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 The Society of Antiquaries of London: Tercentenary and beyond
By David Gaimster
History and governance
The Society of Antiquaries of London is the oldest independent learned society concerned with the study of the past. The Royal Society, founded in 1660, had an early interest in historical monuments such as Avebury and published much material on archaeological finds in its Philosophical Transactions. However, by the end of the 17th century, its attention was focused purely on science. The Society of Antiquaries of London traces its origin to a meeting on 5 December 1707 between three friends, Humfrey Wanley, John Talman and John Bagford in a London tavern. At this time those who were interested in the physical and documentary evidence for the past were called ‘antiquaries’. The Society was one of many such associations that sprang up across the country at this time, a period often depicted as a golden age of private clubs and societies , when coffee houses and taverns were settings for the ferment of ideas, information exchange and conviviality. 
The aims of the society were to ‘encourage the ingenious and the curious’, to make the knowledge of antiquities more universal, to communicate private knowledge and to collect and print accounts of any monument which might illustrate the history of ‘Bryttish antiquitys’.  The scrawled Minutes of that first tavern meeting in December 1707 record that it was ‘Agreed that the Business of the Society shall be limited to the object of Antiquities; and more particularly to such things as may Illustrate or Relate to the History of Great Britain’.  The Hanovarian succession and the passage that same year of 1707 of the Act of Union joining the crowns of England and Scotland gave the deciding impetus for the study of a common BRITISH past as a means of consolidating dynastic legitimacy and political stability. The tavern initiative was a truly patriotic enterprise.  
In addition, the emphasis on domestic antiquities was both a response to the fashionable lure of classical antiquity in Italy, and a reflection of the interests of members such as the first secretary, William Stukeley (who joined in 1717), who was at the time surveying the sites of Stonehenge and Avebury, believing them to be products of a druidical civilization which could match that of ancient Rome for intellectual and technological sophistication.  
The Society had a membership of about 150 in 1751 when it was granted a royal charter by King George II, who became its patron, and its members became entitled to call themselves Fellows (or FSA). It was charged by its charter with the ‘encouragement, advancement and furtherance of the study and knowledge of the antiquities and history of this and other countries’, and a wide national and international outlook has been a feature ever since. Once the Society had been incorporated as a chartered learned society, bequests could be accepted. In 1753, the Society rented rooms in a former coffee house in Chancery Lane, providing a secure space for the library, but it soon outgrew these premises. 
In 1781, the Society of Antiquaries joined the Royal Society and the Royal Academy in the spacious new accommodation with finely decorated rooms at Somerset House which had been granted by their patron at the time, King George III. 

The collections grew rapidly. Members were collectors and donated acquisitions of an astonishing variety. Objects such as a Thomas Becket casket from about 1200 were donated, as were illuminated manuscripts. An outstanding group of early royal portraits was bequeathed by Thomas Kerrich, Cambridge University Librarian. Key manuscript sources for British history such as the twelfth century Winton Domesday and the mid sixteenth century Inventory of Henry VIII were bought at auction. Before the middle of the nineteenth century the Society was often seen by Fellows as the most appropriate place to deposit British antiquities and historical documents and pictures. The British Museum only started officially collecting British antiquity with the acquisition of Charles Roach Smith’s FSA collection of London finds in 1856 (previously its interests had been dominated by classical antiquity), the National Portrait Gallery was not founded until the same year; while county record offices were not established until the twentieth century. 
The Society’s most notable contribution at this time was towards the understanding of British medieval art and architecture. The commissioning of record drawings of medieval buildings was an important aspect of its work, and artists such as George Vertue and John Carter were appointed as draughtsmen. The thirteenth century murals at the Palace of Westminster and the mid-sixteenth century murals at Cowdray House, Sussex, were recorded and published by the Society; both buildings were later destroyed by fire. 
By the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Society was considered fashionable, with members that included leading politicians (including prime ministers), noblemen, clergy, lawyers and collectors and numbers reached about 800 by 1812. After 1852, local secretaries were appointed who reported on finds in their areas and the record was published in the Society’s Proceedings. When A.W.Franks, the first Keeper of British and Medieval Antiquities at the British Museum, was Director of the Society in the 1860s and 1870s several important exhibitions were held in Somerset House, including a series on Palaeolithic Neolithic and Bronze Age implements. Scholars with an international reputation, such as Heinrich Schliemann, visited the Society and addressed meetings.
The government’s pressing need for accommodation for civil servants in Somerset House led to the learned societies there being offered alternative premises in the new Burlington House, Piccadilly, and the Antiquaries moved in 1875, gaining considerably more space for the growing library. The collections developed from a concentration on British topography into a major resource for the study of British and European archaeology. Under the Presidency of Sir John Evans (1885 - 92), the Society took the initiative to improve liaison between county archaeological societies by establishing the Congress of Archaeological Societies. In 1889, Evans established the Research Fund with a sizeable donation from his own resources. Grants from the Fund, the Society’s support and the expertise of its Fellows made possible excavations at many important British sites from Silchester, Hampshire, in the 1890s to Sutton Hoo, Suffolk, in the 1980s. 

