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The Presidential address is of course in some ways a ‘state of the union’ occasion because it should summarise the year that has passed and of course it is the President’s role to take constitutional responsibility for what has taken place. In that sense, I would refer to two major developments; as you will see from our accounts, the Society has recovered considerable investment ground after the downturn of two years ago and since the last Election the Society has replaced its General Secretary whose position, as chief executive, means that this decision has been crucial to the running of the organisation and its face to the community of scholarship of which we are part. However, we are here to take up the challenges of our times, represent our common interests as scholars and antiquarians, but also represent our various and diverse professions, whether we are active or retired in those roles. If I am accorded the privilege of serving this Society as President for three years in succession, I would like to use these opportunities to take up a different major theme each year which showcases the Society‘s achievements and future plans. Partly this is to lay out some broad objectives for the Society but it is also to avoid simply being reactive to whatever perceived crisis the interests we represent face at any given moment. The challenges of the moment can never be absent but we also need to be forward-looking and positive, planning for the longer term. First, however, the reactive; to address the immediate concerns; two events happening within these walls about now encapsulate different aspects of the challenging times we live in. They are certainly connected but they raise different approaches to a common concern. 
Last week there was a meeting in the Council Room of a number of learned societies, represented variously by their presidents, chairpersons, treasurers, secretaries, to discuss areas of common anxiety. Is there any scope for collaboration, of exchange of expertise, of providing common means of communication with members or Fellows, even the possibility of shared administrative and other staff? It was summoned and chaired by our Council member, David Breeze. All the bodies represented were independent of direct state subsidy but their operations are deeply affected by what is happening in the public sector. These societies covered a huge range of varying commitment, in terms of size of membership, of the scope of publications, of events and lectures, of financial security both in terms of capital endowment and income from members. We discussed the changing profile of membership, of age profile, of particular targeted audiences such as students and young professionals. We reminded ourselves that something very important which was once only cultural (and in that sense very much close to our historical and antiquarian interests) is now actual; we are dealing with four countries within the United Kingdom (and two representatives from the executive of the Scottish Antiquaries were present), particularly in relation to issues to do with charity law, allocation of funds from government sources for the heritage about which we all care, different sets of ministers to respond to, and also relevant, given the way higher education is differently funded, are the increasingly regionalised experiences, knowledge and expertise future generations of scholars may have through their university study. What I found encouraging in terms of the potential for shared knowledge was the fact that even some of the smaller organisations (membership in the hundreds rather than the thousands) had experimented boldly with different ways of attracting and keeping membership and duly had advice to share. It was salutary to hear that whilst new techniques of communication through Facebook and Twitter were in full operation at some organisations, others found that for some things old methods worked best (when you try to encourage online booking through an announcement in the Newsletter and applications for events fall, go back to the loose fliers that some members like and seem to prefer). The most important resource all these groups could call on of course was volunteer time, without which Societies will falter. Further meeting are planned, joint events and sponsorships favoured rather than, at present, any radical proposal to merge or cut losses, and the information exchange will be rich and rewarding. 
Part of the impetus behind looking at the state of such societies of course is the fear that in challenging times people will rein in, concentrate their subscriptions on fewer activities and publications, whilst any needs societies might have of professional staff and space will only increase in cost and not ultimately perhaps be affordable. What is the greater risk therefore for those bodies which also have contributing supporters via Friends Groups but principally are there to do the actual work of protection and promotion of the legacy of the past and depend on at least some proportion of state support? On the 4th of June, the Society, thanks to the co-ordinating efforts of our General Secretary, will host a day symposium on the challenges to the heritage just now; representatives from Local Government, English Heritage, the Museums Association, the national archaeological societies, universities, heritage volunteer groups, the Institute of Field Archaeology will all speak about the impact of recent government decisions on their ability to operate and fulfil their aims. The political case for economies in public spending will also be made. The Society of Antiquaries’ role at this time is a crucial one. Its Fellows are members of an independent body but many of them are working for sectors that face an uphill task to preserve what they have and what they do, in addition of course to those individual Fellows’ concern for their own personal future in organisations looking to reduce staffing levels. There are some things that the Society could take on in lieu of others’ having to relinquish them, but more importantly we are here to make representation as an interest group which covers a multitude of disciplines spanning the material remains of the past and with the professional skills outlined just now. The sense of the need for a joined-up view is pressing and urgent. I often lament the fact that we are now subdivided ‘beings’ in the polis; ‘taxpayers’ support the public sector (as if public sector workers were not themselves taxpayers); parts of a single organisation, like a university, pay each other for services from the giving of expertise to the renting of space and equipment to the measuring of exact usage of resources such as libraries. Within our range of support and responsibility Fellows of this Society serve the whole academic experience from collections to personal scholarship to the endowment of scholarship by others through grants. We must preserve the sense of joining the parts together. One of the possibilities of technology today is the ability to call up and invite perusal of massive amounts of data all at once. So, whilst applauding the democratic impulse it may be with some alarm/concern that we hear reports that 21,000 regulations amongst 278 pieces of environmental legislation may be up for public consultation on the web, everything from the Wildlife Act to Planning Law under review in the search for some perceived ‘red tape’ that needs removing. The danger of very, very focused self-interest to become the dominant voice in all this is a serious threat; we need to point out where the joins are, where the knock-on effect of de-regulation takes place.
