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Résumé

Founded in 1660, the Royal Society is the world's oldest scientific institution. In the long
eighteenth century, fellows dedicated themselves to understanding the causes of natural and
artificial phenomena, but the activities that brought them together were also profoundly social
and dictated by socia convention. Like other London academies, the Roya Society
conformed to eighteenth-century notions of sociability. In the spaces of Gresham College,
and later Crane Court, a wide range of individuals came together to witness experiments and
discourse on matters arising from external correspondence. These social activities were
integral to the processes of experimental knowledge-making.




On 28 November 1660, the first Royal Society meeting took place at Gresham College
following an astronomy lecture by Christopher Wren. The meeting was attended by twelve
people including some - Wren, John Wilkins, Robert Boyle and William Petty - who were
part of a group of men that met in Oxford to discuss similar matters in the 1650s. Granted in
1662, the Royal Society’s first charter stated that the group were concerned with ‘matters
philosophical, mathematical, and mechanical’ and that their work, through ‘the authority of
experiment’, sought to advance both the * science of natural things' aswell as ‘useful arts.’ 1
The Royal Society was a voluntary organization described by John Evelyn as an ‘assembly of
many honourable gentlemen’ and was funded by members’ dues.2 Despite its roya charter,
financial assistance from the crown was minimal, especialy in contrast to the Académie des
Sciencesin Paris where a smaller group of men applied themselves to the sciences and arts on
state salaries. Historians do, however, consider the Roya Society a ‘corporate enterprise’,
having a formal institutional structure, a motto and coat of arms, and the right to print and
license books.3

Meetings were the main social activity of the Royal Society. According to the Royal Society
statues, these meetings were 'to order, take account, consider, and discourse on philosophical
experiments and observations; to read, to hear, and discourse upon letters, reports and other
papers containing philosophical matters.’4 As Curator of Experiment, Robert Hooke was
expected to prepare three to four experiments for discussion at each meeting. In their first
four decades, meetings took place most weeks, with an average of 37 per year, and lasted
between one and two hours. However, fellows were sometimes accused of coming to
meetings ‘only as to a play to amuse themselves for an hour or so’ (Hunter, Establishing the
New Science, 204). A few years into their foundation, the Royal Society established the
Philosophical Transactions, a scientific periodical overseen by the society’s secretary, which
was published monthly and sold for a shilling. Natural history accounted for one-third of the
articles published in the Philosophical Transactions in the mid eighteenth-century (1720-
1779). Mixed mathematics, which includes astronomy, mechanics and geography, was the
second most popular subject with approximately one-fifth of articles.5 Showing the mix of
subjects the Royal Society were engaged in, there were also numerous articles on medicine,
anatomy, experimental philosophy and antiquities.

Although not present in its charter, the Royal Society gently promoted a Baconian
philosophy, which emphasised observation and collaboration in scientific inquiry. Amidst a
plurality of worldviews, from Hermeticism to Cartesianism, Baconian philosophy was
employed as a ‘unifying emblem’ that gave the appearance of homogeneity to activities and
Interests which were largely varied. This was a criticism of one contemporary who chastised
the society for ‘so readily admitting all persons into their society, who will pay the duties of
the house, though they know not the terms of philosophy.’6 What connected the somewhat
disparate disciplinary backgrounds of fellows was a commitment to experience as a new
standard of authority. As historian Peter Dear has argued, reporting an experience was a
contribution to knowledge that represented a credential formerly supplied by reference to
ancient texts; ‘located, explicitly or implicitly, at a precise point in space and time, the



observer’s reported experience of a singular phenomenon constituted his authority.”7 The
empirical emphasis of this epistemic shift has also prompted historians of science to highlight
the influence of artisanal practice on the emerging empirical methodologies of the ‘New
Science' .8 Indeed, the Royal Society’s early ‘history of trades programme sought to collect
and codify information on craft practices and figures like Petty, and Boyle envisaged
tradesmen and philosophers working together and learning from each other.

The reality was quite different. In the History of the Royal Society (1667), an apologist
history of the society, Thomas Sprat presented the Royal Society as an egalitarian institution
‘settled of many eminent men of all Qualities'.



Frontispiece of Thomas Sprat's, 'The History of the Royal Society', The Met, New-
York, 17.3.1475, 1667.

The engraving depicts the bust of Charles |1 surrounded by William Brouncker,
the first president of the Royal Society, to the left, and Francis Bacon, ‘ Artium
Instaurator’ [founder of the arts], to the right.

He envisaged a society ‘not only by the Hands of learned and profiled Philosophers; but from
the Shops of Mechanicks, from the Voyages of Merchants, [and] from the Ploughs



