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Although not widely known, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772) devoted 
major efforts to the establishment of a reliable method for the determination 
of longitude at sea. He first formulated a method while in London in 1710–12 
and he issued various versions of the method, both in Latin and in Swedish, 
throughout his career. In 1766, at the age of 78, he presented his scheme for 
judgment by the Board of Longitude in London. The rich archive of Swedenborg’s 
career allows an unusually detailed study of his longitude project, an analysis 
rather better documented than that available for the host of contemporary 
projectors who launched longitude schemes. 

This analysis uses the longitude work to illuminate key aspects of Swedenborg’s 
wider enterprises, including his scheme to set up an astronomical observatory 
in southern Sweden to be devoted to lunar and stellar observation, his complex 
attitude to astronomical and magnetic cosmology, and his attempt to fit the 
notion of longitude into his visionary world-view. It emerges that his longitude 
method owed much to the established principles of earlier Baroque and 
Jesuit natural philosophy while his mature cosmology sought a rational and 
enlightened model of the universe.

SIMON SCHAFFER is Professor of History of Science at the University of 
Cambridge and Fellow of the British Academy. Since 2010 he has been principal 
investigator on a project funded by AHRC in partnership with the National 
Maritime Museum to study the history of the Board of Longitude. In 2013 he 
wrote and presented a documentary film for BBC4 on the history of automata. In 
spring 2015 he is a visiting professor at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences 
Sociales in Paris.
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