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Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland
The Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland was founded in 1849 as the Kilkenny Archaeological Society by a group of young men with broadly archaeological and historical interests.  The aim of the Society was the preservation and illustration of the antiquities of Kilkenny, both city and county, although the remit of the Society was later spread to cover a far wider area.

There are many reasons which make the original society stand out, then and now.
Unlike previous societies, which had included the study of the past among their other, various interests (the (Royal) Dublin Society established in 1731 and the Royal Irish Academy established in 1785 - to name but two), the Kilkenny Archaeological Society was the first society devoted solely to archaeological and antiquarian matters.


The Society’s foundation was, no doubt, influenced by the general revival of interest in ancient Irish antiquities and history which the Ordnance Survey (established in Ireland in 1824) had sparked.  At the same time the Antiquities Committee of the Royal Irish Academy was being revitalised.  The decade of the 1840s saw the critical opening up of sound archaeological debate in Ireland while also during the 1840s the Museum of the Royal Irish Academy was being revived and serious collections began to be acquired or purchased.
In 1890 the Society moved to Dublin, changing its name to the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland as it took on what it now saw as a national role, becoming in 1891, according to its Honorary Secretary Robert Cochrane, “not only the largest Antiquarian Society in Great Britain and Ireland, but also the largest in the world”.
  In 1912 it received a royal charter.


By 1890 the aims of the Society had been broadened to those committing it “to preserve, examine and illustrate all ancient monuments and memorials of the arts, manners and customs of the past, as connected with the antiquities, language, literature and history of Ireland” - aims which are still adhered to today and which are still valid.  A national society needed a national base, hence the move to Dublin.

The Kilkenny Archaeological Society’s stated aims included Preservation, Examination and Illustration - and so to a brief discussion of these.

PRESERVATION

The Society’s aim in the sphere of Preservation enabled it to undertake the conservation of endangered buildings.   

It undertook work on the Cistercian Abbey at Jerpoint, Co. Kilkenny between 1853 and 1854.
  It carried out invaluable work on the Early Christian (1868)
 and Romanesque remains(1858)
 at Clonmacnoise, Co. Offaly.  The Society collected funds for restoration work both at Monasterboice, Co. Louth in the 1870s
 and Glendalough, Co. Wicklow in the 1870s.
 owever

With the passing of the Church Temporalities Act in 1869, many of these ancient,  ecclesiastical structures came to be vested in the Board of Works.  This relieved the Society of its responsibilities in active preservation of buildings, although it continued to participate by drawing the Board’s attention to individual cases.


PRESERVATION

The Society’s interest in Preservation was further reflected in the Museum which it established in 1849 - built up of objects donated by various members, as well as objects found during the archaeological excavations which it carried out itself, or acquired through modest purchase.  The important role of the Royal Irish Academy in acquiring objects was appreciated but the Society hoped to be able to preserve in its own Museum items of Kilkenny and local interest.

When the Society moved to Dublin in 1890 the Library and Museum remained in Kilkenny.  Eventually it was possible for the Library to move to the Society in Dublin but the large collections in the Museum were  lent to the Royal Irish Academy and thus to the National Museum of Ireland from 1900 onwards
 - largely to the Irish Antiquities Division.  The collections of the Society, at present in the custody of the National Museum of Ireland, remain in the ownership of the Society.

Some few objects have remained with the Society and are now on display in Society House.

ILLUSTRATION

The Society achieved its aim in the sphere of Illustration, not only through the published Journal for, early in its career, the Society spent quite large sums of money in acquiring drawings, sketches, watercolors and later photographs of antiquities from members.



The Society was always anxious to published hitherto unpublished collections of documents.  Members undertook transcriptions and publications of ancient manuscripts especially those in the Public Record Office of Ireland.  These are now all the more valuable as the originals were destroyed during the Civil War in 1922.

