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The Lunar Society

The Lunar Circle or Society was an informal club or association of significant
scientific men which flourished in and around Birmingham for nearly forty years.

Origins:
The origins of the Lunar Society lie in a pattern of friendships that emerged in the
late 1750s. Erasmus Darwin and Matthew Boulton first met in early 1757, possibly
through family connections, as Boulton's mother's family were patients of Darwin; or
possibly though shared friendships, as both were admirers of the printer John
Baskerville and friends of the astronomer and geologist John Michell,  a regular
visitor to Darwin's house in Lichfield1. Darwin was a physician and poet who had
studied at Cambridge and Edinburgh;  Boulton had left school at fourteen and started
work in his father's business making metal goods in Birmingham at the age of 21.
Despite their different backgrounds they shared a common interest in experiment
and invention, and their activities would show Darwin's theoretical understanding and
Boulton's practical experience to be complementary2. Soon they were visiting each
other regularly and conducting investigations into scientific subjects such as
electricity, meteorology and geology3.

                                           Erasmus Darwin

                                                                   Matthew Boulton

In 1758, first Boulton and then Darwin became friends of the Derby-based
clockmaker John Whitehurst. The link began with Whitehurst supplying clock
movements to Boulton’s manufacturing operation but then extended into other
experiments.
Boulton, Darwin and Whitehurst were in turn introduced by Mitchell to Benjamin
Franklin on his visit to Birmingham in July 1758 "to improve and increase
Acquaintance among Persons of Influence"4, and Franklin returned in 1760 to
conduct experiments with Boulton on electricity and sound5.

By the early 1760s they were visiting each other; Boulton was often in Lichfield and
Darwin an occasional visitor to Birmingham.

Among the other associates were Josiah Wedgwood, who had been attended by a
young Dr Erasmus Darwin in 1755 and Rev. Dr. Joseph Priestley who had been
introduced to Wedgwood in 17626, and known to Darwin and the others for many
years due to his writings and his delighted in experiments. (Priestley was known to
Boulton through their mutual work on electricity. Priestly also his invented soda
water, and discovered several "airs" (gases), the most famous being what Priestley
dubbed "dephlogisticated air" (oxygen).)
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Boulton, in sole charge of the business since the death of his father in 1759, set up
his Soho Manufactory in 1765. He was supported by John Baskerville, who had
lived in Birmingham since the 1720s and had been a long term friend and financier to
the Boultons.

Dr William Small moved to Birmingham in 1765 and presented himself to Boulton
with an introductory letter from Franklin7. He was soon a key part of the group.

Wedgwood sought out Darwin in 1765 when he was exploring a navigation scheme.
Darwin introduced him to Whitehurst.

Richard Lovell Edgeworth, a young Irish inventor, arrived in the Midlands in 1766
and was taken under Darwin’s wing. Edgeworth then soon introduced his friend
Thomas Day to the others.
Captain James Keir had studied medicine with Darwin in Edinburgh but left to join
the army. On leaving the army he also came to Lichfield at this time.

James Watt was a surveyor for canals in 1766 and came to Birmingham in spring
1767. Boulton was away but Small took him around Soho, and he stayed at Lichfield
with Darwin. The three took to each other at once.8

Michell seems to have withdrawn from the group when he moved to Leeds in
17679. Franklin was to remain a common link among many of the early members10.

In 1767 Darwin, Keir and Whitehurst all visited Wedgwood at his Pottery. Wedgwood
first visited Soho in May 1767 and.Boulton became involved with the supply of
materials for him. Wedgwood became a welcome guest/member of the Lunar Circle
from around 1768*.

[*Some class Wedgwood as a full member but Miss Meteyard, the biographer of
Wedgwood, says he was not a member of the Lunar Society, but a guest.11]

When James Watt visited Soho in 1768 on his way from London to Glasgow, Dr.
Small, Dr. Darwin, and Capt. Keir were invited to meet him at “Hotel d'Amitie sur
Handsworth Heath” as Matthew Boulton styled his hospitable mansion.
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The 1st Phase:  March 1766 – 1775
The Circle or society met often and was a dinner club and informal learned society of
prominent figures in the  Midlands Enlightenment, including industrialists, natural
philosophers and intellectuals
The society evidently served the purpose of a scientific exchange, each member
contributing at the monthly meeting results of his own observations, and reporting
news from without the circle. Before the establishment of weekly journals of science,
this exchange was the natural means of intercommunication, just as the Athenians
gathered on Mars Hill "to tell or to hear some new thing" in the political world.

The society's meetings gave its name and social focus, but much more activity and
communication took place outside the meetings themselves with members local to
Birmingham being in almost daily contact, while those more distant ones being in
correspondence at least weekly.12

The society seems further to have been chosen by persons from a distance as a
channel for announcing their own discoveries or those of others to scientists who
would appreciate and publish them. For those who couldn’t make the meetings,
letters were the obvious link.

March 1766 seems a reasonable date for the formal commencement of these social
gatherings.

The Patriarch of the Society was Dr. Erasmus Darwin. He was the main catalyst.
Boulton was the organiser.
Small held the group together with calmness and friendship.

Monthly meetings were usually around Birmingham with Boulton, Watt and Small
regularly acting as host13 to between 8 -14 members and guests.

Members at this time with Matthew Boulton and Erasmus Darwin –
Dr. William Small, John Baskerville, John Whitehurst, Richard Edgeworth,
Thomas Day, James Watt, &  Captain James Keir.