The Society has a distinguished record in promoting the interests of British archaeology and the protection of the historic environment. In 1877, William Morris, who was later elected a Fellow, formed the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings and in 1882 Fellows were instrumental in lobbying for the passing of the first Ancient Monuments Protection Act. In 1907 the Society encouraged the government to establish the Royal Commission for the Historical Monuments of England. In 1944 it took an active part in the creation of the Council of British Archaeology to succeed the Congress of Archaeological Societies.  

Today the Society’s fellowship has grown to over 2,600 individuals spread around the United Kingdom, Europe and the world Women were admitted for the first time in 1921 and now form about one third of the total of current intake. Fellows’ work in the fields of archaeology, art and architectural history, material culture studies, museology, archival research, conservation and cultural resource management and serve in senior positions in universities, museums, libraries, archives, professional bodies, local authorities, national heritage agencies, as well as in private practice. As an independent charity and leading non-Government organisation in its sector, the Society is uniquely placed to encourage and facilitate public debate on the management, conservation, presentation and the wider understanding of the cultural heritage.  It also nominates representatives to the Council of the National Trust, the Culture Committee of the UK Commission for UNESCO, and trustees to national museums and galleries, such as the British Museum and the Sir John Soane’s Museum. It advises all the All-Party Parliamentary Groups concerned with culture and heritage.
The main governing body of the Society is its Council which consists of twenty members (trustees) elected by Fellows, including the President, Treasurer, Director and Secretary, who act as Honorary Officers. It meets five times a year to set the broad strategy and business planning of the Society, to approve grant-making, investment of reserves and risk-management policies and also to monitor performance in all areas of activity. Council is advised by a number of advisory committees, which oversee the delivery of the Society’s strategic objectives, including Executive, Finance, Research (grants), Publications, Library and Collections, Kelmscott, and the Morris Committee for buildings conservation grants. Increasingly important is its Development Campaign Working Group. To facilitate operations, the General Secretary (Chief Executive Officer) has delegated authority for implementing the strategic and business plan and for all day-to-day operational matters.
If you look at pp. 48-49 of the Society’s annual Report for 207 you will note that annual expenditure (turnover of over £1.5m) reflects strategic objectives and their prioritisation. The main effort is expended in supporting research and communicating its results together with fostering public understanding.  Also note that with no public funding, a Society like ours is draws the majority of its funding from its investment income, which is itself subject to market forces. We are now looking at strategies to build our operational revenue so that we can reduce this reliance. 
The Society has Registered museum status for its collections at Burlington House and also for the buildings and collections at Kelmscott Manor in Oxfordshire, the former country home of William Morris, Fellow, and leader of the English Arts and Crafts movement. Its interests and collections are therefore cross-disciplinary, and the contribution made by both the Society and its Fellows to the study of the past and its material footprint over three hundred years has been considerable.
The Society’s tercentenary 2007-08

