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The Archaeological Society at Athens 1837-2007

We are all gathered here today to celebrate and honour the tercentenary of the Society of Antiquaries, filled with admiration and respect for this rare and unique occasion. I personally share both feelings intensely, as I am here to represent a much younger society, the Archaeological Society at Athens, which this year registers a mere 171 years of existence. Much younger than the Society of Antiquaries, yet the oldest learned Society in Greece, it was established in 1837 under King Otto of Greece, son of Ludwig 1st, King of Bavaria, a few years after the end of the Greek War of Independence and the creation of the Greek State, in 1832.

Greece in 1837 was a land devastated by a gigantic struggle for independence, that lasted 8 years. Everything had to be created from scratch, schools, universities, museums. The ancient world, only known through the writings of Pausanias, Herodotus, Thucydides or Strabo had to be rediscovered through excavations and this enormous task was undertaken singlehandedly  by the Archaeological Society at Athens, whose members were the most distinguished scholars of the time, philologists, historians or writers.
Then - as now - the Society΄s primary goal was the discovery of the remnants of antiquity, their study, their preservation and restoration. The Greek "antiquities law" of 1834 acknowledged the Greek State as the lawful owner of all ancient remnants. It delegated the right to the research and study of antiquities to the Archaeological Society who, for many decades, was the main institution with authority over all actions and activities concerning antiquities, in Greece.
The Archaeological Society΄s first Chairman was the scholar and politician Iakovos Rizos Neroulos (1778-1849), Minister of Foreign Affairs of the hegemony of Moldavia before 1821 and subsequently Minister of Foreign Affairs, Education and Justice of Greece under King Otto.
The Society΄s first Secretary was the scholar Alexander Rizos Rangavis (1809-1892)* archaeologist, poet, author and diplomat. Rangavis was closely related to Great Britain and Scotland in particular, as his sister Rallou was married to Henry Skene, son of James Skene of Rubislaw, a close friend of Sir Walter Scott. Rangavis himself later married Kate, daughter of James Skene, in 1840. James Skene and his large family actually lived in Athens from 1838 to 1845. During that time he made numerous drawings of landscapes and monuments in Greece. Part of this collection, so valuable for the study of ancient monuments, is owned now by the Archaeological Society.
The Archaeological Society from its creation in 1837, depended for its work and progress, on Greece΄s educated class, mainly scholars and philologists, but also theologists, militaries, teachers and professors. The most glorified fighters of the Greek War of Independence became fellows, as did the philhellenes who fought alongside them, such as Thomas Gordon (1788-1841) and Richard Church (1785-1873). Also among the first fellows was the famous British topographer and geographer William Martin Leake (1777-1866) and the lover of antiquity George Finlay (1799-1875), historian of the Greek War of Independence. A somewhat younger fellow of both the Society of Antiquaries and the Archaeological Society at Athens was the excavator of Mycenae, Heinrich Schliemann (1822-1890).
Fellowship to the Archaeological Society then as now, is open to everyone whether Greek or not, and is subject to approval by the Board of Directors, which considers whether the candidate΄s fellowship will be beneficial to the Society and help it to fulfill its aims.

The Board of Directors has eleven members. The Chairman is traditionally a distinguished jurist, and the Secretary General an archaeologist. Today, the President is Professor of Law and member of the Academy of Athens Epaminondas Spiliotopoulos and the Secretary General Dr. Basil Petrakos also member of the Academy of Athens and of the Institut de France. The other members of the Board are archaeologists, architects, judges, literary scholars.

