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The Royal Academy of Archaeology of Belgium was founded in Antwerp in 1842 as the Académie d’archéologie de Belgique, under the impetus of Dr. Joseph-Romain-Louis de Kerckhove. The date and place of foundation, as well as the person of the founder and the name under which the academy was established: each and every one of these historical factors are still relevant for the relationship between the Academy and the Kingdom of Belgium, that complicated country in which it still functions after one hundred sixty-five years. The relationship between the Academy and Belgium is after all only understandable for those whose knowledge of Belgian history goes sufficiently far back in time. When the foreign press reacts with disbelief at the communitarian tensions that have recently seemed on the verge of tearing Belgium apart by virtue of their centrifugal force, it seems all the more necessary to encourage foreign correspondents to deepen their knowledge of Belgian history. They will then realize that what to them seems like lighting from a clear sky is in fact the result of a high-voltage charge—however much it may vary—that has formed part of the notorious Belgian climate for more than a century and a half.  

In 1842, Belgium had been independent for just twelve years, and could only guarantee its existence by skilfully navigating the interests of the great powers of the European continent. In this enterprise, the young state enjoyed the support of Great Britain, the primary guarantor of its independence. It is not by chance that the first king, Leopold I of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, was the widower of the former British successor to the throne, Princess Charlotte, daughter of George VI. He was also the highly respected uncle of Queen Victoria. But Great Britain’s sympathy for the young nation was also located on a more general political level that transcended royal personal ties. The preference for political equilibrium on the Continent was a constant in British politics. Belgium fit perfectly in this concept of equilibrium as a buffer state between the Netherlands and France. The first king of Belgium was quite conscious of this. In 1832, he concluded a diplomatically favourable marriage with Louise-Marie d’Orléans, daughter of the French king. And just three years before the foundation of the Academy, in 1839, the Treaty of London officially put an end to the war with the Netherlands—from which Belgium had declared its independence in the September Days of 1830.
 The young Belgian state now sought powerful confirmation of its identity. In the Romantic notions current at the time, and in the rising concept of the nation-state, this identity was ideally confirmed by language and culture, history and science.
 It is therefore symptomatic that the Academy was created from two Antwerp associations dedicated to culture and history. Nor is it mere coincidence that the Academy thus created eventually received royal patronage, and the right to use the word ‘royal’ in its name.
 The two associations concerned were the centuries-old chamber of rhetoric, De Olijftak (La Branche d’Olivier), which had been revived with Romantic élan; and the Société royale des Sciences, Lettres et Arts d’Anvers (note the cultural and scientific aspect, as well as the already-royal predicate). It is just as revealing of the cultural patriotism of the time that it was this same Société royale that took the initiative in planning the erection of a statue in Antwerp in honour of Peter Paul Rubens, national artistic hero, on the bicentennial of his death in 1840.
 That the two original Antwerp associations—like the Academy itself—both had French names, even though they were not based in Brussels or Wallonia, is just as telling. During this period, French was the cultural language of the aristocracy, the intelligentsia, and the bourgeoisie in Belgium, and they were the ones who made up the population of such associations. The members of the Academy even complained on occasion that some of the books in their library were written in Dutch, and were therefore difficult to consult.
 The Romantic notion that the unity of a people and country must also be reflected in unity of language was also of great importance. For this reason, French was the official language of Belgium, because Flemish—and this is just as true of Walloon French—was characterized by significant local differences, and hence viewed as little more than a collection of dialects.
 French was also the language of the Academy’s founder, a former military doctor in Napoleon Bonaparte’s army who achieved international renown with his publications on the nature and treatment of the diseases characteristic of war (he participated in Napoleon’s German and Russian campaigns, and referred to them in his first groundbreaking publication, Histoire des maladies observées à la grande Armée française pendant la campagne de Russie en 1812 et d’Allemagne en 1813). He would lead the Academy for two decades. Since it was of considerable importance to him to show his noble status, the Academy placed a great deal of emphasis on the study of heraldry and genealogy in its early days, along with the historical and cultural patrimony that typically concerns associations of dilettante collectors—the Academy also had its own library and cabinet of curiosities.
 

From the 1870s onward, however, it is possible to speak of two new developments. First, within the Academy itself: both the composition of its members and the methods of study they employed showed the clear influence of the increasing professionalism and scientific tendency found at the university level in history, archaeology, and art history—as well as in subsidiary disciplines like numismatics and sigillography.
 Second, it was during this period that the Flemish Movement became politically radicalized. In the 1840s, French-speaking and Dutch-speaking Belgians were still united in the patriotic idea that the Flemish dialects were a handy means of distinguishing Belgium from France. And Flemish intellectuals still defended the wealth of their language quite convincingly … in French.
 During the Rubens festivities of 1877, Flemish protests concerning the use of French during the celebration of Antwerp and its ‘Flemish’ painter were heard with increasing clarity and volume. This was symptomatic of a more general radicalization of the Flemish Movement. Its actions resulted in the first Belgian language laws in the communitarian sense, beginning in 1870: in 1873, concerning the use of Dutch in the judicial system in cases of a Dutch-speaking defendant; in 1878, concerning bilingualism in the administration; in 1883, concerning bilingualism in education; and in 1898, concerning the equal validity of French and Dutch versions of the law. In 1907, a commission was established that would ultimately lead to the introduction of Dutch as the primary language of instruction at the University of Ghent in 1932.
 In the meantime, however, notions of Walloon identity had also crystallized, as is attested by the famous ‘Lettre au roi sur la séparation de la Wallonie et de la Flandre’—the ‘Letter to the king concerning the separation of Wallonia and Flanders’—of 1912, written by the Walloon politician Jules Destrée. Addressed to King Albert I, the letter begins symptomatically: ‘Sire, il n’y a pas de Belges’—‘Sire, there are no Belgians’. But contrary to what this famous citation leads one to suppose, Destrée was not at all pleading for the end of his fatherland; he was only afraid of the Walloon side ending up under Flemish domination. As Destrée wrote to King Albert I: ‘Would not a Belgium that was the union of two independent and free peoples (…) not be endlessly more robust than a Belgium in which one half felt itself oppressed by the other?’