                                                           Soho House

                                                                 home of Matthew Boulton

- a regular venue for meetings of the Lunar Society

Wedgwood was one of those who attended. When he visited London he planned his
journeys so that he could travel via Birmingham and attend the meetings both going
and returning. His wife often accompanied him.14

In 1771 Wedgwood also made some new contacts that would become significant:
he was visited by a William Withering, and then Priestley renewed contact with him.
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All the world came to Soho to meet Boulton, Watt or Small, who were acquainted
with the leading men of Science throughout Europe and America. Its essential
sociability meant that any might be invited to attend its meetings."15

The group at this time is sometimes referred to as the "Lunar circle", though this is a
later description used by historians, and the group themselves used a variety of less
specific descriptions, including "Birmingham Philosophers" or simply "fellow-
schemers".16

The 2nd  Phase:  1775 - 1780

1755 saw a number of significant changes to the Circle.

Small and Baskerville both died and Whitehurst moved to London.

Dr. William Withering was known by Wedgwood and Darwin and was now recruited
by Darwin to take over Small’s work. So he moved to Birmingham in 1775.

From the start, Small had been the key link between the members, and in his
absence those remaining moved to place the group on a more organised footing.

New Year’s Eve 1775  (31st December 1775)17 was probably the start of this more
formal ‘Lunar Society’ – the name being first recorded in 177618.
For the next 5 years they chose to meet on the Sunday nearest the full moon, with
dinner at 2pm and carrying on to 8pm.

At the Meeting on Sunday 3rd March 1776 at Soho, Boulton presented various
motions concerning laws and regulations to prevent the decline of the Society.19

Apparently, the society kept no records of its meetings, but scanty notices of its
proceedings can be gathered from the correspondence of its members.
Everyone tried hard to make the regular meetings but people were often travelling on
business and over the next couple of years it seemed that it would be impossible to
carry on. Letters became as important as meetings. For these reasons, many of the
meetings between 1775-8 seem to have been at Soho House.

This reliance on Boulton was also to prove a weakness, however, as the period
coincided with the peak of his work building up his steam engine business and he
was frequently absent. Although the 1770s was one of the society's richest eras in
terms of its collaborative achievements, the society's meetings declined from regular
occurrences in 1775 to infrequent ones by the end of the decade.20

Without Small to keep harmony, frictions began to arise between members. Around
1780 Keir was let down by Boulton in a business venture and ended all links to the
Soho Factory. Boulton realised his mistake and by his charm managed to salvage
their friendship. At about the same time Darwin published various works but ignored
the contributions made by Withering. Whatever the reason behind it the two rowed
and Darwin and Withering hardly spoke again.
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The 3rd Phase:  1780 – 1791

A new decade brought in changes and new members.

                                Dr Priestly

Dr. Priestley had long been linked to the group but did not become a member until
his move to Birmingham in 1780. His first meeting was in March 1781.21

To accommodate his religious duties the meetings were moved to the Monday
nearest the full moon.

The new younger members, included:
Samuel Galton junior  & Jonathan Stokes,  who both joined in 1781.
Robert Johnson visited both Soho and Etruria in the early 1780s before becoming a
member. He became a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1788.

The dynamics soon changed again in 1782 when Darwin moved to Derby.
Whitehurst was already in London and Edgeworth in Ireland.
Day had moved to Essex in 1779 and set about writing books for children, keeping in
touch with the others via letter or on their visits to London.
(Murdock came to work for Boulton in 1779 and was invited on occasions but did not
become a member.)
Weekly letters again helped keep all the members in contact.

Members at this time with Matthew Boulton,
[Erasmus Darwin – who attended meetings until at least 1788, from Derby22]
Priestley (now probably the more influential member),
James Watt,  Captain James Keir,  Dr. William Withering,
 [Josiah Wedgwood],
Samuel Galton junior,
Jonathan Stokes,
& Robert Augustus Johnson.
[Richard Lovell Edgeworth – who had returned to Ireland in 1773,
John Whitehurst -  who had moved to London in 1775 and died in 1788 ,
Thomas Day in Surrey – who died in 1789].

The society's dependence on Matthew Boulton was lessened as, in addition to Soho
House,  they met at each other's houses for dinner and discussion every month near
to the full moon,	"	in	order,"	says	Dr.	Priestley,	“to	have	the	benefit	of	its	light	in	returning	
home."23  Hence the name Lunar Society.
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The members were accustomed to sit down to dinner at two o'clock, and did not part
until eight, exchanging views with each other on topics as relating to literature,
science, and arts, each contributing his quota of entertainment and instruction.

"	We	had	nothing	to	do,"	Priestley	said	later,	"	with	the	religious	or	political	principles	of	
each	other,	we	were	united	by	a	common	love	of	Science,	which	we	thought	sufficient	to	
bring	together	persons	of	all	distinctions,	Christians,		Jews,	Mahomedans	and	Heathens,	
Monarchist	and	Republicans."		
Each	member	was	allowed	to	bring	with	him	a	friend,	and	thus	many	distinguished	guests	
were	present	at	these	philosophical	banquets.	The	society	occasionally	held	"	meetings	
extraordinary,"	in	honour	of	scientific	magnates	from	abroad.24	

There do not seem to have been more than eight or ten at any one meeting, yet the
result was perhaps the society's most productive era.
	

When Dr. Priestley dissolved his connection with Lord Shelburne, and removed to
Birmingham in 1780, he was warmly welcomed by the members of the Lunar
Society.
"	I	consider	my	settlement	at	Birmingham	as	the	happiest	event	in	my	life,	being	highly	
favourable	to	every	object	I	had	in	view,	philosophical	or	theological.	In	the	former	respect	
I	had	the	convenience	of	good	workmen	of	every	kind	and	the	society	of	persons	eminent	
for	their	knowledge	of	chemistry,	particularly	Mr.	Watt,	Mr.	Keir,	and	Dr.	Withering.		
These	with	Mr.	Boulton	and	Dr.	Darwin,	Mr.	Galton,	and,	afterward,	Mr.	Johnson,	of	
Kenilworth,	and	myself,	dined	together	every	month,	calling	ourselves	the	Lunar	Society,	
because	the	time	of	our	meeting	was	the	full	moon."		
	