But, as I have said, we cannot just fight rearguard actions. We need to take our responsibilities seriously and celebrate the ways we are doing so. If I use the word ‘exhibition’ as a theme I am about to talk on the subject of that word in the sense that we all understand it, but also the virtual and the demonstrative in the sense of showing what we have and what we do.                  
We have a duty of care but also a duty to make known. This means exploring opportunities without incurring risks. Let me explore the number of things the Society does to share its resources with a wider world. The Library remains of course the only one of our assets which will continue to grow through the accession of books and periodicals. Other resources we have are essentially, give or take minor gifts from time to time, static. So we need to give them the widest possible public and refresh that public from time to time. Kelmscott Manor gives us the greatest opportunity for that endeavour because William Morris has come to represent a range of great causes which attract continual re-interpretation. His acute sense of preserving the past not only in terms of physical objects but in terms of what people actually do to preserve and re-fashion long traditions of making and assembling the objects of their lives. And for new audiences, a recent radio programme drew comparisons between Morris’s designs and and those of Islamic art and calligraphy. The house may give the impression of something untouchable but of course it is not that; the time-capsule has at some point been created both physically and then in the popular imagination; witness the various phases of display and interpretation at Ham House, for example, once thought of as a perfect 17th-century document during its care by the V&A for some 50 years after the last war, and subsequently back in the hands of its owner, the National Trust. The place is constantly ‘re-discovered’. The Society welcomes the chance over the next few years to use recently newly-available spaces to exhibit items not usually shown, to lend relevant matter from here at Burlington House to supplement and keep a small but changing presence of dialogue and interaction with the central narrative of the house itself. It is especially welcome that during a major upcoming loan (William’s bed), the timing of which will partly invade the open season of the property, Tate will lend us a number of Pre-Raphaelite drawings to go on display. That’s significant in that we are essentially a lending body, for beyond the modest arrangements outlined above, we can initiate no continuous programme of major exhibitions of our own. Lending objects always brings the benefits of conservation and perhaps new photography, which will be paid for by the borrowing institution. But there will be times we can and should make further imaginative suggestions to give our arrangements more of the reciprocal. It is though of course a great pleasure that currently a chair from Kelmscott graces the Cult of Beauty exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum, and that next year our great diptych of Old St Paul’s by John Gipkyn will be at the Shakespeare and the World exhibition at the British Museum, curated by our Fellow Dora Thornton, and then will take its place in the new display of the history of St Paul’s at the cathedral itself. The unlocking of the secret of two paintings at Kelmscott, thanks to the expertise of Kate Lowe of Queen Mary University of London, as key representations of the streets of Lisbon led to their exhibition at Zurich and their widespread acclaim in the Portuguese press.
