PAGE  
8

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 convivial settings for the ferment of ideas and information exchange.
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 Hanoverian 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 of books and objects 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 of late medieval to early Renaissance date 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 regarded 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 establishment of a dedicated department in 1860 (previously its interests had been dominated by classical antiquity and the ancient Near East);the National Portrait Gallery was not founded until 1856; 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. 
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 established its 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 and its subsequent enhancements. In 1907 the Society encouraged the government to establish the Royal Commission for the Historical Monuments of England.  

The Society now 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. In addition to its museum collections and world class research library, the Society is a leading international publisher of journals and scholarly monographs. Outside the statutory research funders in the UK, it is the leading source of grant aid for research and fieldwork. As before and also now, meanwhile, the Society’s headquarters in central London provide a central forum for the communication of new research and for the debate of policy issues in the cultural heritage.
Today the Society’s fellowship has grown to over 2,700 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, including the British Museum. It advises all the All-Party Parliamentary Groups concerned with culture and heritage.
The Society’s tercentenary 2007-08

The Society has just celebrated its tercentenary in 2007-8 by creating a special exhibition at the Royal Academy of Arts devoted to the Society’s collecting history and contribution to knowledge over three hundred years. 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, North America and Australia.  
Burlington House on Piccadilly was never built with display space. The partnership with our neighbours, the Royal Academy of Arts, gave us in the autumn of 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 exhibition Making History: Antiquaries in Britain 1707-2007 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. Through the collections the exhibition explored milestones in the discovery, recording, interpretation, preservation and communication of Britain’s past over three centuries. The range of expertise available within the Fellowship was heavily exploited during the course of the project, through individual contributions to the exhibition catalogue and the associated public learning programme. 
On the strength of the success of the exhibition and wide media acclaim, the Society has been awarded a major grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) to tour Making History to four regional centres in England between 2008 and 2009 (Salisbury, Stoke-on-Trent, Lincoln and Sunderland). The project has also enabled the creation of a virtual tour of the exhibition, containing extensive supplementary information on the content, to be viewed both in the exhibition galleries and on the Society’s website. The touring project will secure the legacy of Making History and also provide a platform on which to build long-term partnerships for collections outreach from London 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. On the strength of this success, we are now planning to tour Making History to university museums in the US from the end of 2010 onwards. 
The tercentenary of the Society formed an incentive and an opportunity to undertake vital capital improvements to the Society’s premises in order to make them more able to contribute to the Society’s public benefit objectives. The Society welcomes over 100 voluntary sector organisations and public bodies to its facilities here at Burlington House every year and it is vital that we continue to provide a quality service to our constituency. The programme of works completed for the start of the Tercentenary in 2007 combined:

· 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 historic listed public rooms; 
· The improvement of display conditions, environmental controls, information and access to the Society’s pre-eminent collection of pictures, artefacts and furnishings.
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. 

Development plans for the future
 In line and resonant of its 1751 Enlightenment charter, the external mission of the Society at the start of the 21st century continues in 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 has created the platform to launch a major capital 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, 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 a series of key projects as priorities for fundraising from external sources over the next five to ten years. Delivery of these projects 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 injection of fresh funding will, for instance, increase the levels at which the Society can support and publish research; and also enable the Society to progress with the restoration and development of its properties at Burlington House and Kelmscott Manor to create improved curatorial, study and learning facilities. 
The overall goal to raise £10m over ten years clearly represents an ambitious one for a charity of the size of the Society, but without investment on this scale over this period, the Society of Antiquaries will of London not be able to maintain or develop the role which its founders foresaw for it 300 years ago, and which is now needed more than ever. The means may be changing but the Enlightenment vision of its founders to encourage, advance and further the study and knowledge of the antiquities and history of this and other countries burns as brightly now as it ever did. 
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