The	invitations	sent	out	by	the	host	were	not	formal,	but	in	the	nature	of	friendly	letters,	in	
which	hints	were	given	as	to	the	intellectual	feast	in	store.		
Thus,	on	January	3rd,	1781,	Watt	wrote	to	Dr.	Darwin:		
"I	beg	that	you	would	impress	on	your	memory	the	idea	that	you	promised	to	dine	with	
sundry	men	of	learning	at	my	house	on	Monday	next,	and	that	you	will	realize	the	idea.	For	
your	encouragement	there	is	a	new	book	to	cut	up,	and	it	is	to	be	determined	whether	or	
not	heat	is	a	compound	of	phlogiston	and	empyreal	air,	and	whether	a	mirror	can	reflect	
the	heat	of	the	fire.	I	give	you	a	friendly	warning	that	you	may	be	found	wanting	
whichever	opinion	you	adopt	in	the	latter	question;	therefore	be	cautious.		
If	you	are	meek	and	humble,	perhaps	you	may	be	told	what	light	is	made	of,	and	also	how	
to	make	it,	and	the	theory	proved	both	by	synthesis	and	analysis."25	
	
On 3rd July 1781 Boulton wrote to Watt:

"I	dined	yesterday	at	the	Lunar	Society	(Keir's	house);		there	was	Blair,	Priestley,	
Withering,	Galton,	and	an	American	"rebel,"	Mr.	Collins.	Nothing	new,	except	that	some	of	
my	white	spathos	iron	ore	was	found	to	contain	more	air	than	any	ore	Priestley	had	ever	
tried,	and	what	is	singular,	it	contains	no	common	air,	but	is	part	fixable	and	part		
inflammable."26		
	

Clic
k t

o buy N
OW!

PDF-XChange

w
ww.docu-track.com Clic

k t
o buy N

OW!
PDF-XChange

w
ww.docu-track.com

http://www.docu-track.com/buy/
http://www.docu-track.com/buy/


7

In autumn 1782 Boulton was away on business when Smeaton came to the meeting
at Watt’s house. Blind Henry Moyes was also present and there were some
disagreements between the two.
In 1783 an Icelandic Volcano erupted and there was ash and heat early in the year
followed by a harsh winter. Priestley & Wedgwood both became Fellows of the Royal
Society while Boulton’s business was up and down.  Then that summer Boulton’s
wife died.
Hot air balloons were the topic of the autumn. Boulton still struggled.

After Darwin had moved to Derby, he wrote to the Society in 1783 :

"	I	am	here	cut	off	from	the	milk	of	science,	which	flows	in	such	redundant	streams	from	
your	learned	Lunatics,	and	which,	I	can	assure	you,	is	a	very	great	regret	to	me."		
	
In	another	letter	he	said	:	—		
	
"	I	hope	philosophy	and	fire-engines	continue	to	go	on	well.	You	heard	we	sent	your	Society	
an	air-balloon,	which	was	calculated	to	have	fallen	in	your	garden	at	Soho,	but	the	wicked		
wind	carried	it	to	Sir	Edward	Littleton's.	Pray,	give	my	compliments	to	your	learned	
Society."	27								
	

On September 20th, 1785, Watt wrote to Boulton:

"	The	Lunar	Society	was	held	yesterday	at	Mr.	Galton's,	at	Barr.	It	was	rather	dull,	there	
having	been	no	philosophical	news	lately,	except	Mr.	Kirwan's	discovery	of	an	air	from	
phosphorus,	which	takes	fire	of	itself	on	being	mixed	with	common	or	dephlogisticated	
air."		
	
It	is	hard	to	imagine	that	the	philosophers	would	have	hardly	regarded	their	feast	as	dull,	
could	Mr.	Kirwan	have	shown	to	them	the	beautiful	yet	nauseating	experiment	of	
spontaneously	inflammable	phosphoretted	hydrogen.	And	a	modern	Academy	of	Sciences	
would	be	enthusiastic	over	such	a	notable	discovery.'		
	
The	discussions	of	the	philosophic	convives	were	not,	however,	confined	exclusively	to	
chemistry.	The	period	was	one	of	great	activity	in	the	world	of	science.”	
“A	wide	range	of	topics	was	admitted	in	the	discussions	at	the	informal	meetings.”28		

In 1785 Boulton, Watt and Withering all became Fellows of the Royal Society,
followed shortly afterwards by Keir and Galton.
In 1786 Boulton was still struggling but made the Lunar meetings.
In 1788 Johnson also became a Fellow of the Royal Society.

The Lunar men all had their pet projects and activities, even if they delighted in
talking about them together.
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Galton’s membership provided an interesting insight into the meetings and members
of the society at this time:

The	meetings	of	the	philosophers	at	Mr.	Galton's	must	have	been	among	the	most	
delightful.	The	host	was	a	man	of	superior	intellectual	endowments,	well	skilled	in	the	
exact	sciences,	and	a	member	of	the	Royal	Society	and	of	the	Linnaean	Society.	He	was	of	
the	Quaker	persuasion,	and	a	man	of	family	and	opulence.	He	at	first	resided	at	The	Five	
Ways	about	one	mile	from	Birmingham,	but	in	1785	moved	to	Great	Barr	House,	a	
beautiful	estate	of	Sir	Joseph	Scott,	about	seven	miles	further	from	town.	The	house	was	
large	and	rambling,	it	had	four	or	five	different	staircases	and	halls,	and	was	more	like	an	
assemblage	of	several	houses	under	one	roof.	It	was	situated	in	an	amphitheatre	of	
wooded	hills,	and	was	bordered	by	an	old-fashioned	Dutch	garden	full	of	fish	ponds.	In	this	
comfortable	mansion	the	Lunar	Society	was	most	hospitably	entertained.	

