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5. Scientific Amusements:
Literary Representations of the
Birmingham Lunar Society

At some point around the middle of the 1780s, Barthélemy Faujas de
Saint-Fond, a French traveler with wide-ranging scientific interests,
completed a journey through Britain by stopping in Birmingham. In the
course of his visit, he had already met some of the most distinguished
British thinkers of the day, and the list of people and places he visited
makes the travel book he subsequently published sound like something
of a scientific grand tour. While traveling near London, for example, he
managed to walk in on Caroline Herschel as she was making complex
astronomical calculations based on observations that her brother Wil-
liam was transmitting down from his observatory. Later, after going
north to study the geological formations of the Hebrides, Saint-Fond was
able to stop off in Edinburgh to discuss geology with James Hutton,
medicine with William Cullen, and human nature with Adam Smith.
Delighted as he had been by such encounters, he nonetheless decided,
soon after arriving in Birmingham, that it was ‘one of the most interesting
towns in England.” As he concluded, summing up his impressions of
the city after meeting and dining with the scientists Joseph Priestley and
James Watt, ‘we may be said to have resided [here] in the midst of the
arts and industry. The society of enlightened men and amiable women
added new charms to our situation. Our minds were informed and
deligh;ted; our heads were filled with facts, and our hearts with grati-
tude.’

This picture of Birmingham as a high point in a cultural and intellec-
tual tour of Britain is not simply the polite gesture of a traveler using his

1 Barthélemy Faujas de Saint-Fond, Travels in England, Scotland, and the Hebrides;
Undertaken for the Purpose of Examining the State of the Arts, the Sciences, Natural History
and Manners in Great Britain, 2 vols. (London, 1799), 2:339.

2 Saint-Fond, 2:348.
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58  Pam Perkins

book to pay his social debts; Saint-Fond was by no means the only writer
to be fascinated by these midlands intellectuals. On the contrary, a
number of those scientists were the subjects of more or less amused
commentary in a range of literature of the 1780s and 90s. Not all of the
English writers were as generous as Saint-Fond in their observations, but
even in mocking or critical responses, one finds an assumption that the
scientific work of these men was — for good or ill — very much a part
of the cultural world of the novelists and poets commenting on them and
that audiences would be both engaged and amused by allusions to or
representations of the cutting-edge science coming out of the Midlands.
In many of these literary reconstructions of the Birmingham intellectu-
als, what one sees is not so much scepticism of or resistance to new and
sometimes esoteric ideas, but rather an implicit or explicit celebration of
scientific and philosophical exploration as a foundation for sociable
engagement with the world.

The later eighteenth century would not have seen anything odd, of
course, about the idea that at least some scientific experimentation
would naturally be part of the wider world of civilized conversation and
debate. Ladies and gentlemen of leisure made botanical collections, for
example, and demonstrations of electricity briefly became something of
a parlor game.’ More generally, as Alan Rauch has pointed out (admit-
tedly, in reference to a slightly later period), ‘/[t]he notion that science and
scientists are somehow isolated within their cultures’ has started to be
replaced, in recent critical studies, by ‘a kind of dialectic where science,
literature, and culture are understood to borrow freely from each other.”
What is of particular interest in the representations of the Birmingham
scientists is that their association with one another was predicated not
just on the assumption that certain aspects of scientific experimentation
might catch non-specialist public interest but that, more importantly, the

3 There have been a number of fairly recent studies of how women, in particular,
contributed to the botanical sciences in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
For a general overview of the subject, see Ann B. Shteir, Cultivating Women, Cultivating
Science: Flora’s Daughters and Botany in England 1760 to 1860 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1996). Susan Scott Parrish provides a more focused discussion of
the subject in an American context in “‘Women'’s Nature: Curiosity, Pastoral, and the
New Science in British America,” in Early American Literature 37, no. 2 (2002): 195-238.
For an entertaining overview of popular interest in electricity at the time, see Patricia
Fara, An Entertainment for Angels: Electricity in the Enlightenment (Cambridge: Icon
Books, 2002).

