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Since 1707




The Society of Antiquaries of London

The origins of the Society are traced by some to about 1586 and the foundation of the College of Antiquaries. This society seems to have been more in the nature of a debating society, dealt with "antiquity" rather than "antiquities", and seems to have had the aim of establishing a "cultural longevity" for England. However, in 1614 "His Majesty (James I) took a little Mislike of our Society"..... Yet hereupon we forebare to meet again...". There are some indications of an informal society existing in the seventeenth century and the Royal Society (Charter granted in 1662) displayed at times an interest in archaeology but it was not until the opening years of the eighteenth century that the Society was either founded, or as some Society documents have it, "refounded".

The first minutes of the Society record that on Friday, 5 December 1707, the Society met at the Bear Tavern in the Strand. The following January they agreed to meet in the Young Devil Tavern. The first President was Peter Le Neve, Norroy King of Arms, and it was agreed that the business of the Society should be the subject of Antiquities particularly as they related to the history of Great Britain. The period of study was of things dating to before the reign of James I. The Society had one or two problems before it became firmly established. Some were simple such as the bankruptcy of the owner of the Young Devil, others were of a more complex Jacobite political nature. However, from 1717, established in the Mitre Tavern, Fleet Street, the Society has a continuous series of minutes to the present day in Burlington House. The minute books of the Ordinary Meetings are still written in hand and would be very recognisable to the first Fellows.

In 1725 the Society moved to rented rooms in Gray's Inn, followed by rooms in King's Bench Walk and a return to the Mitre in 1729. Amongst the members was "honest Tom Martin of Palgrave" whose "thirst after Antiquities was as great as his thirst after liquors". In 1736 the Society was presented with an iron mace to be laid before the President at each meeting, although a silver one now is laid before the President. In 1751 the Society took very much the form that it has today when it was granted a Royal Charter. The role of the Society was, and is, defined as "the encouragement, advancement and furtherance of the study and knowledge of Antiquities and history in this and other countries". The basic structure of the governance of the Society with Officers and Council elected annually on St George"s Day was also put into place. In 1753 the Mitre Tavern was finally left when the Society moved into the former Robin's Coffee House in Chancery Lane. In 1780 the Society moved to new premises granted by George III in Somerset House. These rooms still have the intertwined SA monogram of the Society as part of the ceiling decorations and now form part of the Courtauld Institute Art Galleries.

The Society remained at Somerset House until 1874. From 1856 onwards the question of a removal to Burlington House was discussed. The reason behind this was the increased pressure on space due to the growth of the Government Civil Service, in particular the Inland Revenue. Although the Society was reluctant to move, an offer was made of purpose-built apartments, designed by the architects, Banks and Barry, which gave significantly more room than existed in Somerset House and in December 1874 the move to Burlington House was made. The rooms that are open are the Hall, the Council Room to the right, the Meeting Room to the left and by guided tour the Library up the main staircase. The Hall has the lamp device of the Society let into the floor. The original of this lamp, which is still in the Society's possession was dug up at St Leonard's Hill near Windsor. Originally it was thought to be Roman but it is definitely of a medieval type.

The Council Room was planned as the dining room of the resident Secretary. At an early date it also served as the tea room for Fellows and was completely taken over when the last resident Secretary left in 1910. The chandelier in the centre of the ceiling originally hung in Somerset House. The whole of the northern part of the Society's apartments used to form the Resident Secretary's house. It was served by its own front door (near the ladies lavatories), its private staircase and, in the basement, its own kitchens, wine and beer cellars which were physically separate from the Society's sectors.

The Meeting Room is where the Ordinary Meetings of the Society take place every Thursday from October to May. The Presidential chair, like the chandelier, came from Somerset House. As originally laid out the room had a long table running down the centre with the seats facing towards it. This was at right angles to the present Officer's table at the end of the room. The need for projecting slides caused the present arrangements to be adopted. However the long table still exists, serving to accommodate readers in the Library upstairs. The Meeting Room was also constructed with the latest Victorian air conditioning. If you look at the ceiling you can see pierced grills. These lead to air-ducts which rise through the building to vents on the roof. Fans have been installed to assist the ventilation but, even today, the system can be remarkably effective. Those who have lectured in the Meeting Room might like to know that the lecture stand was in existence in 1913 when an inventory states "a deal square Stand covered in baize" value £1 0s. 0d, "a reading desk to stand on top with electric light" value £2 0s. 0d.

