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In this article, Frank A. J. L. James offers a distinctive reconstruction of the “sociable”
and “clubbable” lives of the early Royal Institution, an aspect that has received
relatively little historical attention (59). Focusing on “loose groups” of “men and
women”, James argues that the hundreds who attended lectures, “most of whom were
not aristocrats”, extended their engagement beyond attendance to establish social
interaction (59). Within this setting, art, literature, and science, together with their
consumption, coexisted and were mutually sustained.

The article develops this argument through a prudent case study of the
watercolourist and later geologist Thomas Richard Underwood, whose movements
connected “informal” groupings including “The Brothers”, the Society of Antiquaries,
the Royal Institution and French-British scholarly exchange (59—60). Tracing
Underwood’s trajectory from his early placements, through his engagement at the
Royal Institution under Humphry Davy, to his later role in shaping Davy’s biographical
persona, James argues that the deliberate formation of sociable groupings sometimes
functioned as a way through which creativity, circulation, and cultural consumption
were fostered. By foregrounding sociability alongside laboratory practice, the article
complicates established institutional narratives of the early Royal Institution.

Methodologically, the essay is grounded in highly disciplined archival reading
across institutions. The Royal Institution Managers’ Minutes are used to establish dates,
categories of membership, and institutional position, without being asked to bear more
interpretive burden than they could sustain (60). James thereby reframes sociability at
a deliberately modest scale, distinguishing it from the “effective networks” or
“overlapping memberships” characteristic of small societies, and observing that “even
group might be too strong a word” in this context (59). This restraint allows the article
to show how connections within scientific institutions emerged through repeated
co-presence and public sociability, alongside publication, experiments, and lectures, in
ways that occasionally unsettle self-evidential assumptions about “networks” and
“friendships”.

James further situates Underwood’s visual practices within the social context of
research by treating watercolour production as a collaborative and institutional activity.
Underwood’s work for the antiquarian Philip Rashleigh, and his contributions to
antiquarian and mineralogical publications, mark a gradual shift from artistic practice
toward antiquarianism and mineralogy (60-62). In particular, James foregrounds what
he describes as a “steady, though not enormous, flow of images of objects shown and
discussed at the Society’s meetings”, many later engraved for Archaeologia (60—61).
The attention James gives to dated drawings, signed plates, and named engravers
further situate these images within identifiable institutional routines of production and
circulation, enabling him to move between visual practice, material collaboration, and
archival traces while keeping the scale of interpretation proportionate to what the
surviving evidence could sustain (61-62). These images function as physical traces of
sustained sociable collaboration, rendering forms of shared scientific inquiry that would
otherwise remain difficult to recover.
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Sociability becomes most clearly legible in the central institutional episode of
Davy’s appointment to the Royal Institution in 1801, where it intersected with
governance (63—65). Drawing on a politically charged and partly retrospective
evidential cluster, James checks Underwood’s later claims about Davy’s
“young <Democratic> friends” and his reputation as a ‘“protégée of
the <London> Jacobins” against Davy’s correspondence, hostile press coverage
surrounding Beddoes and the Medical Pneumatic Institution, and the political
sensitivities associated with Joseph Banks (64—65). He also incorporates Thomas
Webster’s 1799 proposal for workmen’s access to lectures, later recalled as a
“dangerous political tendency” (65). The result is a careful reconstruction of
recruitment, reputational risk, and institutional self-protection, in which informal
sociability becomes visible precisely when it brushes against formal decision-making.

The essay is particularly strong in its treatment of scale, absence, and evidential
limits. James repeatedly marks the fragility of the surviving record, noting that no
corroborating evidence survives for Underwood’s claimed visit to Cornwall more than
thirty years earlier, and that his account of lodging with Davy’s mother likely conflates
visits and recollections (63). Rather than smoothing these uncertainties, the article
maintains them as analytically visible, especially in tracing how Underwood’s diary
and recollections informed both Cuvier’s éloge and John Ayrton Paris’s biography of
Davy (66-68). In this sense, Underwood’s significance may lie less in his
representativeness than in his position as a fragile but indispensable conduit, through
whom largely hidden sociable groupings of the early Royal Institution acquired
long-term historical afterlives via mediated, partial, and contestable sources.
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