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WILLIAM HERSCHEL, BATH, and the PHILOSOPHICAL SOCIETY
by
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Wellcame Institute for the
History of Medicine, London

Richard Brinsley Sheridan, a Bathonian, opens his
comedy, The Rivals, with a social sneer. Fag, the stylish
apostle of bon ton, meets his fellow servant Thomas, a clod-
hopping yokel, and exclaims: "Why Thomas ... But who the
deuce thought of seeing you in Bath?". One might ask the
same of William Herschel, the Hanoverian bandsman's son, who,
having discovered Uranus, was to pass the last forty years of
his life as a Crown pensicnary, living just outside Windsor.
How did Herschel come to spend his formative scientific years
in Bath, resort of the giddy and the gay? How did he come
to discover Uranus there?

It was not as an astronamer that Herschel moved to
Bath. He earned his living as a musician. Son of a German
regimental bandmaster, William came to England in 1757 with
his oboe to try to make his fortune through his musical
talents. Finding London overstocked with musicians, he
migrated to the North East, where, in towns such as Richmond,
Newcastle, Ieeds and Pontefract, he pieced together a liveli-
hood by playing in public concerts, conducting and composing,
and by giving lessons and recitals to the gentry in their own
hames. Appointed in 1766 to the choice post of organist to
the fashionable Octagon Chapel, he set up in Bath. Bath
concentrated in one place the opportunities which had been
geographically scattered in the North, and Herschel
flourished there as a player, organist, camposer, concert-
master and music teacher. By the early 1770's he could
harvest over £400 p.a. from musical performances and

teaching: the income of a respectable gentleman.l
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For Bath was a good cradle for a career in the arts.
Admittedly, it was provincial, and no provincial town could
hold a candle to London. At the turn of the eighteenth
century as many as forty percent of all townsdwellers in
England lived in the capital. London had a population of
close on 600,000; the next largest city was Norwich with
30,000 inhabitants; Bath had about 2,000.2 As late as 1700
England possessed only one fashionable, polite, prestigious
culture in the arts and sciences, the metropolitan, the hame
of the Court, of coffee-house culture, of the Royal Society.
Outside Iondon, culture merely glimmered with a few reflected
beams; outside London, there seemed a wasteland of rusticity.

Oliver Goldsmith vividly recreated this scene in 1762,
looking back to the beginning of the century:

At this time, London was the only theatre in

England, for pleasure, or intrigue. A

spirit of gaming, had been introduced in the

licentious age of Charles II and had by this

time thriven surprizingly. Yet all its

devastations were confined to London alone

«+ss Bath, Tunbridge, Scarborough and other

places of the same kind here, were then

frequented only by such as really went for

relief; the pleasures they afforded were

merely rural, the company splenetic, rustic

and vulgar.3
Bath was symptomatic of this provincial urban neglect.
Francis Fleming wac to write with some exaggeration:

Bath, in the year 1670, was one of the

poorest towns in England; so that four or

five families residing here at one time

rejoiced the inhabitants: the houses were

very indifferent, there being only one

that had a sash window .... There was

neither ball-rooms, or places of amusement

https://doi.org/10.1017/50252921100082324 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0252921100082324

Herschel, Bath and the Philosophical Society 25

...« Accomodations were but indifferent,

few houses were capable of receiving a

family of condition.4

Aspects of this imbalance of course persisted. Yet
many provincial towns, and Bath more than most, were trans-
formed during the Georgian century. They mushroomed in
size. Bristol for instance went up fram about 20,000 in
1700 to about 80,000 in 1800; Manchester from about 10,000
to about 84,000; Bath from its 2,000 to 34,000. More or less
the whole of Bath was rebuilt - "Bath shoots out into new
crescents, circuses, squares every year", exclaimed Horace
Walpole.5 Growth in size mirrored growth in wealth - the
product of agrarian prosperity, boaming trade, particularly
with the expanding empire, and, especially later in the
century, industrialization. And, in oconsequence, opulent
townsmen wished to baptize their new-found wealth with
culture and style. Burghers in the localities did not want
to feel like provineials, rustics, hicks; they wanted to pass
as refined, polite, civilized, urbane.6 To be precise, aided
by the new invention of the newspaper7 (which told provinc-
ials what was going on at the nerve-centre of fashion), and
by the improvement to roads which turmpiking brought (the
journey fram London to Bath was reduced from three days to
one) , provincials clamoured to imitate Londron.8 Corporations
and speculators built London-style theatres (often naming
them Drury Lane, or the Haymarket), and opened pleasure
gardens which they called Ranelaghor Vauxhall. In Bath the
architect John Wood the Elder laid out grounds "in imitation
of the Ring, in Hyde Park, near I.ondon".9 Metropolitan
performers, such as the actress Mrs Siddons, came down to
give seasons. Performances of "Mr Shuter's London raree
show" were advertised in the Bath Chronicle for 16th
December, 1762, The first fashionable theatre in Bath was
floated by the London actor and impresario, Hippisley.?
Philip Astley, London's equestrian virtuoso, toured the West

https://doi.org/10.1017/50252921100082324 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0252921100082324

R.Porter 26

country early in his career.

