been
| flattered into a Belief, that they may probably prove of
fome Ufe, or at leaft Amufement to the World, he has

s i ventured to give them, at the Requeft of his Friends,
i| to the Publick. His chief Defign will be found an At-

tempt towards folving the Phznomena of the V72 Laétea,
and in confequence of that Solution, the framing of a
regular and rational Theory of the known Univerfe, before unattempted
by any. But he isvery fenfible how difficult a Tafk it is to advance any
new Doétrine with Succefs, thofe who have hitherto attempted to propagate
aflronomical Difcoveries in all Ages, have been butill rewarded for their La-
bours, tho’ finally they have proved of the greateft Benefit and Advantage
to Mankind. This ungrateful Leflon we learn from the Fate of thofe in-
genious Men, who, in ignorant Times, haveunjuftly fuffered for their fupe-
rior Knowledge and Difcoveries ; they who firft conceived the Earth a Ball,
were treated only with Contempt for their idle and ridiculous Suppofition,
as it was called ; and he who firft attempted to explain the Antzpodes, loft his
Life by it ; but in this Age Philofophers have nothing to fear of this fort,
the great Difgdvantages attending Authors now, are of a widely different
A2 Nature,
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Nature, rifing from the infinite Number of Pretenders to Knowledge in
this Science, and much is to be apprehended from improper Judges, tho’
from real oncs nothing; for nothing is more certain than this, as much as
any Subject exceeds the common Capacity of Readers, fo much will the
Work in general be condemned; the Air of Knowledge is at leaft in
finding Fault, and this vain Pretence generally leads People, who have no
real Foundation for their Judgment to argue from, to ridicule what they
are too fenfible they do notunderftand. Thus the fame Difadvantages too
often attend both in publick and private an exceeding good Production
cqually the fame as a very bad one: But the Author isnot vain enough to
think this Work without Faults, has rather Reafon to fear, from the
Weaknefs of his own Capacity, that there may be many; but he hopes
the Defign of the Whole will, in fome meafure, plead for the Imperfection
of the Parts, if the Merits of the Plan fhould be found infufficient for his
full Pardon, inattempting fo extenfive a Subject.

In a Syftem thus naturally tending to propagate the Principles of Virtue,
and vindicate the Laws of Providence, we may indeed fay too little, but
cannot furely fay too much ; and to make any further Apology fora Work of
fuch Nature, where the Glory of the Divine Being of courfe muft be the
principal Objet in View, would be too like rendering Virtue accountable to
Vice for any Author to expe to benefit by fuch Excufe. The Motive
which induces us to the Attempt of any Performance, where no good Rea-
fon can be fuppofed to be given for the Omiffion, or Neglect of it, will al-
ways be judged an unneceffary Promulgation, and confequently every At-
tempt towards the Difcovery of Truth, the Enlargement of our Minds, and
the Improvement of our Underftandings will naturally become a Duty,  If
therefore this Undertaking falls (hort of being inftrumental towards the ad-
vancing the Adoration of the Divine Being in his infinite Creation of high-~
er Works, and proves unable to anfwer all Objections that may poffibly
arife againft it, yet will its Imperfe@ions appear of fuch a Nature to every
candid Reader, as to afford the Author a fufficient Apology for producing
them to the World: And itis to be hoped farther, that where a Work is
entirely upon a new Plan, and the Beginning, as it were, of a new Science,
before unattempted in any Language, the Author having dug all his Ideas
from the Mines of Nature, is {urely intitled to every kind of Indulgence.

To
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To thofe who are weak enough to think that fuch Enquiries as thefe
are over-curious, vain, and prefumptive, and would willingly, fuitable to
their own Ignorance and Comprehenfion, fet Bounds to other People’s
Labours, I anfwer with Mr. Huygens, ¢ That if our Forefathers had
* been at this Rate fcrupulous, we might have been ignorant ftill of the
¢ Magnitude and Figure of the Earth ; or that there was fuch a Place as
« America. We fhould not have known that the Moon is enlightened by
¢ the Sun’s Rays, nor what the Caufes of the Eclipfes of each of them
¢ are; nora Multitude of other Things brought to Light by the late
¢ Difcoveries in Aftronomy ; for what can a Man imagine more abftrufe,
¢¢ or lefs likely tobe known, than what is now as clear as the Sun.”

