
History of Rigging

An overview of the evolution of rigging—from early sailing vessels to modern theatrical and

industrial applications.

1. Origins of Rigging (Pre?15th?Century)

Period
Geographic

Focus
Key Developments

Typical

Materials

Ancient Egypt &

Mesopotamia (c.?

3000?BC)

Nile River,

Mediterranean

Simple square?sail ships; ropes made

from papyrus or hemp

Papyrus, flax,

hemp

Classical Greece &

Rome (c.?800?

BC–400?AD)

Mediterranean

Sea

Introduction of the triangular sail

(lateen) and multiple masts; use of

block?and?tackle for cargo handling

Hemp, linen,

animal sinew

Viking Age (c.?

800–1100)
North Atlantic

Longships with staggered oar and sail

rigs; use of “spars” (mast, yard, boom)

tied with tarred rope

Oak spars,

tarred hemp

rope

Early Chinese Junks

(c.?2nd?century?AD)
East Asia

Fully battened sails, multiple masts,

and complex rigging for

maneuverability

Bamboo, silk,

hemp rope

Why it matters: Early rigging was driven by the need to control sail area, balance forces on the

hull, and lift heavy cargo. The basic components—mast, yard, boom, shrouds, stays, halyards,

and lines—were already recognizable.

2. The Age of Sail (15th?–?19th?Centuries)

2.1. Technological Milestones

Century Innovation Impact on Rigging

15th Caravel (Portuguese)
Smaller, highly maneuverable rigs; introduction of the

carrack with multiple masts and complex line systems.

History of Rigging



Century Innovation Impact on Rigging

16th Square?rigged galleon

Standardization of the three?mast arrangement (fore,

main, mizzen) and the use of running rigging for each

sail.

17th
Lateen to square?sail

transition in the Royal Navy

Development of standing rigging (shrouds & stays) made

of iron chain for extra strength.

18th
Bermuda rig (originating in

the Caribbean)

Introduced a triangular mainsail on a single mast;

simplified rigging and improved upwind performance.

19th
Steam?assisted sailing

ships (e.g., clipper ships)

Heavier loads required stronger wire rope (early steel

cable) for stays and shrouds.

2.2. Key Components & Terminology

Standing Rigging – Fixed lines that support masts (e.g., shrouds, forestay, backstay).

Running Rigging – Moveable lines used to set, trim, and furl sails (e.g., halyards, sheets,

braces).

Blocks & Tackles – Pulley systems that give mechanical advantage; essential for handling

large sails.

Ratlines – Rope ladders on shrouds, allowing crew to climb aloft.

2.3. Social & Economic Influence

Naval Power: Nations with sophisticated rigging (Britain, Spain, Netherlands) dominated

sea trade and warfare.

Shipbuilding Guilds: Specialized trades (riggers, ropewalk
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