4 Alan Rauch, Useful Knowledge: The Victorians, Morality, and the March of Intellect
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 10.
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sociable, unsystematic pursuit of ideas was in itself a constituent factor
of their intellectual lives. As Saint-Fond’s accounts of genial dinner
parties suggests, the Birmingham intellectuals represented a mode of
scientific inquiry that assumed the interconnection, rather than the gap,
between sociable debate and highly specialized interests. The work of
the group of friends whose cultural life Saint-Fond admired so highly
spanned not only a breathtaking range of what were, at the time, both
new and established sciences — including physics, chemistry, botany,
geology, and medicine — but also strayed into such varied fields as
educational philosophy, the applied and commercial arts, and technolo-
gies of transportation. The social links connecting this disparate associa-
tion of thinkers, which included the scientists Priestley and Watt as well
as the physician Erasmus Darwin, the educational theorists Richard
Lovell Edgeworth and Thomas Day, and the manufacturer and philan-
thropist Josiah Wedgewood, are emphasized by references to them as a
group under the collective name of the Birmingham Lunar Society — a
name derived not from any particular interest in astronomy but rather
from their practice of meeting to dine and talk on the Monday closest to
the full moon, so that they would have light for the drive home.

In a recent mainstream book on the subject (perhaps surprisingly only
the second so far to be published on the Lunar Society as a group®), Jenny
Uglow suggests that this conversational exchange of ideas and the
accompanying disregard for what we might now call disciplinary
boundaries are precisely what made the Lunar Society as a whole an
important manifestation of eighteenth-century culture. As Uglow re-
marks somewhat hyperbolically in her preface, this was a period in
which ‘you could be an inventor and designer, an experimenter and a
poet, a dreamer and an entrepreneur all at once.”” The average eight-
eenth-century gentleman probably did not quite manage to combine all
of these roles, but Uglow’s point is that, just as Saint-Fond’s account
implies, the members of the Lunar Society embodied a vision of science
that makes it part of cultured intellectual life rather than a rarified and
isolating pursuit.

Granted, how exactly such investigation and debates fitted into the
cultural worlds of the scientists’ contemporaries is a complicated ques-

5 The earlier book on the subject is R.E. Schofield’s The Lunar Society of Birmingham
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1963); it provides a very detailed overview of the group from the
perspective of an historian of science.

6 Jenny Uglow, Lunar Men: The Friends who Made the Future (London: Faber & Faber,
2002), viii.
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tion, but it is one that a number of literary figures of the period explored,
as they observed, even if often with an edge of mockery, the volume of
scientific, educational, and technological work coming out of Birming-
ham and its environs. Their responses range from more or less straight-
forward descriptions of the scientists, of the sort that Saint-Fond offers,
to parodies either of the scientists themselves — with Joseph Priestley
and Erasmus Darwin particularly popular targets — or of their work.
Even in parodic or mocking accounts, however, one finds not, as one
perhaps might expect, that the scientists are being criticized for their
detachment from the world around them, but rather that they are
presented as trying too eagerly or naively to diffuse their ideas in the
wider society. Far from anticipating the fear of isolated and isolating
scientific experimentation to be found in such influential later works as
Frankenstein, much of the late eighteenth-century writing that offers
recognizable parodies of members of the Lunar Society focuses on the
scientists” attempts to ground their cutting-edge investigations in their
everyday social world. Whether they are shown as doing so by making
themselves, in effect, one of the tourist attractions of their city, or by
naively trying to demonstrate the relevance of obscure or foolish experi-
ments, or by inappropriately crossing disciplinary boundaries in their
own work, their appearances in such writing are usually built upon an
assumption that it is their excessive commitment to engaging with the
wider world, rather than their intellectual inaccessibility, that makes
them so amusing.

The idea of a scientist as a tourist site might seem a little odd today,
but there is no doubt that the members of the Lunar Society and their
works were one of the major attractions of later eighteenth-century
Birmingham. Saint-Fond'’s effusive commentary on his visit is more or
less representative of the response of travelers who passed through the
city in search of intellectual stimulation. In Robert Bage’s 1792 novel Man
as He Is, for example, the aristocratic hero makes a point of visiting
Birmingham, which the narrator describes as ‘a place scarcely more
distinguished for useful and ornamental manufacture, than for gentle-
men who excel in natural philosophy, in mechanics, and in chemistry.”
As the narrator boasts, these men and their works are almost as well-
known ‘in France and Italy, Holland, Germany, and Russia’® as they are
in their own home territory, making it quite reasonable that the novel’s