In 1893 the Society began one of its largest projects - a complete photographic survey of the antiquities of Ireland.
  The survey continued into the early twentieth century and the results were exhibited at meetings of the Society or published in the Journal.
  These photographs are still being consulted today and are available in scanned format in Society House.

EXAMINATION

Modest excavation was undertaken in Kilkenny and surrounding counties and field work often resulted in articles to the Journal.  Ancient monuments or ancient inscriptions were often recorded and published by means of the Journal, such evidence being vital today where the originals may have been damaged or destroyed. 

Thus, briefly, the first seventy years.

So what of the Society now ?

After the Society’s move to Dublin in 1890 it came eventually to occupy the premises on Merrion Square in 1917 where it is still to be found.  

By the time the Society acquired its own house it had lost its responsibility for the preservation and conservation of monuments and for the acquisition of objects for its Museum - the former through legislation and the latter through choice.  It continued to acquire for the Library.
From the high point of its membership of 1370 in 1898 the Society has never achieved that membership again.  Throughout the twentieth century the membership fluctuated - set on an ever declining course until it reached its nadir of 616 members in 1960.  Thereafter the membership has risen and fallen slightly, remaining at about 1000 except for the early 1990s.  Since then the membership has never fallen below 1100 and in 2007 reached 1200.  For the purposes of a modern voluntary antiquarian society this is by no means an ideal number, this  being still too few to make the Society really viable.

The challenge facing any modern antiquarian society - especially one which sees its role as a national one - is that there are too many competing factors.  Most counties in Ireland now have local archaeological, genealogical and historical societies.  Many towns and parishes also have their own local societies.  To be national is now of less importance than to be local.  The Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland remains the largest archaeological and local historical society in Ireland - but it is still not large enough !

The role of the Society in the sphere of the preservation and conservation of monuments is now undertaken largely by the Office of Public Works while the role of investigation and conservation is carried out by the National Monuments service of the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government.  The role of the Society in excavation, though rarely undertaken, is now carried out by the National Monuments service, the National Museum of Ireland and other agencies - often funded through the Royal Irish Academy as are the related publications.
However, in the work of publication this Society continues to excel and continues to adhere to its core aims.  Apart from the annual Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland special volumes appear.  These have included festschriften for Miss Helen Maybury Roe (first female President of the Society from 1965-1968), for Dr A.T. Lucas (President of the Society from 1969-1972, and Director of the National Museum of Ireland) as well as the Sesquicentennial volume of the Society - printing lectures given throughout Ireland during its 150th anniversary year in 1999.  The Journal of the Society is exchanged with other learned societies throughout the world - a laudable situation but one which might have to be reconsidered as library space becomes ever more scarce.  Indeed, unfortunately many of the foreign language journals are now held in off-site storage.

On 24 May 2008 the Society will hold one of its periodic seminars - this time devoted to the monastic site of Glendalough, Co. Wicklow.  The papers delivered at this Seminar will be published during the year - an achievement to have a publisher lined up before the papers have even been delivered, and an important precedent to be built on.

In 2009 the Society will celebrated its 160th anniversary and an history of Society House and its collections has been commissioned from more than thirteen experts.  This lavishly illustrated volume will be a new and exciting challenge for the Society and its Officers to fund and publish.
So far - so good.
In purchasing an house in 1917 the Society received a mixed blessing.  Probably from that time forward the Mews House attached to Society House had been a source of constant anxiety, vexation and worry.  If tenants did not pose problems then the state of the roof did !    Thankfully, my immediate predecessor negotiated a lease with the Irish Landmark Trust for thirty-five years.  The Mews House has been lovingly restored by the Irish Landmark Trust and is now marketed for guests as :

an integral part of one of the most significant survivals of an 18th century Dublin townhouse within the classic Fitzwilliam / Merrion Square area of Dublin.  Situated on Fitzwilliam Lane the Mews is a quaint and charming property.