The Library is still much as it was in 1875 although electric lights have replaced the gas ones. The two gasoliers in the ceiling are worth noting. They provided illumination and also ventilated the Library through pipes to the exterior of the roof. Ventilation ducts, similar to those in the Meeting Room, can be seen in the upper galleries.

The Library
This is the largest and grandest room on the Society’s premises. The previous library in Somerset House was in a small dark room on the ground floor on the noisy Strand front. By contrast the new library was spacious, in a quiet position within the courtyard and on the top floor with maximum daylight. Artificial lighting was originally very poor, being provided by gas lamps on the sides above the bays and two great gasoliers in the ceiling operated by a lever in Bay 1-7. Ventilation was provided by the gasoliers and ducts over the top galleries. Heating came from coal fires at either end and radiators under some of the windows. The long table was originally in Somerset House and was brought up from the Meeting Room when the seating was re-arranged in 1929. 
The innovative architectural scheme features receding galleries with the weight of books supported by the outer walls. The finely proportioned room is twice as long as it is wide and given a more lofty appearance by the height being slightly higher than the width. The columns were originally plain and marbled in the refurbishment programme of nearly 40 years ago.

Within the room can be seen two portraits by Thomas Gainsborough (Daniel Minet and his wife), and busts of three Presidents (Jeremiah Milles, Arthur Evans and Frederick Ouvry) and one Fellow (Thomas Wright). While the refurbishment of the Meeting Room and staircase is in progress, two items originally commissioned for Somerset House are temporarily housed in the library. They are the bust of George III and the large clock, the wooden surround of which was designed by William Chambers. On the library cabinet is an unusual falling-ball clock made around 1695 and engraved with part of a map of the world.  
New decorative schemes in the Hall, Staircase and Meeting Room

Redecoration of these rooms has only just been completed.  It followed an investigation of paint samples, which showed they had at first been decorated using distemper, a water-soluble paint which had been thoroughly washed-off in preparation for the succeeding scheme in oil.  Accordingly, it was not possible to reconstruct the original schemes, although there were indications of the use of stone colour in the Hall, and lilac on the pilasters in the Meeting Room.

The new schemes were devised by Ian C Bristow, an architect Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries who specialises in the redecoration of historic interiors, partly with this in mind, but also, most importantly, the requirement to provide a suitable background for the pictures which normally hang in the Meeting Room.  At the same time, the marbling in imitation of black-and-gold Portoro on the columns in the Hall, which dated from the 1960s redecoration, was of a very high quality, and thought worthy of preservation.  Another decision was to remove the thermoplastic tiles with which the 1920s terrazzo floor had been covered.

Careful consideration was given to how best to allow the architecture to read properly.  To complement the marbling on the giant order of columns in the Hall, the pilasters have been painted a deep lilac-stone colour based on that of Caerbwdy sandstone from near St David’s, but in a monolithic form reminiscent of Florentine pietra serena.  The pilasters of the lesser order were painted a paler lilac-stone, and the stone-colour of the walls made lighter in the upper register.

On the staircase, the stone colours were continued, the pilasters here being marbled in imitation of rosso antico, a stone from the southern tip of the Peloponnese much favoured in antiquity.  the dark green on the balustrade complements this, while alluding to patinated bronze, a common nineteenth-century conceit.  In the course of the next few weeks, a plain carpet of deep wine colour will be laid.

In the Meeting Room, after much deliberation over alternatives, and trials of samples against which selected pictures were viewed, a dull lilac of warm tone was chosen for the walls.  The other colours were ordered around this; the border within the carpet was woven to a mid-nineteenth-century architectural design; and a gilded fillet was used to define the main wall plane.