(Galton’s Butler apparently coined the nickname "Lunatics" for the
group, and the members themselves embraced this name, cheerfully
referred to themselves as "lunarticks", a pun on lunatics.)

Mr.	Galton's	daughter	Mary	Anne	(afterwards	Mrs.	Schimmel	Penninck)	characterizes	the	
members	with	a	graceful	pen.		
Mr.	Boulton,	whom	she	calls	the	Father	of	Birmingham,	"was	tall	and	of	a	noble	
appearance;	his	temperament	was	sanguine,	with	that	slight	mixture	of	phlegmatic	which	
gives	calmness	and	dignity;	his	manners	were	eminently	open	and	cordial;	he	took	the	lead	
in	conversations,	and	with	a	social	heart	had	a	grandiose	manner	like	that	arising	from	
position,	wealth,	and	habitual	command.	He	went	among	his	people	like	a	monarch	
bestowing	largess.	His	forehead	was	magnificent;	the	organs	of	comparison,	
constructiveness,	and	of	individuality	were	immense.		
The	characteristics	of	Mr.	Watt,	his	partner,	were	altogether	different.	Mr.	Boulton	was	a	
man	to	rule	society	with	dignity	Mr.	Watt	to	lead	the	contemplative	life	of	a	deeply	
introverted	and	patiently	observant	philosopher.	He	was	one	of	the	most	complete	
specimens	of	the	melancholic	temperament.	His	head	was	generally	bent	forward	or	
leaning	on	his	hand	in	meditation;	his	shoulders	stooping,	and	his	chest	fallen	in;	his	limbs	
lank	and	unmuscular,	and	his	complexion	sallow.	His	intellectual	development	was	
magnificent.	.	.	.	Whilst	Mr.	Boulton's	eye	and	countenance	had	something	of	radiance,	Mr.	
Watt's	were	calm,	as	if	patiently	investigating	or	quietly	contemplating	his	object.	His	
utterance	was	slow	and	unimpassioned,	deep	and	low	in	tone,	with	a	broad	Scotch	accent;	
his	manners	gentle,	modest,	unassuming.	In	a	company	where	he	was	not	known,	unless	
spoken	to,	he	might	have	tranquilly	passed	the	whole	time	in	pursuing	his	own	
meditations.	But	this	could	not	well	happen;	for,	in	point	of	fact,	everybody	practically	
knew	the	infinite	variety	of	his	talents	and	stores	of	knowledge.		
When	Mr.	Watt	entered	a	room,	men	of	letters,	men	of	science,	nay,	military	men,	artists,	
ladies,	even	little	children	thronged	around	him.	I	remember	a	celebrated	Swedish	artist	
having	been	instructed	by	him	that	rats'	whiskers	make	the	most	pliant	and	elastic	
painting-brush;	ladies	would	appeal	to	him	on	the	best	means	of	devising	grates,	curing	
smoking	chimneys,	warming	their	houses,	and	obtaining	fast	colours.	I	can	speak	from	
experience	of	his	teaching	me	how	to	make	a	dulcimer	and	improve	a	Jew's	harp."		
"	Quite	different	was	the	aspect	of	Dr.	Withering	;	he	was	the	personification	of	that	which	
belongs	to	a	physician	and	a	naturalist;	enormous	were	his	organs	of	proportion	and	
individuality,	and	great	were	his	powers	of	active	investigation	and	accurate	detail.	His	
features	were		
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sharpened	by	minute	and	sagacious	observation.	He	was	kind,	but	his	great	accuracy	and	
caution	rendered	his	manner	less	open,	and	it	had	neither	the	wide	popularity	of	Mr.	
Boulton's,	nor	the	attraction	of	Mr.	Watt's	true	modesty."		
	
Of	Dr.	Priestley	she	says:	He	was	"a	man	of	admirable	simplicity,	gentleness,	and	kindness	
of	heart,	united	with	great	acuteness	of	intellect.	I	can	never	forget	the	impression	
produced	on	me	by	the	serene	expression	of	his	countenance.	He,	indeed,	seemed	present	
with	God	by	recollection	and	with	man	by	cheerfulness."	She	differed	from	Dr.	Priestley	in	
his	religious	views,	but	pays	a	handsome	tribute	to	his	earnest-		
ness,	candor,	and	sincerity.		
	
Captain	Keir	she	characterizes	as	"the	wit,	the	man	of	the	world,	the	finished	gentleman,	
who	gave	life	and	animation	to	the	party."		
	
Dr.	Stoke	she	calls	"profoundly	scientific	and	eminently	absent,	and	relates	the	following	
incident	in	which	he	was	concerned:		
"On	one	occasion,	when	the	Lunar	Meeting,	or	'Lunatics’	as	our	butler	called	them,	were	
seated	at	dinner,	a	blazing	fire	being	in	the	room,	we	were	astonished	by	hearing	a	sudden	
hissing	noise,	and	seeing	a	large	and	beautiful	yellow	and	black	snake	rushing	about	the	
room.	My	dear	mother,	who	saw	it	was	not	venomous,	said	to	me:	“Mary	Anne,	go	and	
catch	that	snake,”	which,	after	some	trouble,	and	thinking	all	the	while	of	little	Harry	
Sandford	and	Tommy	Merton,	I	succeeded	in	accomplishing.	We	were	wondering	where	it	
could	have	come	from,	when	Dr.	Stoke	said	that,	as	he	was	riding	along,	he	had	seen	the	
poor	animal	frozen	on	a	bank,	and	put	it	in	his	pocket	to	dissect,	but	the	snake	had	thawed	
and	escaped	from	his	pocket.	The	doctor	praised	me	very	much	for	my	prowess,	and	as	a	
reward	he	made	me	a	present	of	my	prisoner,	which	I	long	kept	in	a	glass	jar	and	carefully	
tended	every	day;	at	last,	however,	I	gave	him	his	freedom."		
	