7 Robert Bage, Man as He Is, 4 vols. (London, 1792), 2:216.
8 Ibid, 2:216.
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touring hero would want to seek them out. Nor is he alone in this taste;
Bage’s impoverished but carefully educated middle-class heroine tem-
porarily settles in Birmingham but, according to the dealer who sells the
paintings by which she supports herself, she shuns all society except his
and visits even him only ‘when I have been favoured with the company
of Dr. Priestly [sic]; with that of Mr. Keir, the well-known translator and
elucidator of Macquer’s Chemistry; or the celebrated author of the
botanic garden [Darwin], to whom all arts and all sciences have obliga-
tion. But without some such inducement, she never stirs abroad.”® Some-
thing of a fictional counterpart to Saint-Fond, Bage’s elegantly refined
Miss Colerain apparently finds it impossible to disentangle her enjoy-
ment of scientific discussions from her social life. Admittedly, Bage, who
spent his entire life near Birmingham and was a long-time friend of
Erasmus Darwin, might not be the most disinterested of commentators
on the city’s appeal, but his rhetoric is remarkably similar to that of
visitors, such as Saint-Fond, who had less obvious reason to be biased.
One can also turn, for evidence of the attractions of the midlands intel-
lectuals, to the letters of William Godwin, who was so far from any sort
of bias in favour of provincial culture as to be frankly surprised at the
thought that someone who had never been in London could be a sophis-
ticated intellectual. (The comment was made apropos of Robert Bage.)
Yet Godwin’s 1797 tour of the midlands was made at least in part to see
the manufacturies and to meet with local luminaries such as Darwin.
‘Are not such men,” he asks rhetorically in a letter to Mary Wollstone-
craft, ‘as much worth visiting as palaces, towns, and cathedrals?’®®
Commentary by tourists, however, is far from being the only literary
record left of members of the Lunar Society; the degree of interest they
attracted is perhaps even better measured by their more or less recog-
nizable appearance in works that are not directly about either Birming-
ham or science. William Blake, for example, whose ‘dark satanic mills’
have — admittedly, in an oversimplified manner — become a form of
dismissive shorthand for the industrialization shaped at least in part by
the work of the Birmingham intellectuals, was sufficiently aware of and
interested in the sort of work that they were doing to mock at least one
version of their scientific experimentation in an early, relatively gentle
parody. Probably written around 1784, Blake’s fragmentary farce An

9 Ibid, 2:219-20.

10 C.Kegan Paul, ed., William Godwin: His Friends and Contemporaries, 2 vols. 1876 (New
York: AMS Press, 1970), 1:261.
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Island in the Moon features a character named Inflammable Gass, who
has been read as, among other things, a farcical hit at Joseph Priestley,
whom Blake might in fact have known (he was certainly acquainted with
Erasmus Darwin). Granted, the link between Inflammable Gass and
Priestley is tenuous, as scholars have both suggested other models and
argued against the likelihood of Blake having Priestley specifically in
mind," but whether or not Blake was mocking Priestley directly, there
is little doubt that contemporaries would have seen him as the most
famous example of the type of thinker being targeted by Blake. The name
in itself is a fairly direct link, as even though Priestley was by no means
the only late eighteenth-century experimentor with oxygen — or, as it
was then called, inflammable gas — the notoriety he gained through his
religious and political radicalism helped to ensure that he was perhaps
the best known.

Despite its parodic manner, Blake’s Island is, however, in no way an
attack on Priestley or scientists of his sort. On the contrary, the work
conveys, despite its farcical exaggeration, a version of scientific explora-
tion that is marked by a sort of cheery, even if on occasion slightly
alarming, sociability. In one scene, which gives a flavour of the work as
a whole, Inflammable Gass sets up a demonstration of his experiments
to entertain some visitors, but things rapidly go wrong:

While Tilly Lally & Scopprell were pumping at the air pump Smack went the
glass. — Hang said Tilly Lally. Inflammable Gass turnd short round & threw
down the table & Glasses & Pictures, & let out the Pestilence. He saw the
Pestilence fly out of the bottle & cried out while he ran out of the room. come
out come out we are putrified, we are corrupted. our lungs are destroyed with
the Flogiston this will spread a plague all thro” the Island [.]%

Beneath the anarchically overwrought language and action, one finds in
this passage a glimpse of a type of scientific sociability more familiar
from the paintings of Joseph Wright of Derby, in which more or less

11 S. Foster Damon, in A Blake Dictionary, matter-of-factly identified Inflammable Gass
as Priestley, but as David Erdman showed as long as half a century ago, there is
nothing straightforward in even such a minor point of Blake scholarship, and the
question of whether Inflammable Gass should be read as Priestley or not was even
then being hotly debated. See Blake: Prophet Against Empire (New York: Dovers, 1954;
1991), 93-94, 105-109.

12 William Blake, An Island in the Moon, in Blake’s Complete Poetry and Prose, ed. David
Erdman. Rev. ed. (New York: Anchor Books, 1982), 462.






