The most important aspect of the Archaeological Society is that from its inception to this day, it is totally independent of the State, with which it has oftentimes clashed over issues regarding the protection and maintenance of antiquities. This independence enables it to consistently implement the action plan agreed upon by its Board of Directors.
The Society΄s work began in 1837 with enthusiasm but no financial support from the State. Its only source of income was the 15 drachmae membership fee, and yet, it was with such inadequate financial means that it set off on its ambitious projects, the first of which was the excavation of the Acropolis, then filled with buildings in ruins dating from Ottoman rule. Despite the fact that its monuments were distorted by destruction, calamities and various additions, the Acropolis of Athens was at the time, the symbol of the ancient world and the highest expression of ancient art.
In the first years after independence, the Society΄s work progressed  at a slow pace mainly due to the lack of specialised archaeologists and adequate financial means. But when the outstanding literary scholar and epigraphist Stephanos Koumanoudis became Secretary in 1859, the Society΄s course of action took on a new rhythm and extended to other monuments and sites other than the Acropolis. Looking back from a distance of time we can now see clearly that the Society΄s research programme, until the end of the 19th century, was methodical and beneficial not only to Athens but to Greece as a whole.
It was at that time that the exquisite monuments of Kerameikos were excavated, a rare source for the study of ancient art and history; the library of Hadrian - hidden under Ottoman buildings - was unearthed, the theatre of Dionysos was totally revealed, the Roman Agora extended and, of course, the excavations of the Agora of classical times, began, the first find being the Stoa of Attalos. Over the decades, the excavation of the Acropolis continued, bringing to light the unique sculptures which adorn its museum, as well as many inscriptions through which the history of Athens of the 5th and the 4th century BC could be traced in detail. Finally, numerous other monuments, not known through ancient sources, were discovered revealing outstanding sculptures, ceramics or inscriptions.
By the end of the 19th century, with greater financial and scientific support, the Society extended its activities throughout Attica. Important religious sites and settlements were researched in a systematic way and the scientific results thoroughly altered the image of the Athenian city-state. In Eleusis, the greatest and holiest sanctuary of Attica, where Demeter and Kore were worshipped, was excavated, as well as the sanctuary of Amphiaraos in Oropos with hundreds of inscriptions, until then only known mainly to Pausanias. In Piraeus monuments attesting to the naval power of Athens came to light. In Boeotia it was thanks to the Society and the tireless efforts of Panayiotis Stamatakis that the precious funeral gifts of the Tanagra tombs were salvaged, until then disastrously looted by the local grave robbers. Other places such as Thebes, Cheronia and Thespies in Boeotia were researched at the same time and thousands of inscriptions were found.
In the Peloponnese, the Society laid the foundations for scientific research with Panayiotis Stamatakis first and Panayiotis Kavvadias afterwards. Kavvadias is the excavator of Epidaurus, of the sanctuary of Asclepios and the unique theatre, already considered in ancient times as the most famous and beautiful. This sole discovery did justice to the Society΄s relentless endeavours and confirmed its position as the foremost institution for scientific and research work in Greece, earning it even more respect. In 1876, the celebrated excavation of Schliemann took place in Mycenae under the auspices of the Society; the supervision by Ephor Panayiotis Stamatakis was beneficial as, amidst the turmoil created by the extraordinary number of finds, numerous records were preserved and the order of thousands of items of this famous site was secured due to methodical and scientific accuracy. After Schliemann, the Society continued its excavations in Mycenae. Professor Christos Tsountas΄ work extended our knowledge to the interior of the Acropolis, the palace and the houses; he also excavated the cemeteries outside the walls with hundreds of graves. During the last years of the 19th century, so fruitful for Greek archaeology, Tsountas laid the foundations of a new and important field of research: the Cyclades. It is he who discovered the Cycladic Civilisation and gave it this paramount name.

In the beginning of the 20th century it is again Tsountas who founded the study of the Neolithic civilisation in Greece following his important excavations and publications of the two neolithic acropolises in Thessaly, Dimini and Sesklo.
Parallel to the excavations, the Society΄s large museums were set up, first in the University building, then in the Varvakeion High School and finally in the Polytechnicum where Schliemann΄s precious finds from the Mycenae excavations were first exhibited. Today, the contents of the Society΄s three museums constitute the essential part of the exhibits of the National Archaeological and of the Epigraphical Museums. In May 2008 the Egyptian rooms, closed for many years, re-opened in the National Archaeological Museum, with a new presentation; the collection is a donation of the Archaeological Society.
But for the Society excavations and discoveries even of important works of art or inscriptions did not suffice. Archaeological finds lose most of their scientific value and are of no use to historians if they are not published. Already Koumanoudis and the Society΄s contributors informed the scientific world of every new find, through continuous publications in the Society΄s "Praktika" or "Ephemeris", and the "Philistor" and "Athenaion" journals. To this day, these publications form the basis of any archaeological study.
Stephanos Koumanoudis was succeeded as Secretary by Panayiotis Kavvadias (1850-1928), also General Ephor of Antiquities, who continued his predecessor΄s work with the same zeal. He carried out new excavations on the Acropolis with splendid finds. Excavations also started in new areas of Greece, Thessaly, Epirus, Macedonia and the islands, Euboia, Corfu, Cephalonia, Lesbos, Samos and the Cyclades. Many more museums were established in provincial cities. Ιn the time of Kavvadias the Archaeological Service was staffed by new Ephors, who also constituted the scientific personnel of the Society and a new effective law for the protection of antiquities was enacted.
Kavvadias was succeeded at the Society, by University Professors, George Oikonomos (1883-1951), Anastasios Orlandos (1887-1979) and George Mylonas (1898-1988)*. During their secretariats, the Society continued its scientific work, but, at the same time, mainly through donations, it acquired a substantial fortune which provided it with financial independence. In the first years, after the Second World War the Society undertook to complete many rescue excavations, which the Government was unable to carry out. At the same time, despite existing difficulties, owing to the genius of Anastasios Orlandos the leading Greek scholar of ancient and byzantine architecture, the Society undertook systematic restorations and preservation of monuments. With the scientific benefit of our country in mind, the Society, for a number of years, provided scholarships to members of the Archaeological Service, for postgraduate studies abroad and published their theses.
In Greece today, we have a large and powerful Archaeological Service; several Universities teach Greek archaeology and certain more recent scientific organisations concentrate on the research and study of antiquities. They all accomplish significant and necessary work. But the Society, apart from the achievements that have been briefly mentioned has the unique merit to have discovered the greatest monuments on which our knowledge of Greek archaeology is based; it is also the institution with the longest archaeological tradition in Greece and among the oldest archaeological institutions in the world still in action, enhanced by leading personalities of modern Greek history.
With its extremely rich archives, complete scientific and internal records (with no gaps since 1837) as well as photographs, sketches, excavation diaries etc., it essentially constitutes the repository of Greek archaeology.