Of	the	eccentric	Dr.	Darwin	the	lady	had	less	agreeable	reminiscences.	The	doctor	had	
been	called	professionally	to	see	her	mother;	he	arrived	in	a	worn-out,	muddy	"sulky,"	
fitted	up	with	receptacles	for	writing	and	eating,	stocked	with	sweet	confections,	of	which	
he	was	fond,	and	heaped	up	with		
books	from	the	floor	to	the	front	window.	"We	all	hastened,"	she	says,	"to	the	window	to	
see	Dr.	Darwin,	of	whom	we	had	heard	so	much,	and	whom	I	was	prepared	to	honour	and	
venerate,	in	no	common	degree,	as	the	restorer	of	my	mother's	health.	What,	then,	was	my	
astonishment	at	beholding	him,	as	he	slowly	got	out	of	the	carriage!	His	figure	was	vast	
and	massive	;	his	head	was	almost	buried	on	his	shoulders,	and	he	wore	a	scratch-wig,	as	it	
is	called,	tied	up	in	a	little	bobtail	behind."	Meanwhile,	amidst	all	this,	the	doctor's	eye	was	
deeply	sagacious,	his	observation	most	keen,	and	his	intelligence	well	calculated	to	inspire	
confidence	in	his	patients.		
When	conversation	began,	his	flow	of	wit	and	anecdote	was	most	entertaining	and	
astonishing,	in	spite	of	an	inveterate	stammering.		
	
Elsewhere	she	records	the	painful	impression	made	on	her	by	the	doctor's	irreligion.*		
	
(*Quotes from Mrs. Schimmel Penninck's graphic reminiscences.)29
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Mrs.	Schimmel	Penninck,	already	quoted,	gives	a	vivid	picture	of	an	exciting	scene	in	her	
father's	house.	It	was	in	the	summer	of	1788,	and	Matthew	Boulton	presented	to	the	
company	his	son	M(atthew)	Robinson	Boulton,	who	had	just	returned	from	a	long	sojourn	
in	Paris.		
"	I	well	remember,"	writes	Mrs.	Schimmel	Penninck,	"	my	astonishment	at	his	full	dress	in	
the	highest	adornment	of	Parisian	fashion;	but	I	noticed	as	a	remarkable	thing	that	the	
company	(which	consisted	of	some	of	the	first	men	in	Europe),	all	with	one	accord	
gathered	around	him	and	asked	innumerable	questions,	the	drift	of	which	I	did	not	fully	
understand.	It	was	wonderful	to	me	to	see	Dr.	Priestley,	Dr.	Withering,	Mr.	Watt,	Mr.	
Boulton	himself,	and	Mr.	Keir	manifest	the	most	intense	interest,	each	according	to	his	
prevailing	characteristics,	as	they	almost	hung	upon	his	words;	and	it	was	impossible	to	
mistake	the	indications	of	deep	anxiety,	hope,	fear,	curiosity,	ardent	zeal,	or	thoughtful	
gravity,	which	alternately	marked	their	countenances,	as	well	as	those	of	my	own	parents.	
My	ears	caught	the	words	‘Marie	Antoinette,'	‘Cardinal	de	Rohan,'	'	diamond	necklace,'		
‘famine,'	‘discontent	among	the	people,'	‘sullen	silence	instead	of	shouts	of	Vive	le	Roi!'	All	
present	seemed	to	give	a	fearful	attention.	Why,	I	did	not	then	well	know,	and	in	a	day	or	
two	these	things	were	almost	forgotton	by	me,	but	the	rest	of	the	party	heard,	no	doubt,	in	
the	young	man's	narrative,	the	distant	though	as	yet	faint	rising	of	the	storm	which	a		
year	later	was	to	burst	upon	France,	and	in	its	course	to	desolate	Europe."		
	
It	is	proper	to	note	that	Mary	Ann	Galton	was	but	eleven	years	of	age	at	the	time	which	she	
describes	from	memory	in	her	later	years.30	

Priestley wrote of Samuel Galton jnr:

“Seldom,	if	ever,	have	I	known	two	persons	of	such	cultivated	minds	as	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Galton.	
The	latter	had	the	greatest	attachment	imaginable	to	my	wife."	31		

Strains over politics appeared between members, firstly with the anti-slavery
campaign from 1785 which Wedgwood and Darwin threw their weight behind but
Galton continued selling his guns to the slavers, and then in 1789 with the beginning
of the French Revolution which members supported at the start.
Then in 1790 Withering and Stokes fell out over their work and the rift was profound.
The Lunar men were asked to take sides and Stokes left their Circle.

1791 riots:
The members of the Lunar Society, popularly known as " Lunatics",  were generally
in favour of the French Revolution. So when rioting broke out they were the special
object of the rioter’s hatred and zeal. The future of the society was threatened.

Shouting	"No	philosophers	—	church	and	king	forever;"	they	attacked	Edgbaston	Hall,	the	
residence	of	Dr.	Withering,	but	the	timely	arrival	of	the	light-horse	terminated	their	
wretched	work	of	plunder.	Some	persons,	to	escape	their	fury,	wrote	"	No	philosophers"	on	
the	fronts	of	their	houses.		
Boulton	and	Watt	were	not	without	apprehension	of	an	attack,	and	placing	arms	in	the	
hands	of	their	workmen,	addressed	them	on	the	criminality	of	the	riotous	proceedings,	and	
obtained	their	promise	to	defend	the	establishment.	But	Soho	was	spared	the	dreaded	
attack,	owing	to	the	fact,	says	Watt,	that	most	of	the	Dissenters	lived	in	another	direction.		
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The	first	meeting	of	the	Lunar	Society,	after	the	frightful	riots	of	July,	1791,	must	have	
called	for	all	the	philosophy	the	learned	victims	could	muster.	There	are	several	allusions	
to	it.		
	