The Society launched its tercentenary in the Autumn of 2007 with a special exhibition at the Royal Academy of Arts. The Society has also raised its profile through a Festival Programme of keynote public lectures and seminars in major cities throughout the United Kingdom and in Ireland, Europe (Frankfurt-am-Main) North America and Australia.  
Burlington House was never built with display space. Engaging with the public was not such an important objective for our Victorian forbears. Despite all our initiatives to develop remote electronic vehicles, for a modern Registered museum, therefore, we face a particular challenge to provide opportunities for a wider public audience to enjoy and learn from our historic collections. The partnership with our neighbours, the Royal Academy of Arts, gave us in 2007 that first opportunity to create direct public access for the first time to the unique treasures of Britain’s oldest Learned Society concerned with the study of the past. The Making History exhibition showcased antiquities of international importance, historic early books, detailed records of lost buildings and objects, paintings of ancient sites and landscapes by great artists commissioned by the Society, historic royal portraits and rare historical manuscripts; and, through the collections, explored milestones in the discovery, recording, interpretation, preservation and communication of Britain’s past over three centuries. The preparation for the exhibition and its handsome fully-illustrated catalogue generated significant new research by the Society’s Fellows on its historic collections. The range of expertise available within the Fellowship was heavily exploited, especially in content development, through a Fellows’ steering group and through individual contributions to the exhibition catalogue and to the associated public education programme. 
The exhibition was acclaimed by all national broadsheet newspapers, the national magazines for history and archaeology, and several literary weeklies, art monthlies and radio magazine programmes. The exhibition has also helped to build  the Society’s influence within our national heritage sector by making the historic collections, library and archives more publicly visible and demonstrating the public understanding to be gained from such outreach activity. The project also provided an opportunity to demonstrate to influential political supporters and potential future charitable donors the wide range of interests and influence which SAL has wielded in the past and can command in the future. 

On the strength of the success of the exhibition, the Society has been awarded a major grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) to tour the core element of Making History to four regional centres in England between 2008 and 2009 (Salisbury, Stoke-on-Trent, Lincoln and Sunderland). The touring project will secure the Exhibition’s legacy and will also enable SAL to build long-term partnerships for collections outreach to the regions. Most importantly, the HLF award is an important endorsement of our ambitions to demonstrate more explicitly the public benefit to be gained from opening up access to the Society’s historic resources. In addition, after its UK tour there is now a good chance that the show will travel to the US where it would form a platform for building the Society’s North American Fellowship and a focus for development activity. We are actively exploring a proposal from the McMullen Museum of Art at Boston College in MASS to start the tour.
The tercentenary of the Society and the lease settlement formed an incentive and an opportunity to undertake vital capital improvements to the Society’s premises in order to make it fit-for-purpose in respect of its strategic objectives. Key elements of the programme of works completed for the start of the Tercentenary in 2007 include:

· The creation of state-of-the art audio-visual facilities for the effective communication of research and debate, including remote live access  

· High-quality restoration of the ground floor public rooms 
· The improvement of display conditions, environmental controls, information and access to the Society’s pre-eminent collection of pictures, artefacts and furnishings 

· The creation of high-quality conference, reception and networking space for the UK heritage community in the centre of the capital.

In undertaking a major restoration of the listed public interiors and in upgrading its meeting facilities for the communication of research and the debate of public policy in the cultural heritage, the Society has been able to significantly enhance its public benefit. The Society now welcomes over 140 voluntary sector organisations and public bodies to its facilities here at Burlington House every year. We now hope to grow that revenue and that the restored rooms and improved facilities will attract more of the capital’s businesses for meetings, workshops and awaydays. Daytime business use will help us secure subsidised rates for out-of-business-hours charity use for our sector. 

Improvements to meeting facilities at the Antiquaries strengthen the Society’s contribution to the emerging collective enterprise of the Learned and Scientific Societies that are co-located around the courtyard of Burlington House. The inauguration of the Burlington House Cultural Campus in September 2006 creates a new public space for cultural events in central London. Since settlement of leases around the Courtyard, the Societies (Chemists, Geologists, Astronomers, Linnaean, Royal Academy of Arts and ourselves) are now be working closely together to develop a programme of public educational activities that will exploit the synergies between science and culture. Quality meeting facilities will be essential for delivering such an effective public programme across the Courtyard. 

The Fellowship today

The tercentenary of the Society affords a timely opportunity to review the contours of the Fellowship today: its size, shape and future profile.  At a time when knowledge-based organizations are being caricatured (certainly most recently by UK Government departments) as ‘narrow, elitist and self-interested’, it is clearly important for the Society to reinforce its distinctive value in the broader cultural heritage landscape as an elected college of academicians and the insight its broad knowledge base can bring to scholarship, conservation and to the public understanding of the past. 