Large scale excavations continued throughout the 20th century and it would take too long to mention all of them. But I should not omit the most significant. In Macedonia, besides the excavations of the cities of Pella and Amphipolis, we have in Vergina the outstanding discovery by Manolis Andronikos of the royal cemetery of the Macedonian kings; in Thera the discovery by Spyridon Marinatos of the Bronze Age town of Akrotiri, immensely extended our knowledge of the Aegean Bronze Age. In Attica we have the excavations of Marathon, Brauron and Rhamnous, where the most complete military fortress of the classical period was uncovered. In Epirus Dodona and the famous theatre of the sanctuary of Zeus; in the Peloponnese, in Mycenae, I must mention the discovery of the Second Grave Circle, the cult centre of the acropolis and the houses outside and inside the walls, and, also in the Peloponnese, the important town of ancient Messene. Finally, in Crete the celebrated discovery by Nicolas Platon of the large complex of the 4th Minoan palatial centre in Kato Zakros. Now, in the 21st century, some of these excavations are finished, others are still active and many more could be added, such as the sanctuary of Apollo in Thermos, the town of Minoa in Amorgos, the important cemetery of Archanes and the complex of Zominthos in Crete and the early Bronze Age settlement and fortifications in Syros, to name a few.

The Society΄s publications department is very active. The yearly periodical "The Ergon of the Archaeological Society at Athens", provides the international public with timely information of the Society΄s excavations. Thorough publications of the excavations and scientific results are given through the yearly periodical "Praktika of the Athens Archaeological Society", regularly published since 1837 (159 volumes). Research papers and systematic publications of excavations appear in the "Archaeologiki Ephemeris" yearly, established in 1837 as well, the oldest archaeological periodical in the world still in publication today (143 volumes). Other important scientific research projects, PhD theses or monographies, are published in a special series named: "Library of the Archaeological Society", 250 volumes today.

Appreciating the fact that ancient history and the monuments of antiquity are an essential element of the modern Greek nation, the Archaeological Society clearly and publicly supports the preservation of the monuments, of the historical landscape and of the natural environment, regardless of political expediencies or self-interest. These views are expressed in the quarterly review, "The Mentor" which comprises historiographical studies concerning the history of Greek archaeology and various public opinions or attitudes towards the monuments.
The Society΄s work is complemented by a large specialised Library which has always been open to free use by all archaeologists and students. Moreover, the Society through conferences, seminar courses in archaeology or art history and to a lesser degree exhibitions, makes monuments approachable to the wider public and the younger generation in particular.

Last but not least, the Archaeological Society facilitates the work of the Government in every way by undertaking the management and execution of large archaeological projects and excavations all over Greece, the latest being Thera (Santorini) and Messene.

The uninterrupted activity of the Archaeological Society for 171 years laid the foundations of the science of archaeology in Greece; later, together with the Archaeological Service and in conjunction with the foreign archaeological Schools established in Greece, it helped erect the edifice of Greek archaeology. The Society promotes the research, the preservation and the study of antiquities, and also expresses a continuous concern to prevent the damages that may be caused to the monuments and historical landscape by economic or building activities in modern society, often in the face of startling and aggressive technological progress.
In closing, let me remind you that seventy years ago, in 1938, the Archaeological Society celebrated its centenary. At this event the Society of Antiquaries of London was represented by the Director of the British School at Athens who conveyed, among others, these words from your then President Sir Frederic S. Kenyon:

"The antiquities of Hellas are among the fountain-heads of our civilisation; and their revelation during the past century in which the Archaeological Society has taken a leading part, has furnished the world with models of beauty and taste which are of inexhaustible value".

* Secretary 1837-1851.


* G. Oikonomos, Secretary 1924-1951; A. Orlandos Secretary General 1951-1979; G. Mylonas Secretary General 1979-1988.