The Mews House had posed serious concerns for previous officers of the Society, since the preservation order placed on it meant that nothing could happen to it except for restoration - a project which the Society was totally incapable of undertaking.  The new lease of life for the Mews House has now resulted in new tenants - six horses in the original 
eighteenth-century horse-boxes complete with mounted police.  The inauguration of the partnership between the police and the Irish Landmark Trust was undertaken by the Police Commissioner last year.
Along with the unintentional neglect of the Mews House came also neglect of the garden,  brought back to life by the husband of the then caretaker in the 1930s.  “The garden is one of the few surviving gardens in Merrion Square and most certainly the only remaining garden retaining a 19th century design and layout”.
  In time, and with the generous assistance of the Irish Georgian Society, this Society hopes to be able to excavate and recreate an authentic eighteenth-century garden on the footprint of what is now there.  At present, the garden is still maintained by the Society’s caretaker - son-in-law to the caretakers of the 1930s !  In this instance neglect has brought its own reward.

Neglect of Society House led to a charming, though shabby, late eighteenth-century house, now in need of care and restoration.  In order to meet modern standards of health and safety, judicious upgrading of the House is being undertaken while fire-drills for all staff of the three organisations sharing the House are organised annually.

Along with the positive elements there are difficulties also.

The Society is a voluntary one and receives no state funding.  The Society must rely on its own members for financial support as well as on fund-raising and on the letting out of the Helen Roe Lecture Theatre.  The Society must rely on membership subscriptions, on rents, on social events, and on the RSAI 160 Appeal for core funds.

The Society leases some floors in Society House and receives welcome rents in return.  Monies for restoration of the House must be raised externally through grants.  So far the Society has been very successful but filling out grant applications is hard work and is also very time consuming.
The necessary role of tenants in the House must be stressed as a positive one.  Now there is a great air of business and excitement about the House which would otherwise be absent.  There is also the live-in caretaker which gives a familial feel to the House and the Society.
In common with other organisations the Society can call on fewer volunteers than before,  therefore it is becoming harder to achieve the core work of the Society and to increase its effectiveness and importance.  Nonetheless, for a Society as old as it is, we take our national role very seriously.  The Society is still involved in select petitions to government, in modest protests and in making submissions regarding relevant new legislation and planning.  Yet it is important that the Society be non-political and non-confrontational.  The Society, as a body, does not lobby.
“The Role and Challenges of an Antiquarian Society in the Twenty-First-Century” fall largely upon the President and voluntary officers.  This is an essential role for the Officers yet places huge burdens of work on already very busy people.  Were funding available, the role of President should become a full-time one.  The Society currently employs three part-time staff, but relies heavily on the voluntary President and three Honorary Officers and members of Council.  Much of the academic, social and fund-raising work is undertaken by Sub-Committees.  The Society urgently needs to be able to increase staff and to employ more librarians and archivists.
As most of the members of the Society are based outside Dublin there is a vital role for the website.  This is to keep members up-to-date on activities and developments but also to highlight the work and collections of the Society.  This has resulted, for example, in increased requests for the purchase of photographic illustrations.  The participation of the Society in the J STOR initiative should lead to greater use of the Society’s Journal by subscribing J STOR partners - with increased requests for photocopies and purchase of publications as well as offers of articles for publication.  The role of the Newsletter is a way to keep members informed about current developments within the Society.
As a means of raising money, but also introducing members of the public to the Society, the importance of renting the Helen Roe Lecture Theatre for outside seminars and lectures cannot be over emphasised.  Likewise the use of reception rooms for book-launches, small receptions and television filming is hugely important, very successful and very popular.  The House and Theatre have an immediate presence on Merrion Square which is of great importance to the Society as well as its patrons.
Very important, in order to increase the public recognition of the Society, is the involvement of the Society in the cultural life of Merrion Square - in the Open Day as part of Heritage Week in late August and early September, in Culture Night - one late-night Friday opening each September - and in the Archive Awareness Campaign each September.  Merrion Square is now proposed as the architectural quarter of Dublin, which is exciting news for us all.  Other agencies around the Square include the 

Arts Council

Central Catholic Library

Irish Architectural Archive

Irish Georgian Society

National Gallery of Ireland

National History Museum

Number 29 - the Georgian House Museum

Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland

all excellent neighbours and all potential partners in this new development which will certainly be a challenge for us all.