Priestley,	in	writing	to	Keir,	on	the	22d	of	July	(1791),	and	again	on	the	29th,	from	London,	
expresses	the	hope	that	he	may	be	permitted	to	return	to	Birmingham	before	the	next		
Lunar	Society,	and	begs	that	the	meeting	be	not	made	to	depend	upon	his	arrival.		
	
And	Mr.	Galton,	writing	to	Priestley	on	Monday,	Sept.	5	(1791),	expresses	pleasure	at	the	
prospect	of	seeing	him	in	Birmingham,	and	says	:	"	Our	Lunar	Meeting	will	be	held	on	
Monday,	at	Barr.	Will	that	influence	you	to	leave	London	any	sooner	?"	32

Mr.	Samuel	Garbeti;,	of	Knill	Court,	Herefordshire,	in	a	letter	to	the	Marquis	of	Lansdowne,	
dated	September	24,	1791,	gives	a	few	interesting	particulars	of	this	meeting,	held	on	the	
12th,	at	Mr.	Galton's,	which	was	probably	the	first	one	after	the	riots.	He	writes:		
"My	accounts	from	Birmingham	do	not	show	that	the	acrimony	subsides.	I	am	told	that	Dr.	
Priestley	intended	to	attend	the	last	Lunar	meeting,	.	.	.			
and	therefore	Mr.	Watt,	one	of	the	members,	went	with	pistols	in	his	pockets.	But	Dr.	
Priestley	did	not	attend	the	meeting,	and	I	suppose	that	many	of	the	Presbyterians	have	
beg'd	that	he	may	not	appear	at	Birmingham."			And	in	a	postscript	he	adds:	
"Since	writing	the	other	side,	I	received	a	letter	from	Birmingham,	in	which	is	the	following	
paragraph:	‘Mr.	Boulton	says	he	was	not	at	the	Lunar	Meeting;	he	said	Dr.	Priestley	is	not	
coming,	and	complains	his	friends	have	not	stuck	by	him,"	33	

The Final Phase: 1791 – end Decline:
The riots seem to have scattered the Lunar Circle and there was a decisive falling off
of the society's spirit and activities.34

Watt wrote on 23rd November 1791:
‘The	Hellish	miscreants	who	committed	so	many	outrages	here,	by	banishing	Dr.	Priestley	
have	almost	broke	up	our	Lunar	Society.	At	least	when	we	meet	we	have	more	politics	than	
Philosophy.’35

As the century drew towards its end, friendships remained but meetings were
spasmodical and the Lunar Society gradually dissolved, its members dropping off
one by one.

John Whitehurst had died in 1788;
Thomas Day was killed by a fall from his horse, in 1789;
Stokes has left the Circle in 1790;
Priestley went to London and then emigrated, dying in America in 1804;

By 1794
Withering was in Portugal;
Edgeworth was back in Ireland.

At the outset of Wedgwood’s final illness in 1794 ‘the Lunar Circle had to all practical
purposes ceased to exist.’ 36
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On	the	30th	March,	1798,	Dr.	Withering	wrote	to	Sir	Joseph	Banks,	"	Mr.	Boulton	was	here	
Tuesday	last	;	he	is	up	to	the	elbows	in	?	coinage,	but	does	not	talk	of	visiting	London	at	
present.	Mr.	Watt	has	sprained	and	nearly	broken	the	tendo-	Achilles	of	his	leg,	but	in	
other	respects	is	well.	My	imperfect	health	prevents	me	attending	our	Lunar	meetings		
in	the	winter	season,	but	I	will	not	forget	as	I	meet	with	the	parties,	to	express	your	kind	
remembrance	of	them."	37	
	
In 1799 Withering lamented the absence of Johnson:
‘We	have	a	loss	of	him	at	our	Lunar	meeting,	which	has	never	flourished	since	the	
departure	of	Priestly.	The	Members	are	to	a	Man	either	too	busy,	too	idle,	or	too	much	
indisposed	to	do	anything;	and	the	interest	wch	everyone	feels	in	the	state	of	public	affairs	
draws	the	conversation	out	of	its	proper	course.’38	

The ever-welcome guest Josiah Wedgwood passed away in 1796;
Dr. Withering died of a lingering consumption, in 1799;
Johnson was lost track of, leaving Keniworth by 1799 to take up farming.
Dr. Darwin was carried off by an attack of angina pectoris in 1802;

Capt.	Keir,	James	Watt,	and	Boulton,	the	founder,	were	almost	the	only	members	surviving.	
The	vacant	seats	remained	unfilled	and	the	meetings	passed	into	history.	The	few	lingering	
survivors	found	its	associations	too	painful	to	be	continued.	But	the	influence	exerted	by	
the	society	did	not	die;	it	had	stimulated	inquiry	and	quickened	the	zeal	for	knowledge	of	
all	who	had	come	within	its	influence,	and	this	spirit	diffused	and	propagated	itself	in	all	
directions.		
Leonard	Horner,	who	visited	Soho	in	1809,	thus	refers	to	the	continued	moral	influence	of	
the	association:		
"The	remnant	of	the	Lunar	Society,"	he	says,	"and	the	fresh	remembrance	in	others	of	the	
remarkable	men	who	composed	it,	are	very	interesting.	The	impression	which	they	made	is	
not	yet	worn	out,	but	shows	itself	to	the	second	and	third	generation	in	a	spirit	of	scientific	
curiosity	and	free	inquiry	which	even	yet	makes	some	stand	against	Toryism	and	the	love	
of	gain."	(Smiles.)	39	
	
There is a suggestion that the Lunar meetings were continued by the younger
generation of the families of earlier Lunar members, including Gregory Watt,
Matthew Robinson Boulton, Thomas Wedgwood and James Watt junior, possibly
together with Samuel Tertius Galton.40 Regular meetings are recorded into the
nineteenth century - eight in 1800, five or six before August 1801 and at least one in
1802,41 while as late as 1809 Leonard Horner (quoted above) was describing "the
remnant of the Lunar Society" as being "very interesting".42 While individual
members continued to produce work of importance, however, the collaborative
activity that marked the heyday of the society was noticeably absent.43

The society had definitely collapsed by 1813, by which time only Keir, Watt,
Edgeworth and Galton were still alive. In August of that year Samuel Galton jnr. is
recorded as having won a ballot for possession of the scientific books from the
society's library.44 Galton was the youngest of the group and lived until 1832, while
the others were all gone by 1820.