In short, oonverting yourself from rudeness to refine-
ment meant making the mental journey from provincial to
metropolitan culture. In 1761 it was claimed that two
generations back the inhabitants of counties distant from
London had been "a species almost as different from those of
the metropolis as the natives of the Cape of Good Hope".
Now, at least the more "respectable" provincials had been
improved by the percolation of London styles and mores:

the several great cities, and we might add

many poor county towns, seem to be uni-

versally inspired with an ambition of

becoming the little Londons of the part of

the kingdom wherein they are situated. 1
No wonder a Newcastle address to the metropolitan rulers had
flattered:

Our eyes are upon you; we ... imitate your

fashions, good or evil, and from you we
fetch and frame our customs. 12

Of these towns which donned an elegant tone, Bath was
the most ILondonized. "The Bath theatre", wrote the Rev,
John Nightingale in 1819, "is little inferior, in elegance
and attraction, to those of the n‘etmopolis".13 Even the
Bath Penitentiary for Reformed Prostitutes was proud to
model itself on the London original - as presumably were the
prostitutes themselves. Some objected to this servile
mimicry. As Pierce Egan complained:

And London fashions rattling down

To make ye yet more overgrown,....

In short, thou art so LONDONIZ'D

So over-built, and over-siz'd, ]

That, my old friend, I scarcely knew,

Since last I said, dear BATH, adieu.l?

But most inhabitants basked in the newly-achieved class and
elegance.
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Bath won her eminence through being not just an
expanding provincial centre, close to opulent Bristol, but

by being a spa, a resort - in fact, in Horace Walpole's words,
the choicest of the "watering places that mimic a capit:al".l5
That the waters had therapeutic properties had of course been
well-known at least since Roman times, and throughout Tudor
and Stuart times invalids came to take the waters - internally
and externally. But it was in Georgian times that

Bath became what Defoe puritanically called the

resort "of the sound rather than the sick". In the days
before the invention of the seaside, Bath was the nation's
leading resort, England's las Vegas.l6 Visitors flooded in,
from gouty peers and politicians down to the newest nouveaux
riches tradespeople. They came above all for gambling, for
fashion, for the marriage market, for society, and same for
amours (though, despite Charles Wesley's dubbing Bath "the
headquarters of Satan", the town never became sexually
notorious like Charles II%"I‘unbridge Wells). "The goddess

of pleasure” it was said, "has selected this city as the place
of her principal residence". Amusement, not the Muses, was
Bath's business. The success of the Master of ceremonies,
Beau Nash, as Bath's Godfather lay in orchestrating the idle
into a genteel clockwork round. Tea-table frivolity and the
circulating library set the tone. Aside fram architecture,
perhaps only in music did the demands of fashion stimulate

an inventive artistic tradition, deploying the talents of
Herschel, Linley, and then, par excellence, Rauzzini.

So William Herschel the budding musician made a wise
choice in caming to this vast pleasure dome. Yet he also
had longstanding mathematical, philosophical and optical
interests, and these began to claim a larger share in his
life from the early 1770's as he started buying optical
equiprment and grinding lenses for telescopes, beginning to
sweep the skies with the aid of his sister Caroline. It is
just possible that he offered scientific tuition, but it is
more likely that he was scientifically isolated at Bath, for
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all his scientific contacts in this early period were with men
outside Bath, e.g. Thomas Hornsby, Savilian Professor in
Oxford. Herschel almost certainly was not famed in Bath for
his scientific bent, for his countryman the philoscpher
Lichtenberg, visited the town in 1775 without even discovering
Herschel lived there:

"Good heavens! Had I but known, when I spent

some days in Bath in October 1775, that such

a man was living there! Being no friend of

tea-roams and card-playing, I was very much

bored there."l7

But does this mean that Herschel's Bath was utterly
indifferent to science? Barbeau, the greatest historian of
Georgian Bath, inclined to think so: "there was", he wrote,
"little desire for literary or scientific knowledge".18 But
this verdict is too austere. Bath may not have been Athens,
but it was at least Corinth. .It was not a powerhouse of
profound researches, but there was a lively and widespread
taste for scientific knowledge. Fram quite early in the
century, itinerant lecturers, armed with chemical apparatus
and orreries to explain the Newtonian heavens, had paid their
calls at Bath and Bristol. William Whiston lectured at
Bristol in 1724, James Ferguson - a typical Scot who had
taken the high road South to London and become a foremost
text-book popularizer of science - lectured in Bath and
Bristol in the 1760's and 70's -~ Herschel may have attended.
Benjamin Martin, James Arden, Henry Moyes, John Warltire and
others brought science down to Avc:n.19

Certainly, such men aimed to delight as much as to
instruct, and science became another mode of elite entertain-
ment. As Goldsmith noted scmewhat primly, "people of fashion,
when so disposed, attend lectures on the arts and sciences,
which are frequently taught there in a pretty superficial
manner, so as not to teize the understanding, while they
afford the imagination some amv.:lsement".20 Nevertheless, a
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general buzz of interest existed.