In September 2008 the Society will hold its first-ever exhibition in the House - an exhibition of gravestone rubbings, taken at the end of the nineteenth-century and beautifully preserved on linen while, since 2007, the Society has entered into partnership with ENFO, the environmental information service, and the travelling exhibition which the Society mounted for ENFO in 2007 was so successful that it has been asked to provide another for 2009.  We are grateful to ENFO for the funding which goes towards the costs of these exhibitions.  These are two new, and very exciting, developments and ones which the Society, hopefully, will be able to build on.
The challenges for the future are concentrated around the RSAI 160 Appeal - to commemorate the 160th anniversary of the Society’s establishment next year.  The aims are 

· Refurbishment of Society House

· Increasing Society Library, archival holdings and collections

· Increasing membership

· Increasing monetary bequests

The real challenge for the Society is to become more self sufficient.  The use of the House by the Society would increase library and archival space and provide better facilities for staff and members alike and encourage new members to join.

The Lecture Theatre is named after the largest donor to the Society - Miss Helen M. Roe - while others donate books, collections, furnishings and monies.  The Society is fortunate to administer two trust funds - the Sheppard and Bevir Trusts which come with their own legal requirements and challenges.  The two projects so funded are hugely important to the Society and also hugely popular amongst their respective target groups.

To recognise contributions made to the Society, the Officers and Council host small receptions a during the year.  The RSAI 160 Appeal now has its own annual reception with an up-date on developments with the conservation architect, responsible for Society House, participating.  Other receptions are held during the year after lectures, while the Summer Party in the Society’s garden is hugely popular.
So finally - what of the Role and Challenges of an Antiquarian Society in the Twenty-First Century ?

The Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland now fulfils its original aims of Preservation, Examination and Illustration through the maintenance of its library and archival collections (which continue to grow annually - as photographic collections, private papers of members and relevant organisations etc. are acquired), through the provision of lectures and excursions for members and their guests, as well as through the continued publication of its Journal, which is one of the most respected publications in the field of Irish archaeology and history today.
With a membership of over twelve-hundred the Society is a lively one and the membership is vital in this process.  The members are the life-blood of the Society - and its future.

In conclusion - the challenge for the Society is to remain as vibrant and vital in the twenty-first-century as it was in the nineteenth.  It must remain central to antiquarian issues, it must remain focused on truly important matters.  It must provide a neutral forum for considered debate and publication and must be a Society of first-call for those interested in the core aims of Preservation, Examination and Illustration.

My personal challenges in my final year as President are - to increase membership, increase public awareness of the Society, increase the public role of the Society and involve other organisations and individuals living around Merrion Square in being more involved in the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland.
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Later the Society leased the ground on which the abbey stood and employed a caretaker – JRSAI, iv, 1856-7, 285.


� Securing the cap of the round tower at Temple Finghin - JRSAI, x, 1868-9, 141-2, 145-7, 214.
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The Society provided wooden stairs for the interior of the round tower at Monasterboice.
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The nature of the restoration, if any, is unclear.


� Hints and queries intended to promote the preservation of antiquities and the collection and arrangement of information on the subject of local history and traditions (Dublin, 1850), 103.


� JRSAI, xxxi, 1901, 92 : JRSAI, xli, 1901, 82-4.


� The George V. Du Noyer collection of topographical drawings in 1870, for example - JRSAI, xi, 1870-1, 5-6.  The collection comprises about twelve volumes and twelve notebooks.
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