Among the memorials to the Society and its members are the Moonstones in Great
Barr; two statues of Watt and a statue of Boulton, Watt & Murdock by William Bloye;
and the museum at Soho House – all in Birmingham.

Clic
k t

o buy N
OW!

PDF-XChange

w
ww.docu-track.com Clic

k t
o buy N

OW!
PDF-XChange

w
ww.docu-track.com

http://www.docu-track.com/buy/
http://www.docu-track.com/buy/


13

Among the members of the Lunar Society were the following eminent men of science:

Matthew Boulton, F.R.S. (1728-1809), mechanical engineer and inventor of
improvements in the steam-engine. A partner of James Watt.

Dr. Erasmus Darwin, F.R.S. (1731-1802), a physician, poet, and naturalist.
Author of the ”Botanic Grarden."

Dr. William Small (1734—1775), an intimate friend of Darwin, Boulton, and
Watt. He was an accomplished physician, chemist, and machinist. He held the
professorship of mathematics and natural philosophy in William and Mary
College, Virginia, for some years, but returned to England and settled
in Birmingham.

John Whitehurst (1713-1788), son of a watch and clock-maker from Congleton,
moved to Derby in 1736. A friend of Darwin.

Richard Lovell Edgeworth, F.R.S. (1744-1817), author and philosopher; he
contributed papers to the Royal Society. A friend of Day and Darwin.

Thomas Day (1748-1789), a wealthy, eccentric philanthropist, best known as
the author of "Sandford and Merton". A friend of Edgeworth and Capt. Keir.

James Watt, F.R.S. (1736-1819), inventor of improvements in the steam-
engine, chemist, surveyor and engineer. Partner of Boulton.

Captain James Keir (1735-1814), chemist and author; proprietor of several
chemical establishments at West Bromwich, near Birmingham.
[He originally studied medicine with Darwin but left and joined the army.]
A friend of Darwin and Small.

John Baskerville (1706-1775), inventor of superior type, and publisher of
standard works. A friend of Boulton.

Dr. William Withering, F.R.S. (1741-1799), physician, botanist, and
chemist. He analyzed the mineral witherite named in his honour.
He was a friend of Darwin and replaced Small following his death in 1775.

Rev. Dr. Joseph Priestley, F.R.S. (1733-1804), the father of pneumatic
chemistry, theologian, and philosopher.

Rev. Robert Augustus Johnson (1745-99), retired army officer, chemist,
F.R.S., of Kenilworth.

Mr. Samuel Galton, junior, his son (1753-1832), F.R.S, amateur scientist
with a thirst for knowledge. He partnered his father in gun-making.
He became particularly close to Priestley and his family.

Dr. Jonathan Stoke (1755-1831, a botanist and a physician of Birmingham.
He came to assist Withering from 1783.

Josiah Wedgwood, F.R.S. (1730-1795), the well-known potter and inventor of
the ware called by his name. Friend of Darwin and Priestly.

(Mr. Samuel Galton (1720-1799), F.R.S., a wealthy man of letters, well
skilled in chemistry and natural history. As a Quaker he provided ties into
the Quaker network of merchants, bankers and manufacturers. He was a gun-
maker and he and his son helped fund Priestley’s work.)
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Among the guests known to have been entertained were the following distinguished
men of science and letters : —

Sir Joseph Banks, F.R.S. (1743-1820), botanist. President of the Royal
Society.

Sir William Herschel, F.R.S. (1738-1822), the most distinguished astronomer
of the period.

John Smeaton (1724-1792), civil engineer, builder of Eddystone Lighthouse.

Dr. Samuel Parr (1747-1825), eminent English scholar and critic.

The Rev. Hugh Blair, D.D. (1718-1800), author of "Lectures on Rhetoric.”
Professor in the University of Edinburgh.

(William Murdock (1754-1839), mechanical engineer, from 1779 the
superintendent of the works of Boulton and Watts. Inventor of the system of
lighting by gas, and of many improvements in steam machinery.)

Adam Afzelius (1750-1836), Swedish botanist. He visited England in 1789.

Dr. Daniel C. Solander, F.R.S. (1736-1782), Swedish Naturalist and
physician. Librarian British Museum.

Jean-Andre de Luc (1727-1817), Swiss natural philosopher and geologist.

Dr. Pieter Camper, F.R.S. (1722-1789), Dutch naturalist, and anatomist.

Mr. John Wilkinson, iron-master, brother-in-law to Dr. Priestley.

Mr. William Bewly, a surgeon and apothecary of Norfolk, author of letters
on the chemistry of gases. A friend of Dr. Priestley.

Mr. Collins, an American " rebel.”

Dr. Henry Moyes, of Edinburgh, lecturer on chemistry, though blind. He
emigrated to America in 1785.

Mr. M. Robinson Boulton, son of Matthew.

The Rev. Joseph Barrington, Roman Catholic priest of Osoott, a small
hamlet, seven or eight miles from Birmingham.
Author of several historical works.

