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Nomenclature - Conventions and Terms

Definition of Time Periods

Largely for the sake of convenience, historians 
have placed markers in history such as early, 

middle and late, Saxon, Norman, Tudor etc. These 
markers have been accepted as indications of 
different periods in time throughout British history. 

I apologize to readers from other countries for 
they will have a different concept of history. All 
labels, however defined, are arbitrary and their use 
depends to a great extent upon the subject of study 
and the context within. I hope I can be forgiven for 
structuring my thesis in my own cultural context.

The historian Whittock1 has written about the 
definition of the period of the Middle Ages and 
concludes that the usual definition from 1066 to 
1485 is based upon analysis of the political events. 
Analysis of the social structures, however, indicates 
a different time period entirely. The history of 
lighthouses includes politics, social history and is 
also about engineering accomplishments.

My intention from the start of this major work 
(the study of lighthouses is called pharology) is to 
divide the scope of what I loosely call ‘medieval’ 
into three phases - ancient, medieval (middle) and 
late.

We might once have considered the lighthouses 
of today as belonging to a ‘modern’ period, but 
McCormick wrote his popular “The Modern Book 
of Lighthouses” in 1936. Now, in the 21st century, 
with technological advances racing ahead, the 
word ‘modern’ is inappropriate. I feel inclined to 
use the phrase ‘lighthouses of the industrial age.’ 
It describes a period that is now historical, for we 
have left that age far behind. I certainly intend to 
include the latest technology in volume 3.

As a consequence, for this book my terminology 
implies that ‘late medieval’ is almost ‘pre-industrial’ 
or perhaps ‘pre-modern.’

Whilst the histories of the ancient and medieval 
periods in some ways blend smoothly into each 
other, there is a yawning chasm between my own 
declared ‘medieval’ and ‘industrial’ periods. (That is 

1	 Whittock, Martin: A Brief History of Life in the 
Middle Ages; Robinson (2009), 320pp. ISBN 978-1-
84529-685-8. This reference: xi - xiii

the reason I chose these dates.) As you make your 
way through this volume, you may be unaware of 
the giant steps forward that are described in detail 
in Volume 3 so there is no more to say here, only 
that my short essay in Chapter 13 detailing the 
evolution of structure acts as a bridge to Volume 3 
and explains why the break in the story is made at 
1700. In reality, it is the changes in light technology 
and the physics of optics that create the chasm.

The first volume of this trilogy, Ancient 
Lighthouses, concerned their history from earliest 
times and terminated with the year 400 when the 
final phase of the Roman Empire approximately 
began.

In the history of lighthouses, we find that, 
afterwards, there was a very long period when 
lighthouses seem to have been largely forgotten 
about until the start of the industrial period. In 
lighthouse terms, this began with the building 
of a wonderful tower on the Eddystone by John 
Smeaton in 1756 (although the principle was set by 
Henry Winstanley’s structure of 1698).

Having completed my study of lighthouses in 
Ancient times therefore, I here propose to use the 
word Medieval in its broadest sense to cover the 
period from 400 to 1700 which will become my 
period of study for this book. Within these centuries 
I shall consider three further sub-divisions.

I will refer to an early Medieval period as the Dark 
Ages from 400 to 1000. The peak ‘middle’ period 
is indicated by the six centuries between 1000 and 
1600, and the term pre-modern or pre-industrial to 
cover the period from 1600 to 1700.

From that time until the turn of the millenium, 
I shall call the Industrial Period and volume 3 will 
therefore be titled Industrial Lighthouses. These 
are terms that approximately correspond to 
conventional practice, but are used here for my 
convenience only.
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Navigational Aids
For consistency, this book will generally refer 

to navigational aids using the modern definitions 
given below and described in Figs. N01 and N02. 
However, so little is known about many of the 
structures discussed herein that any distinction 
between them is often very difficult. We note the 
following definitions:

Beacon:  Any artifact, built or floating, visible or recognizable 
from a distance, whether by land or sea, that is specifically 
intended to provide a signal or warning for any purpose not 
exclusive to navigation.

Navigational aid:   Any artifact set up, either in the sea or 
on land, whether built or floating, with the specific purpose, 
whether primary or otherwise, of assisting seamen in safe 
navigation. A navigational aid can be lit or unlit and may or 
may not have an audible signal. When floating, it is always 
moored in a fixed position.