As of May 2008 the Society’s Fellowship stands at 2600 Fellows, with new Fellows being elected at a rate of 175 per annum through seven ballots held over a twelve-month period. The annual loss through death, resignation and amoval averages at around fifty-five. Thus, at the current net gain rate of 120 Fellows a year, the Society should reach its agreed target of 3,000 Fellows by 2010. The Society’s policy of expanding the Fellowship reflects not a short-term financial imperative but a medium- to longer-term strategy to ensure that the size and shape of the Fellowship corresponds proportionately to the cultural heritage sector as a whole and that the Fellowship reflects its size and ever-widening diversity.
One objective of a questionnaire issued in 2005 was to capture information on the age profile of the Fellowship in order to gauge how well it reflects its constituency in terms of career progression and post-employment profile. Since age is not a barrier – nor a criterion, for that matter – to election, the Society has never before requested such information. The shows a breakdown of the Fellowship by age based on the 30 per cent sample generated by the questionnaire. The figures reflect a mature Fellowship profile, with three quarters of the Fellowship in the over-55 age group and less than a quarter of the Fellowship in mid-career (say, the 35 to 55 bracket). 

Ironically, it was fifty years ago that Sir Mortimer Wheeler noted the threat the Society’s vitality and its perception posed by electing new Fellows after they had retired. Quoting Disraeli’s dictum that almost everything that is great has been done by youth, he said: ‘I should like to see the bulk of our Fellowship admitted under the age of forty’.10 In responding to the Society’s post-millennium recruitment drive, Fellows have recognized the need to look for potential candidates within their networks who exhibit the desired contributions by mid-career stage. The drive to modulate the imbalance in the age profile of the Society is motivated by the acknowledgement that the Society’s purpose and influence may is compromised with decision makers if it is not able to demonstrate that it is reflective of its constituency.

The Society was charged by its Royal Charter of 1751 with the ‘encouragement, advancement and furtherance of the study and knowledge of the antiquities and history of this and other countries’. So any assessment of the Fellowship and its capacity to pursue that enlightened mission must take into account residential distribution, both domestically and overseas. Predictably, the greatest concentration of Fellows is in London and the south east of England (16.6 and 22.7 per cent respectively), where the number of posts in higher education and national and regional cultural organizations is greatest. 

The next table contains a more detailed breakdown of the 118 Fellows (5.07 per cent) who are resident on the continent of Europe (as of 2006). Despite the good geographical spread in over twenty countries, the overall numbers are relatively low for a learned society that aspires to an international profile. Recent European enlargement and greater engagement internationally by Fellows from the UK offer opportunities to extend the Society’s representation across the continent. One promising initiative took place in Frankfurt-am-Main in February of this year when the Römische-Germanische Kommission des Deutschen Archäologisches Institut hosted a special colloquium in honour of the Society’s tercentenary. The organisers aim to make this a regular, if not, annual event, and in so doing create a foothold for the Society to develop its institutional links and build its Fellowship base on the Continent.  
As in Europe, the North American higher education community and network of major cultural institutions both offer further opportunities to grow the Society’s international influence. The Society’s Council will be looking to the existing North American Fellowship of over one hundred to recruit more actively in the future. A similar aspiration for growth can be made for the rest of the Anglophone world, particularly in Australasia, where the higher education community is growing with deregulation and where, for example, a wide range of archaeological sub-disciplines is taught to PhD level in every Australian state.

