
100. A Philosopher Giving a Lecture on the Orrery 

Joseph Wright of Derby. C. 1763-1765 C.E. Oil on canvas 

 Orrery: mechanical model of the solar system 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 The Orrery, caused a greater stir (than Wright’s first painting), as it replaced the Classical subject 

at the centre of the scene with one of a scientific nature 
o Wright's depiction of the awe produced by scientific "miracles" marked a break with 

previous traditions in which the artistic depiction of such wonder was reserved for 

religious events 

 The painting was one of a number of British works challenging the set categories of the rigid, 

French-dictated, hierarchy of genres in the late 18th century, as other types of painting aspired 

to be treated as seriously as the costumed history painting of a Classical or mythological subject 

 The Orrery was painted without a commission, probably in the expectation that it would be 

bought by Washington Shirley, 5th Earl Ferrers, an amateur astronomer who had an orrery of 

his own, and with whom Wright's friend Peter Perez Burdett was staying while in Derbyshire.  
o Figures thought to be portraits of Burdett and Ferrers feature in the painting, Burdett 

taking notes and Ferrers seated with a youth next to the orrery.[9] Ferrers purchased the 

painting for £210, but the 6th Earl auctioned it off, and it is now held by Derby Museum 

and Art Gallery,[10] where it is on permanent display, and close to a working replica of a 

full-sized mechanical Grand Orrery 

 Close observation of the adult faces in the picture reveals that each one demonstrates one or 

other of the main phases of the moon – new moon, half moon, gibbous moon and full moon 
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