A version of our Making History exhibition will be travelling to the USA this autumn and winter, to the McMullen Gallery at Boston College and to the Paul Mellon Centre for British Art at Yale. What is most pleasing about this venture is that the story, the narrative that we were able to supplement at the travelling exhibition around the four sites within this country, whereby local museums added their own antiquarian holdings to the displays, customising the exhibition’s significance for each site, will be happening also in America, the Mellon Centre especially having outstanding collections of relevant material. Around the core exhibition itself, lectures and events will take the dialogue further, involving other organisations who hold as a trust similar ideals to ours, like the Massachusetts Historical Society. I would like to think that as well as supplementing British material, these centres of learning in America will consider and evaluate their own antiquarian traditions through this exhibition, that interested scholars will see dialogue between for example the painted and engraved representations of the American landscape and its man-made and natural monuments, the subject of several outstanding exhibitions on both sides of the Atlantic in recent years, alongside our record of Stonehenge, pictorial and verbal. 
How should we further celebrate our giving of grants? The need to make more prominent the Society’s role in encouraging scholarship, whether through inviting grant holders to give the Society first refusal of published outcomes of their research, capturing the benefits of those grants we give to young scholars to travel and gain skills that extend their present commitment (a PhD often), helping to celebrate the conclusion of conservation projects from the grants we give through the William Morris Fund to churches (we often can only pump-prime these, but we are crucial). I do sympathise with the sense that given the amount of time volunteered by many of you to serve on committees, to process paperwork, real or online, the huge tasks for the staff here in the building involved in these grants, that we take this responsibility to the donors of the funds for grants rather quietly and see this as implying an historic responsibility. But we need to be louder champions than that, I feel, in the serious work we promote.
There is of course a greater challenge to ‘exhibit’. Every September we participate in the London Open House week-end when the Society’s premises are open to view, along with, for example, other learned Society premises and government buildings in Whitehall. Last October we offered a lecture in this room as part of the Story of London festival. Through lectures and walks people were able to share something of the bricks and mortar of London’s history from the Roman Wall to the Burlington Arcade and through buildings associated with Jimi Hendrix. It struck me on that occasion that the curiosity of the potential wider audience we rarely see was enormous and prompted questions the like of which most speakers in this room on our Thursday talks are never asked. So yes, such event cause me to wonder what else we can do to serve that wider public and do things other organisations cannot. 
Twice in this talk I might seem to have been cautious about the digital world but I am not. Sometimes it may seem that the virtual world is one that threatens the very existence of real objects and resources. Witness the quite serious discussions taking place amongst libraries to concentrate holdings (one copy of a key monograph between five sites), to share digital practice, to the common practice now of keeping even the preserved original article quite remote from even the most serious of scholars. But concern that the replacement of original by copy or record through new technology of course has long been with us. Our Director for 26 years, from 1771 to 1797, Richard Gough, found himself caught in the cross-fire since he both encouraged the print recording of monuments of the past but feared their ability to supplant the originals: he wrote to the Gentleman’s Magazine in 1788 to declare that ’The art of engraving, which helps to make buildings known, and preserves their form to a certain degree, contributes, I fear, to their demolition. ’Is such a thing engraved?’ - ‘O, yes‘ - ’Then it is preserved for posterity’….’The Corporation intended to blow up the castle; but it is engraved!… No matter if the engraving is inaccurate - or exhibiting only a partial view - ….when the engraving is made, farewell to the thing engraved!….’ The Society is committed to making our completed Picture Catalogue into a splendid book. But beyond that, we must explore ways of exhibiting the Society’s collections further through digital means.
Following the new opening arrangements for Kelmscott, Fellows Day this year will take place at Charleston, Sussex on Saturday, 16th July. The opportunity to see a site not unlike Kelmscott, the association with in this case a group of figures prominent from a later phase of British culture, a fragile inheritance of building and contents (even more than Kelmscott) and a sensitive natural environment. But Charleston has ambitious for the future, whilst preserving the core responsibility of preserving the house as it stands and we are very grateful to Wendy Hitchmough, Curator there, who has offered to take us through those plans on the day. I look forward to welcoming as many of you as can be there on that day.
To conclude, I want to thank those Fellows stepping down from Council, to offer special thanks to Martin Millet, successively member of Council, Director and Treasurer of the Society for his long, dedicated service and sometimes necessarily robust and shocking, but salutary, advice. I want to celebrate you, the Fellows without whose subscriptions and help to the Society we would not exist. Most importantly though, my dealings over the past year within these walls make more acutely conscious than ever of the efforts of the staff here and at Kelmscott, without whom that continuity of making all we aspire to achieve possible, would not happen.