And it was supplemented by knots of active participation.
In 1777 the Bath and West Agricultural Society was founded and
housed in Bath.zl Iocal gentry flocked to join, willing to
support its scientific experiments on soil, fertilizers and
stockbreeding, since they thought that science in turn would
support husbandry. It was to becamre a leader amongst
Britain's agricultural societies, publishing its own
Transactions.

In addition, Bath and its environs had a good sprinkling
of enthusiasts for the natural history sciences, men such as
Ralph Schomberg, William Watson,Jr, Thomas Haviland, Caleb
Parry and John Walcott, collectors of plants and fossils,
same of them keen to develop a systematic natural history of
the West Oountry.22 Bath has been claimed as the "cradle of
British geology", for it was partly through the encouragement
of the Bathonian Benjamin Richardson, and Joseph Townsend,
the rector of nearby Pewsey, that William Smith (so~called
"father of British stratigraphy") was launched on his geo-
logical career. Smith later repaid the debt by using his
geological expertise to solve a major problem of seepage fram
the springs that supply Bath's waters. Not least, the Bath
medical commmity - men such as William Oliver, William
Falconer, William Moyses, Archibald Cleland and Charles
Lucas - comprising probably the biggest concentration of
physicians, surgeons, and quacks outside London - stimulated
a certain level of scientific controversy, partly through the
endless stream of acrimonious pamphlets they produced, dis-
puting the chemical, physical and mineralogical content and
therapeutic efficacy of the waters.23

These disparate and fluid groupings came together -
albeit briefly - in the Bath Philosophical Society, founded
in 1779.24 This Society was remarkable perhaps less for what
it accamplished than for its existence and since we have no
minute books or published Transactions it is not very easy to
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say just what it did. Discounting the Lumar Society of
Birmingham, which was an informal club of friends, the Bath
Society was the first properly constituted provincial
scientific society founded in Georgian England, antedating
the Manchester Literary and Philosophical Society by two
years.25 It came into existence on 28th December 1779
following a suggestion fram the Quaker botanist, Thomas
Curtis, that there be set up a "Select literary society for
the purpose of discussing scientific and phylosophical
subjects and making experiments to illustrate them". His
Quaker friend, Edmund Rack, became the first secretary; there
were thirteen founding members - amongst whom were William
Herschel (described as "optical instrument maker and mathe-
matician") and his friend William Watson,Jr, F.R.S. - and
meetings were to be held weekly in winter and fortnightly in
summer.

The Society prospered for a while, hearing papers
across a wide range of the physical and natural history
sciences (though taking little interest in practical and
technological matters). But after the death of prominent
members, particularly the secretary Rack, and the removal of
Herschel to London, it lost its energies, and had collapsed
by about 1785. A second Bath Philosophical Society was
formed in 1799, but seems to have had a similarly brief

existence.26

Why did the precocious fire of organized science in
Bath burm itself out so quickly? It is partly because the
leading intelligentsia in Bath tended either to be visitors,
or at least footloose - men who, like Herschel, would move
away when opportunity offered (unlike the manufacturers such
as Wedgwood and Boulton who made up the core of the Lunar
Society, rooted in Midlands industries). Bath physicians
contributed surprisingly little. Whereas in Manchester and
Sheffield doctors invested their energies heavily into
science to win status for themselves as the quardians of
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polite and rational values, in Bath physicians had social
position and status already; they directed their leisure into
poetry and letters.27 This meant that the promoters of the
Bath Philosophical Society were in fact rather small beer.
It had no grandee patron, no elder statesman of science. Its
dynamic secretary, Edmmnd Rack, was a petit bourgeois Quaker,
a Uriah Heapish sycophant dedicated to getting on socially
while despising the very tinsel society he clawed to join, a
natural underling but commanding little authority or éclat of
his own - a man, in fact, much ridiculed in his day.28

Yet, for all its ups-and-downs, the Philosophical
Society may have been precisely the stimulus needed to launch
the obscure William Herschel onto a public stage and career
in science. Finding an outlet at last, Herschel proved an
irrepressible contributor to the Society. Within a month of
its foundation he gave his first paper, on Corallines; over
the next two years, he delivered thirty more, on subjects
ranging from metaphysics to natural history, electricity,
optics and of course astronomical observation. Same of these
were then caommunicated to the Royal Society and published in
Phil. trans.29 The last was an "Account of a comet" -
Herschel's announcement of the discovery of Uranus read
March 1781. Was the Bath Philosophical Society midwife to
Herschel's astronomical revolution?
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