Had we ftill paid that Homage to a Name,
Which only God and Nature juttly claim ;
The weftern Seas had been our utmoft Bound,
Where Poets ftill might dream the Sun was drown’d;
And all the Stars that fhine in Southern Skies,
Had been admir’d by none but favage Eyes.
DrypeN.

Befides the Noblenefs and Pleafure of thefe Studies, #ifdom and Mo-
rality are naturally advanced, and much benefited by them, and even Re-
ligion itfelf receives a double Luftre, ¢ to the Confufion of thofe who
«« would have the Earth, and all Things formed by the fhuffling Concourfe
« of Atoms, or to be without Beginning.”” In Aftronomy, as well as in
natural Philofophy, though we cannot pofitively affirm every thing we fay
to be Fa@s and Truth, yet in fo noble and fublime a Study as that of Na-
zure, it is glorious, as Mr. Huygens fays, even to arrive at Probability.

Notwithftanding then the Difadvantages which ever have attended all
new Difcoveries, either thro’ the Ignorance of the Age, or the univerfal Paf-
fion of Ridicule in fuch contented Creatures,as can’t comprehend, yet ever at-
tacking with a fool-hardy Refolution, the advancing Enfigns of Knowledge,
if Ignorance was Virtue, and Wifdom Vice ; I fay, regardlefs of this noify
Shore, it is fure our Duty to fpring forward, and explore the fecret
Depths of Infinity, and the wonderful hidden Truths of this vaft Ocean
of Beings. But how the heavenly Bodies were made, when they were

made
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made, and what they are made of, and many other Things relating to
their Entity, Nature, and Ultility, feems in our prefent State not to be
within the Reach of human Philofophy; but then that they do exift, have
final Caufes, and were ordained for fome wife End, is evident beyond a
Doubt, and in this Light moft worthy of our Contemplation,

He who thro’ vaft Immenfity can pierce,
See Worlds on Worlds compofe one Univerfe,
Obferve how Syftem into Syftem runs,
What other Planets, and what other Suns;
What varied Being peoples ev'ry Star ;
May tell why Heav’'n made all Thingsas they are,
PorE.

To expet that fo new an Hypothefis thould meet with univerfal Ap-
probation, would be an unpardonable Vanity ; nor is it reafonable every
Reader fhould think the Author obliged to remove all his Prejudices and
Partialities, fo far as to give him the perfect Picture of the Univerfe he
likes beft. In many Cafes it would be fo far from being better for the
World, if all Men judged and thought alike, that Providence feems rather
to have guarded againft it as an Evil, than any how to have promoted it
as a general Good : But the following Theory regards the Whole rather
than Individuals: And the many worthy Authors cited in the Work, who
have all greatly favoured this extenfive Way of Thinking, will, I hope,
be a fufficient Excufe for forming thefe obvious Conjectures inte a Theory,
efpecially where fo greata Problem is attempted as the Solution of the V7«
Lacteal Phenomenon, which has hitherto been looked upon as an infur-
mountable Difficulty. How the Author has fucceeded in this Point, is
a Quetftion of no great Confequence; he has certainly done his beft ; ano-
ther, no Doubt, willdo better, and a third perhaps, by fome more rational
Hypothefis, may perfet this Theory, and reduce the Whole to infallible
Demonftration : The firft Syftem of the folar Planets was far from a true
one, but it led the Way to Perfetion, and the laft we can never too
much admire. It is well known, thatthe firft Syftem of the Planets was
alfo but a Conjecture, yet none will deny that it was an happy one.

The
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The Difcovery of the Magnet Poles; the Government of the Tides ;
proportional Diftance and Periods of the Planets, &¢. have all their Ufes,
and undoubtedly were defigned to be known. Ignorance is the Difgrace
of Mankind, and finks human Nature almoft to that of Reptiles. Know-
ledge s its Glory and the diftinguithing Characteriftic of rational Creatures.