These tables show the educational profile of the Fellowship today. Over 50 per cent of new Fellows and respondents to the questionnaire hold doctoral degrees and around 20 per cent hold Masters qualifications. In line with the highly professionalized nature of today’s cultural heritage sector, it follows that relatively few Fellows lack higher education qualifications. Nevertheless, those 6 per cent of new Fellows elected in the past five years who have no degree clearly illustrate that the Society continues to recognize contributions and achievements irrespective of the more traditional educational pathways. Overall, the Fellowship’s qualification profile reflects its status as a college of academicians; its postgraduate degree quota of 70-plus per cent is consistent with what might be expected of the membership of any senior international learned society.
Most Fellows have several areas of interest and reacted to the 2005 questionnaire with multiple responses, indicating active research in more than one field of study. The table shows archaeology is by far the largest single field of study undertaken by Fellows, accounting for a return of around 22.8 per cent of new Fellows. However, when the latest returns for archaeology as the main field of study are combined with the sub-disciplines of archaeological science, artefact studies, cultural resource management, landscape studies and maritime archaeology, a more consistent picture emerges: the collective figure for archaeology increases to 48.4 per cent of newly elected Fellows. If architectural history (including, we assume, buildings archaeology), museology and numismatics were to be added to these totals, the aggregate return for those with archaeological interests would rise by another 12.2 per cent of new Fellows (making 62.5% overall).
Whatever the focus of the disciplinary signature, what comes across very clearly from the analysis of recent intake and from the 2005 survey is the plurality of antiquarian activity across the Society’s Fellowship today. In addition to archaeology and architectural and art history, the study of heraldry, manuscripts and historical bibliography were also listed as main disciplinary fields. It appears the Society’s Fellowship is continuing to grow organically in line with the expanding contours and growing diversity of its sector. While the heritage community grows along an  increasingly heterogeneous trajectory, election to the Fellowship continues to be a reminder to any antiquary, whatever his or her specialization, that they belong to that ‘tree’ of enquiry referred to by Mortimer Wheeler that binds the Fellowship together as a collective force of knowledge and insight. 

The imbalanced age profile of the Fellowship and its relatively weak international representation provide clear signposts for where recruitment according to age and geography might be prioritized. Any weaknesses and threats to the Society revealed through this snapshot profiling exercise indicate opportunities for the future strategic development of the organization In an increasingly globalized world in which the national heritage is increasingly seen from an international perspective (as in the case of Britain’s World Heritage Sites) it is critical that the Fellowship retains, enhances and can demonstrate its contribution and authority both domestically and overseas. This will be our constant refrain for the twenty-first century. 

Development plans for the future
 The external mission of the Society at the start of the 21st century has three strategic aims:

· to foster public understanding of cultural heritage,

· to support research and communicate its results;
· to inform, influence and provide an independent forum for debate of cultural heritage policy. 

As it moves into its fourth century, the Society is challenged to further demonstrate its public benefit by extending its knowledge, resources and services to the wider community.  The tercentenary forms the incentive and the most appropriate platform for the Society to launch a major gift development campaign. The Society is an independent charity and receives no core funding from central Government or any other agency. It has an endowment fund of around £12 million, which provides continuity of income to support the Society’s current charitable activities. In order to develop as an organisation and deliver its public benefit objectives, the Society needs to raise additional funds, beyond what will be possible from its own reserves or Fellowship. The Council of the Society has identified the following key programmes as priorities for fundraising from external sources over the next five or so years. Success in this campaign will make the crucial difference in enabling the Society to take its place as a leading national and international Learned Society for the 21st Century and to expand its public benefit role.

The development campaign address two broad areas; improvement in the services the Society is able to provide and investment in its historic assets to enable wider public engagement.
Museum and library collections

The Society is a Registered Museum with an outstanding collection of paintings, prints, manuscripts and antiquities. Its collections predate those of Britain’s national museums and galleries. The Society also operates the country’s leading research library for archaeology, architectural history, heraldry, material culture and public policy for the historic environment. Its present holdings number more than 85,000 titles and 850 current periodicals from around the world. The Library is one of the most beautiful study spaces in London and houses the main resource of the Society, much used by Fellows and other researchers.  It now needs complete renovation and infrastructure investment to bring it up to modern standards and extend its access to a wider circle of researchers and users in higher education and beyond, particularly through greater investment in electronic deliveryThere are several major digitisaton projects on the immediate and medium term horizon. 
Research grants programme

The Society supports a wide range of research within its areas of interest. It keeps the needs of the research community under constant review in what is a rapidly changing environment and one particular feature of the Society’s grants is able to support individual researchers and amateurs operating outside the formal higher education funding streams. However, the Society is currently only able to devote five per cent of its resources (around £45k) per year to funding research and needs to increase that contribution significantly.  We know that we are only able to support a relatively small proportion of worthwhile projects submitted.  It is vital that the Society’s research programme is able to meet the needs of both its Fellowship and the wider research community.  In order to increase the annual grants programme to around £100k annually, the Society is therefore seeking to boost its endowment funds by £1.5m.

