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Preface

Thomas Garnett has been a companion since I first engaged with him in helping to prepare an exhibition on north-country scientists in the Library of the University of Lancaster in 1983. But it was more recent work for the brief entry about him for the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography that convinced me of the potential for an extended study of a figure who had been largely lost from view after a brief period of national celebrity as the founding professor of natural philosophy and chemistry in two institutions: first at the Andersonian Institution (now the University of Strathclyde) and then at the Royal Institution. As was soon evident, the significance and interest of Garnett’s career extended far beyond his professorial activities in Glasgow and London, important though these were. By the time of these high-profile appointments in the last years of his short life, he had moved from the obscurity of a yeoman childhood in rural Westmorland to prominence as an Edinburgh-trained spa doctor in Harrogate and recognition in the vibrant scientific network that flourished in the English provinces, especially in the industrial North and Midlands, in the later eighteenth century. The way he navigated through these distinct but adjacent worlds provides a core theme of my book.

A life of such varied achievements has consequences for a biographer, and the debts I have incurred reflect the diversity of Garnett’s own experiences. Among the many librarians and archivists on whose knowledge and skills I have drawn, it is a pleasure to record my particular thanks to Charlotte New at the Royal Institution, Anne Cameron in the Andersonian Library, University of Strathclyde, Enid Gardner at the Royal Society of Medicine in Edinburgh, Scout Noffke in the Rauner Special Collections Library, Dartmouth College, and Lauren Alderton and Jonathan Makepeace, who have given essential help with items in the collections of the Royal Institute of British Architects. No acknowledgements would be complete, too, without a mention of the support I have enjoyed day by day in my wonderfully rich and welcoming ‘home’ library, the Bodleian Library, in Oxford.

Beyond libraries and archives, I owe a special debt to Frank James for many years of encouragement and advice, and an unfaltering belief that this biography would eventually see the light of day. Over the years, as well, I have benefitted from the responses of seminar and other groups in Lancaster, Sedbergh, Penrith, Durham, Oxford and London to talks I have given on Garnett and the broader dimensions of his career and work. In these settings and elsewhere, it has been a privilege to learn from others with often unexpected points of shared interest in a man of rare gifts and the intellectual range of a true son of the Enlightenment. A recent chance encounter with the literary scholar David Duff, currently working on the Royal Institution’s publishing press as part of a study of prospectuses, illustrates the value of discussions in unanticipated areas of common ground. Further afield, exchanges with Michael Kingsbury, the owner of the house in Barbon where Garnett spent his childhood, have been a special pleasure since we met more than fifteen years ago through the Sedbergh and District History Society. So too my contact with David and Carol Thomas, who have generously shared the documentary resources on which they have based their deep knowledge of Garnett family history.

In 2020, it was my great good fortune to mention my work on Garnett to Ludmilla Jordanova and, through her, to make a first contact with Frances Arnold and Emily Drewe at Bloomsbury Academic. Since then, the passage from refereeing (by singularly helpful referees) to production has proceeded with exemplary efficiency, aided by the unfailingly judicious and friendly coaxing of Megan Harris since she took over the editorial supervision of the book more than a year ago. In the final stages, Paige Harris at Bloomsbury Academic and Shamli Priya at Integra Software Services have likewise given generously, with support and guidance in seeing the project through to completion. The result has been an association as happy and rewarding as any author could ever hope to have with a publisher.

Oxford

Robert Fox

August 2023
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Figure 0.1 Portrait of Garnett, artist unknown, painted during his time as professor of natural philosophy at the Andersonian Institution, Glasgow, 1796–9. The original, a gift from the nineteenth-century merchant and cultural polymath James Smith of Jordanhill, is in the University of Strathclyde Collections (GLAEX A9). Photograph (GB 249 OP/4/5/2) reproduced courtesy of Archives and Special Collections, University of Strathclyde Library.
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