To Enquiries of this fort, then fure we may fay with Mi/zon, That

Gop’s owN EAR LISTENS DELIGHTED.

The Subject is, no Doubt, the nobleft in Nature, and as fuch, will al-
ways merit the Attention of the thinking Part of Mankind. Men of
Learning and Science, in all Ages, have ever made it their peculiar Study,
Towards the latter End of the Republic, and afterwards in the more peace-
able Times of Trajan and the Plinys, we have no Reafon to doubt but
that Aftronomy was in the higheft Reputation: And notwithftanding
Greece had been the chief Seat of the Philofophers, yet may we fuppofe
Rome in thofe Days little inferior in the Knowledge of the Stars, when we
find Men * of the firft Figure in Life become Authors upon the Subje&.

We have many Inftances to thew, that Aftronomy was in the greateft
Repute amongft the Antients of all Ranks, and almoft every where look-
ed upon as one of the greateft, if not as one of the firft Qualifications of
their beft Men. As a Confirmation of which, we find in the hiftorical
Accounts of the Argives, a very warm Conteft betwixt the two Sons of
Pelops 1205 Years before Chrifi, thus teftified by Lucian: When the Ar-
gives, by publick Confent, had decreed that the Kingdom fhould fall to
him of the two, who fhoald manifeft himfelf the moft learned in the
Knowledge of the Stars, Thyeffes thereupon is faid to have made known to
them, the Conftellation, or Sign ofthe Zodrack call’d Aries: But Atreus at
the fame time difcovering to themthe Courfeof the Sun, with his various Ri-
fing and Setting, demonftrating his Motion to be * contrary to that of the
Heavens, or diurnal Motion of the Stars, was thereupon elected King.

* Cicero tranflated the Phznomena of Aratus into Latin Verfe. Fulius Czfar, as Pliny
relates, wroteof Aftronomy in Gree#, and is faid to have left feveral Books of the Motion of
the Stars behind him, derived from the Do&trine of the Egyptians. Ant. Chrif. 45. He with
Sofigenes reformed the Roman Year, which was firft invented by Numa Pompilius. G erma-
nicus Cefar allo tranflated Aratus’s Phenomena into Latin Verfe Anno Dom. i5. Tiberius
and Hadrian are alfo faid to have wrote on Aftroncmy.

* Hence arofe the Fable of the Sun’s going backwards in the Days of Atreus, as if ftruck
with Abhorrence of his bloody Banquet.  Vide Ovid’s Metamorphofis,

To
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To recite more of the moft eminent Patrons and Profeflors of this kind
of Learning here, will carry me too far from my prefent Purpofe; for farther
Information therefore, I fhall refer the inquifitive Reader, to that curious
Catalogue in Sherburn’s Sphere of Manilius, where fo many ruling 4 Men
of all Agesand Nations {well, and illuftrate the Number.

In aWord, when we look upon the Univerfe asa vaft Infinity of Worlds,
acted upon by an eternal Agent, and crouded full of Beings, all tending
through their various States to a final Perfe&tion, and refle& upon the
many illuftrious Perfonages, who have, from time to time, thought it a
kind of Duty to become Obfervers, and confequently Admirers of this
ftupendious Sphere of primary Bodies, and diligent Enquirers into the ge-
neral Laws and Principles of Nature, who can avoid being filled with a
kind of enthufiaftic Ambition, to be acknowledged one of the Number,
who, asit were, by thusadding his Atom to the Whole, humbly endea-
vours to contribute towards the due Adoration of its great and divine Au-~
thor.

Ijudge it will be quite unneceflary to fay any thing about the Order of
the Work, fince that would be only a Repetition of the Table of Con-
tents, to which the Reader is referred, as to the propereft Account that can
here be given.

+ Seven Emperors, nine Kings, and as many fovereign Princes. Charlemagne wrote Ephe-
merides, and named the Months and Winds in High Dutch, 770. Rich. I1. &%,

TRHE
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