The rise of Dutch as the language of instruction at the University of Ghent stood in sharp contrast to the voices raised in the Academy up until that time, which supported French-Dutch bilingualism, both in the Dutch-speaking north and the French-speaking south.
 But the political dynamic continued unflaggingly in the direction of monolingualism, with all its attendant consequences for scientific and academic circles. In 1938, the oldest and most highly respected Belgian Royal Academy, founded in 1772 by the empress Maria-Theresa of Austria during her tenure as ruler of the Austrian Netherlands,
 was divided into Dutch- and French-speaking divisions. This academy is, so to say, our older bother. It has sections on science, medicine, literature and the fine arts. In 1963, the language boundary was established in Belgium. The status of Brussels and its French-speaking environs, however, was not settled to anyone’s satisfaction at the time – and herein lies the origin of the current communitarian impasse. Five years after the establishment of the language boundary, after a great deal of tumult and the collapse of the government, the University of Leuven was split along linguistic lines, with the French-speaking side moving to Wallonia (Louvain-la-Neuve). A shift in the membership of the Academy took place in parallel with this communitarian evolution. From a predominance of (mainly French-speaking) scholars from Antwerp, membership evolved toward a greater distribution of members from the entire country, a large part of which came from Brussels, where the meetings were held with ever increasing frequency from 1954 onwards.
 Belgian communitarian logic led in 1970 to a constitutional reform that established autonomy for the French- and Dutch-speaking communities in matters of culture and individual rights.
 Up until that moment, the Academy still played an important role in coordinating the numerous associations devoted to the study of local history and folklore, the Federatie van Kringen van Oudheidkunde en Geschiedenis van België, or Fédération des Cercles d’histoire et d’archéologie de Belgique, which was founded in 1885.
 But the Federation was also divided in 1970 as a result of the constitutional reform. The Belgian special interest group for museum curators also split on linguistic grounds in 1982.
 Only against this background does the extraordinary character of the Academy’s journal emerge to its fullest extent:
 it has been published without interruption since its foundation in 1843 – albeit under different names and formulas – and has always been bilingual, though of course between 1843 and 1885, there was a preponderance of French contributions.
 Because of the communitarian logic of cultural autonomy, however, it no longer receives subsidies from the Flemish Community – in spite of its impressive history. Wallonia and Flanders have countless cultural accords with foreign countries; symptomatically enough, there is still no cultural accord between Flanders and Wallonia.

From 1970 onward – that is, for almost forty years now – the Royal Academy of Archaeology of Belgium has been the only Belgian scholarly organization that is still bilingual and that systematically recruits members in Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels – among the cultural and historical professions as well as among university researchers. It continues to be one of the only venues in which prominent figures in various cultural disciplines from all parts of the country – there are also members from German-speaking Belgium – systematically come together. Today, the Academy has sixty titular members and forty corresponding members, along with a number of members from abroad. Honorary members are those older members who cannot always attend the meetings on a regular basis. Those who are able do so in principle at the Royal Library Albert I in Brussels on every third Saturday of the month between October and May, with attention to maintaining linguistic balance between the featured speakers. This alternation also applies to the elections for the successive chairs of the Academy.
 The Academy also organizes its annual excursions in alternation between Flanders, Wallonia, and Brussels. 

In 1986, the Belgian federal government took the initiative of stimulating university research groups in various parts of the country to work around common themes in ‘Inter University Attraction Poles’ (IUAPs).
 Although this initiative celebrated its twentieth anniversary in 2007, its existence has recently been subject to discussion.
 This is unfortunate, because with the weakening of contacts across the language boundary, many research groups have little feeling for – or sometimes simply no information about – the research that takes place on the other side of the divide. Moreover, the laws governing the scholarly support services for the management of archaeological research and cultural heritage have also been divided between the French and Flemish communities since 1989.
 The same fate ultimately befell the region of Brussels in 2004.
 The frequent contact with colleagues across the language boundary that older researchers were still able to enjoy before 1970 have become all but nonexistent for younger academics, which is to be lamented, as the insights of science are by definition universally valid. 

Against this background, the Academy began an initiative at the end of 2006 in order to invite young researchers from the seven Belgian universities where disciplines of interest are taught to give a lecture – regardless of whether they are connected with a Flemish, Walloon, or Brussels institution. The results will be published shortly. The scholars’ day itself was a great success, and inspired demands for a repeat performance from all quarters of the country. It reinforces our conviction that the Academy serves a real purpose as a bridge between the various geographical regions, linguistic communities, and research groups of Belgium, and can cherish great hopes for the future. On behalf of the current chairman, Mr. Norbert Bastin, I thank you for this opportunity to introduce the Academy at an international forum, and I also bring his most heartfelt greetings, along with those of the board and members, to you – our esteemed counterparts and sister-associations abroad. 
(Translated from the Dutch by Dr. Irene Schaudies)
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