Publishing

The Society has been a leading scholarly publisher for almost three hundred years; it publishes from its own resources works that make a long-term contribution to knowledge.  A recent publication of Henry VIII’s Inventory is an example of making a unique source available for study, and the Society has in preparation for publication the anniversary year of Henry VIII’s accession in 2009 a volume of contextual historical essays. The Society also publishes the world’s longest running archaeological monograph series, Archaeologia (1770- ); and its Journal is highly respected world wide for its disciplinary scope and influential and opinion-forming content. Today its monograph and journal publications are a benchmark for multi-disciplinary publishing in history, archaeology and related fields and Antiquaries Journal will shortly go on-line thanks to a new partnership with Cambridge University Press. The Society currently spends around £120k on research publications but should be spending £200k per annum to keep pace the rate of output of scholarship which the Society should be publishing.

Public Policy

One of the Society’s principal strategic objectives is to influence and inform decision-making in what are often contentious areas of policy making. The knowledge and expertise represented by its Fellows combined with the Society’s total independence of government, place it in a unique position to foster debate and speak authoritatively on key heritage issues. In speaking at recent Westminster Hall debate, the MP Robert Key referred to the Society saying ‘There is a huge debt of gratitude to be paid to a remarkable organisation which is about to celebrate its tercentenary and which I commend as a voluntary sector model for heritage…  We should pay more attention to what it has to say.’

Through its website and on-line newsletter for Fellows (SALON) the Society is already providing a rich information resource and forum for discussion. The Society also mounts regular seminars devoted to public policy in the heritage.  Most recently it has hosted national debates on the future of Stonehenge, on the ratification by the United Kingdom of the 2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the Underwater Heritage and on proposals for new heritage protection legislation. The Society is best placed to launch an annual national keynote lecture on the cultural heritage; and has plans to create the first national archive of public policy documents in the cultural heritage.
Kelmscott Manor
Kelmscott Manor was the country home of William Morris – poet, craftsman, socialist – from 1871 until his death in 1896. The house passed to the Society as residuary legatee of Morris’s daughter, May Morris, in 1962. The fine Elizabethan house contains a remarkable collection of the possessions and art works of Morris and his associates, including furniture, textiles, carpets, ceramics and Kelmscott Press books. Visitor numbers have to be limited to about 14,000 in the summer months due to the fragility of much of the house, but recent refurbishment and conservation work will allow greater access to the Manor.  In order to be more family-friendly to our audience, we are now advancing plans to open more frequently at weekends. While preserving and enhancing its historic integrity, the Society is developing plans to better exploit the existing footprint of the Manor site in order to: 

· create better public access to the whole site; 
· build new educational facilities; and introducing new learning programmes;
· improve visitor amenities
· enhance the immediate environment of the Manor which includes a beautiful Arts and Crafts garden and the Manor’s former farm yard encompassing four major barns and other agricultural buildings, together with the immediate agricultural and (largely) undisturbed natural environment.
I hope this snapshot has given you some sense at least of where the Society of Antiquaries London have come from over the past 300 years, the nature of its current activities, resources, assets and its membership, and also the direction it now proposes to follow at the cusp of its fourth century of operation. Every generation of Antiquaries has taken stock to review the particular role and contribution of the – for scholarship, conservation and for wider public benefit – and we are doing the same today. 
But for that particular and distinctive benefit to be felt most effectively, it is increasingly clear we need to open a more frequent and sustainable dialogue with our European and international sister organisations. It’s all very well plotting one’s own path but our future strategic development must also respect and complement that of our international community. Today working in partnership is often singularly more productive than working on one’s own. National antiquarian bodies do have a unique contribution to bring to the table in terms of independence of government and expert knowledge and insight. Increasingly the big conservation battles are international in significance and impact and it is becoming evident that we need to work together to capitalise on the influence that our collaboration can bring to bear on decision makers. I hope this presentation about the Society has given you some ideas about how we might possibly share agendas and resources, find common interests and opportunities, and fight the threats and challenges that face us all as national antiquarian bodies in our national heritage and in the international arena.  
David Gaimster 
Society of Antiquaries of London

General Secretary & CEO