Also: Richard Kirwan, John Michell, Pieter Camper, R. E. Raspe,
Thomas Beddoes, John Wyatt, William Thomson, Cyril V. Jackson,
John Ash, Samuel More, Robert Bage, James Brindley, Ralph Griffiths,
John Roebuck, Thomas Percival, Joseph Black, James Hutton,
Benjamin Franklin, John Warltire, George Fordyce, Alexander Blair, Louis
Joseph d'Albert d'Ailly, the seventh Duke of Chaulnes,
Barthélemy Faujas de Saint-Fond, Grossart de Virly, Johann Gottling,
and Joseph Wright.
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 Great Barr Hall and the Lunar Society

Samuel Galton junior  (1753-1832), was an amateur
scientist with a thirst for knowledge. He was a Quaker
but also partnered his father in a gun-making business
in Birmingham. A man of intellect he became a member
of the Lunar Society in 1781, then FRS, a Fellow of the
Royal Society in 1785. He was also a member of the Linnaean Society.
He married in 1777 and at first resided at The Five Ways about a mile from
Birmingham. As the family grew the house became too small and a hunt for an
alternative led him to rent Great Barr Hall from Joseph Scott. The family moved in in
1785 although the lease may not have been signed until 1786. Joseph Scott
terminated the lease after coming into his fortune around 1791, although the Galtons
were probably using the Hall until 1797.

However the Hall seems to have been a summer residence45:
‘In	1785	he	went	to	live	at	Barr,	and	bought	cows	and	followed	agricultural	pursuits,	in	the	
winters	he	came	into	Birmingham	again.’46	

	

“In	1785	he	went	to	live	at	Great	Barr,	a	large	country	house	about	four	miles	out	of	
Birmingham,	spending	the	winter	in	various	houses	in	Birmingham’47	

Galton became particularly close to Priestley and his family, and the events of the
riots of 1791 shook everyone. Perhaps for this reason he set about buying Warley
Woods in 1792 to build a new family home. He commissioned Humphry Repton, a
landscape architect, to convert the existing field-systems into a fitting setting for the
new house Warley Abbey (Repton 1795; Fig. 3).

1785-1797 – Great Barr Hall was let to Samuel Galton junior who was a member of the
Lunar Society. The Galtons were genial hosts and nurtured the widest possible circle of
friends and acquaintances. Many people called in. Members of the “Society” went to
each other’s houses in turn, with mainly around 7 members.

It is clear that
September 1785 may have been the 1st meeting at Galton’s new house.
Great Barr Hall was then the meeting place perhaps twice a year,
for 6 years, 1785-1791 [recorded in May 1786, summer 1788, Sept 1791].
Then possibly on until 1796.

I wonder if the Lunar Society met at Great Barr Hall after 1791. Only some of them met in
September 1791. Boulton felt betrayed and was not present. The Circle began to
crumble. In 1792 Quaker disapproval of the Galtons increased when they were criticised
for their involvement in slave trading. Relations with local Quakers then worsened. When
Samuel Galton junior retired in 1795, leaving his son in sole charge, he was forced to
mount a strong defence of his involvement in gun manufacturing.48

Two important biographers from the first half of the twentieth-century have written
independently that :
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Great Barr Hall ‘after Boulton’s house, became the most frequent meeting
place for the Lunar Society.’49 However no details are given to support this.

Writing about Francis Galton, Pearson includes a Plate showing a painting of Great Barr
Hall with the following written underneath –
‘The country house of Samuel Galton jun  1785-1799
      Favourite meeting place of the Lunar Society. (see ftn. p48)’ 50

Again there is no supporting data.
As the Galtons were good hosts there is no doubt that Great Barr Hall was regularly
visited by many people and I can well believe that it was a favourite meeting place for the
Lunatics. No doubt the rural setting was a delight compared to the growingly urbanised
Birmingham.

MCR 4/2014 .

Records found for the Meetings of the Society:

1775-8 mainly at Soho, although the frequency declined.
1776     3rd March  at Soho: Boulton, Darwin and Keir.

1778   5th April  at Soho: Boulton   Darwin ill.

1781-4        The Lunar Society used to frequently meet at Galton’s home,
             Galton House in Steelhouse Lane (where the gun factory was).51

1781  January 3rd  - next Monday at Watt’s house.
      July    2nd  - at Keir's house: Boulton, Blair, Priestley,

              Withering, Galton, Mr. Collins.

1782  Autumn     - at Watt’s

1783       extraordinary meeting – guest William Bewley
     Christmas Day to April 1784 Heavy snow & deep drifts.
1784 January    - Darwin sent a balloon with message to ?meeting at Soho

1785  September 19th  -  at Galton’s at Barr.
1786  March  15th     - at Watt’s house.
      May    15th     - at Galton’s at Barr.
      June   12th     - at Stokes’ house.

1787  September 3rd   – at Boulton’s at Soho.
      October        -  guests William Bewley & John Wilkinson

1788  Summer         - at Galton’s at Barr.

1791  September 12th  – at Galton’s at Barr  following the riots
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49 Wedgwood   p88
50 Pearson  Plate XXXI.

& Hesketh Pearson: Doctor Darwin. London & Toronto: Dent & Sons, 1930. p.99.
51 All Other Things Birmingham >> The Galtons

Pictures   (via Wikipedia)

Erasmus Darwin,   oil painting by Joseph Wright (c1792-3), Derby Museum & Art Gallery
Matthew Boulton,  1792 portrait
Soho House,   from the front, restored to 18th century appearance
Rev. Dr. Joseph Priestley,   by Ellen Sharples (1794)
Great Barr Hall,  in Strawberry Hill Gothic form as known by Galton

Engraving from 1832 Stebbing Shaw.

Major sourses used:   Bolton,  Uglow,  Wedgwood  &  Wikipedia
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