Lighthouse:   A fully or partially enclosed built structure 
bearing a light that is used as a navigational aid and that is 
capable of admitting at least one person who can operate or 
maintain the light entirely from within.

Lightstructure:   A built structure bearing a light that is used 
as a navigational aid. All lighthouses are lightstructures.

Functional Analysis
 Whilst accepting that the use of lighted aids to 

navigation may have developed incrementally, it is 
possible to identify three stages of development:
A waterborne craft steers at night towards a fire or other 
light that:
• IS NOT intended to act as an aid to navigation
(Stage 1);
• IS intended to act as an aid to navigation
(Stage 2);
• IS intended to act as an aid to navigation AND is set on a 
purposefully-built, elevated platform
(Stage 3).

Stage 1:

Would have been possible from the times when 
fire was first used by hominins (today suggested as 
around 400 ka ago), together with the first use of 
waterborne craft. It was opportunistic on the part 
of the navigators and unplanned by those who lit 

the fires. This could have been available to any 
species of homo having fire and the capability of 
using water-borne transport.

Stage 2:

Could have occurred over a long period of transition 
after Stage 1. The deliberate maintenance of fires 
provided a guide to homecoming craft. There is a 
clear distinction between Stages 1 and 2, for Stage 
2 requires a purposeful intent that may have been 
impossible for species of homo other than homo 
sapiens, although we cannot rule out its use by 
Neanderthals. It is therefore likely that Stage 2 
was implemented at about the same time or soon 
after homo sapiens began to travel by water. In the 
English language, this would commonly be referred 
to as a beacon.

Stage 3:

Is the point at which the idea of a lighthouse finally 
emerged as a discrete, built, purposeful structure. 
It seems to have not occurred until a long time after 
Stage 2, probably in the second millennium BCE.

All of these significant events in human history 
remain vague and subject to change as new evidence 
comes to light. In particular, the placement of Stage 
3 into the time-line of the figure on p2 is challenging, 
given the time gap that clearly exists since Stage 2. 
However, this analysis concludes that the Pharos of 
Alexandria was the first true lighthouse, rather than 
simply a Stage 2 lightstructure.

Names of People and Places
A number of civilizations and cultures are 

covered by the contents of this book and so the 
names of people and places can vary with context. 
Likewise, there are many sites that had different 
names throughout history. Perfect precision 
requires a level of detail that becomes cumbersome 
and renders the text clumsy and difficult to read. I 
have tried to use a common-sense approach that, 
on the whole, uses the commonest form and gives 
alternatives where it seems sensible to do so. The 
site survey of lighthouse and lightstructure sites 
gives all of the alternatives that I am aware of.

I have used italics for the names of ancient 
places or terms in non-English languages. Any 
inconsistency is unintended.
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Fig. N01: Ship-To-Shore View at Night. This Venn Diagram illustrates the relevant visual and functional 
properties of lights viewed at night by mariners as aids to navigation. In particular, the diagram defines the 
world’s first accepted ancient lighthouse.

The diagram applies to night; varying degrees of reflected moonlight have not been included.

Elevated is above ground level on the shore.

Sizes of ellipses and sectors have no significance. Overlap is a visual allusion to shared visual and 
functional properties.

A volcano is a navigational aid if it is visible at night.

A ship may carry a light but because it moves is not a navigational aid.

A camp or domestic fire can be a navigational aid if it helps a mariner to return to a place from 
where he departed.

A temple or sanctuary or other altar is by definition elevated and can be considered to be an 
ancient lighthouse as a secondary function.

The Pharos of Alexandria is the first artificial (built) stone tower that was used as a lighthouse for 
its primary function. It may also have been used for religious and military purposes, but these 
were secondary functions.
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Fig. N02: A Venn Diagram that considers modern navigati onal aids in terms of their visual properti es.

Those structures that are both lit and built are lighthouses and lightstructures.

A historic lighthouse is unlit.

Red pins indicate medieval sites

Yellow pins indicate modern lightstructure 
sites, possibly disused.

Purple pins indicate current lighthouse sites

Symbols Used on Maps
Throughout this book I have tried to use the 
following icons on maps:

Diff erent colour balloons represent other fetaures. 
Green = Places of Note; Blue = Waterways
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