ISG L&SE Visit to the Royal Society Library, February 8th 2011.

Eighteen members came on our tour of the Royal Society, which was founded as long ago as 1660 as a group of learned men who would meet regularly to witness experiments and to discuss scientific matters.  The group was quickly recognised by King Charles II, who granted a Royal Charter.

The Society has only been in its current home in Carlton House Terrace since 1967.  The building (once four houses, now combined as one) is every bit as sumptuous as you might expect.  The Library was extensively refurbished in 2010 in honour of the 350th anniversary celebrations and offers an opulent environment in which to work.

A library was begun in 1661, as the members realised the importance of recording and maintaining records of their experiments and discussions.  Since then the collections have grown through gifts, including many personal collections amassed by Fellows bequeathed to the Society on their death.  It has also been a longstanding custom that Fellows should donate a copy of every book they publish to the library.  The collection has been maintained (largely) intact since its foundation, which reflects well on how highly the library has been valued (and continues to be so).

Today the library covers all branches of science and continues to grow as a result of more published research.  The archive collection is also vast, containing all the records of the Royal Society and all its publications.  To mark the 350th anniversary of the Society’s foundation last year the library made a deliberate policy decision to broaden the scope of its activities and has been re-named the Centre for History of Science, and now incorporates library, archives, reading room, and events and exhibitions activities.  Formerly open only to Fellows and staff members, the library collections are now available to anyone who wishes to register as a reader.  Its resources are also promoted by exhibitions and public events – details of the past exhibitions are archived on the website at http://royalsociety.org/Past-Exhibitions/
Our visit started in the Council Room, where the Society’s Council meets six or seven times a year.  During Council meetings the Society’s Mace, a gift from Charles II in 1663 and normally on display in the foyer, is removed from its case and laid in front of the President as a symbol of continuing Royal patronage.  (The Mace remained firmly in its display case while we were there).
We then moved to one of the lavishly decorated reading rooms.  It surprisingly small, with seating for only ten researchers, and is lined with bookshelves that house part of the library’s lending collection of books on the history of science.  (Registered readers can borrow from these shelves up to five items for three weeks).  A second reading room, which houses the lending biographical collection, was in use for a meeting at the time of our visit, so we were unable to see in.  
The main stock of books and archives are housed elsewhere in the building, but up to five items at a time can be requested from the stores for use in the Reading Room.  

Two sections caught my eye as being somewhat unexpected:

· Fellows in Fiction
· History of Travel

A number of famous Fellows feature as characters in novels.  The authors may have used the library here to research aspects of these Fellows past, so it is quite logical to stock these novels, as they may depict a different side of the character (even if it may be a little fanciful).  These are popular with readers, as they tend to provide a little light relief from the serious business of researching.  The History of Travel would not seem to relate to science, but many of the early Fellows undertook the Grand Tour to expand their knowledge, and the Society has also supported scientific expeditions – from the time of Captain James Cook sailing on the Endeavour up to the British Antarctic Survey – all the results of which have been carefully written up and deposited in the library’s collections.
Dotted around the building are a number of display cases which enable items from the archives to be put on display.  The library has some examples, and others can be found in rooms that are hired out for functions, so bringing library holdings to the eyes of people who might not normally use the library – a useful method of publicity.

The Library is also responsible for a huge image collection.  Many Fellows have had their portrait painted, or a bust made in honour of their election to the Society.  In more recent times new Fellows have had official photographs taken on Admission Day.  The portraits are hung around the building, and two areas have been set aside to display these photos.  Elsewhere Fellows have normally illustrated their research either with diagrams or with drawings of technological developments or even watercolours of flora and fauna discovered on expeditions, which over the years has developed into a significant art collection.   All of these have to be conserved and indexed, and much of this is now searchable on the online catalogue at http://royalsociety.org/Catalogues/.

The Library’s website has a lot of other useful information, ranging from an outline of its collections at http://royalsociety.org/Collections/ to the journal archive at http://royalsocietypublishing.org/journals and the Sackler Archive, a database of biographical information on past Fellows of the Royal Society from 1660 onwards, which provides a possibly unexpected source of personal information that compliments other, more familiar, sources.  This can be accessed at http://royalsociety.org/Biographies-of-Fellows-Sackler-Archive-Resource/  
Another resource on the website is a science timeline called Trailblazing.  It covers the period 1665 to 2010 and highlights historical events and 60 key publications of the Royal Society in this period, including Isaac Newton’s Theory on light and colours (1672), Captain Cook’s methods for preserving the health of his crew on the Endeavour (1776), the invention of the first electric battery (1800), the Invention of the Davy Safety Lamp (1816) and the Development of penicillin (1940), all featuring facsimile copies of original documentation.  There is a link to this at the bottom of http://royalsociety.org/history-of-science/?from=footer, or you can access it direct at http://trailblazing.royalsociety.org/?from=footer
Yet another online feature is a Turning the Pages facility, a gallery of some of the most important books and manuscripts in the library’s collection and, just like the similar feature on the British Library’s website, lets you read an original work virtually. A new set of nine manuscripts on the theme of diaries and travel journals is due to be uploaded at the end of March.  This can be accessed at http://royalsociety.org/library/turning-the-pages/
All of these are useful ways of making the Society’s collections available to a wider public, and are sources of potentially valuable information in their own right.

Our visit finished in the exhibition gallery, where we had the opportunity to look around the current exhibition on Frederick Gowland Hopkins, the man who discovered the existence of vitamins and initiated the new science of biochemistry.  Even for a non-scientist like myself, this was really interesting and well presented, just like the rest of the visit.
This was a really interesting tour, which helped to highlight many sources of information that might not be immediately associated with the Royal Society.  Our thanks go to the Library staff who took time out to show us all around. 
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