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country owes a great debt, of which it shows little consciousness, to the local archaeological societies of which it is
full. As in many other branches of education, the enthusiasm
of private individuals encouraged the study of the nation's
antiquities and collected their remains and records in museums,
long before such provision was recognised as the duty of public
authorities.
Just as the Church provided schools for the education
of the poor many generations before the State thought of doing so,
so the archaeological societies provided museums long before powers
were given to municipalities to spend public funds for this purpose,
and still longer before the duty of doing so was at all generally
recognised.
The first Museums Act was passed about a century ago, in 1845,
first museum to be founded under it being that of Colchester
in 1846.
But museums for the instruction of the public (as distinct
from collections formed by princes and nobles for the adornment
of their own houses) are nearly 200 years older.
The oldest is
the Museum Tradescantianum founded in 1656 by the brothers
Tradescant, which became the nucleus of the Ashmolean Museum

the

the next was the Museum of Sir Hans Sloane at Chelsea,
containing collections which he began to make about 1688, which
became the nucleus of the British Museum. The interest in
antiquities goes back even farther than this, as the activities of
Bale, Leland, Dodsworth, Dugdale and Cotton in the 16th and
early 17th centuries remind us
but the materials with which they
dealt were literary documents rather than archaeological remains.
For the establishment of museums on a firm basis we must look
to the 18th century and to the local societies which then began
to come into existence.
The 18th century is sometimes regarded as a period of spiritual
and intellectual relaxation and in the history of institutions such
as churches and universities it is certainly a period of lowered
temperature but it is to be remembered that the level of intellectual
interest in the upper classes of society and in literary circles was
high, and that much activity was developed in various directions
in the sphere of religion.
The two great societies for Christian
instruction and missionary work, the S.P.C.K. and the S.P.G., were
founded in 1698 and 1701, respectively; Wesley began his work
at Oxford about 1730
and Raikes founded his first Sunday School

at Oxford

;

;

;

;

;
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During this century, too, were created the fine libraries
which were the common adornment of the great country houses,
and the noblesse oblige of the aristocracy included the liberal support
of literary and scholarly publications.
So it was with the study of
antiquities.
The meetings out of which grew the Society of Antiquaries of London began in 1707. The pages of the Gentleman s
Magazine, which began in 1731, testify to a wide interest in Roman
antiquities, mediaeval remains, and numismatics
and the Society
of Dilettanti was formed in 1734 by a group of young aristocrats who
had acquired an interest in classical antiquities during the "grand
tour" which formed a part of their education, and were ready to
devote no inconsiderable sums to the investigation and publication
of classical remains. County histories go back as far as Lambarde's
Kent in 1576, and the 17th century can show such notable works as
Dugdale's Warwickshire in 1656 and Thoroton's Nottinghamshire
in 1677
but the 18th century has a far more impressive list in
in 1780.

;

;

Atkyns' Gloucestershire (1712), Borlase's Cornwall (1754), Morant's
Essex (1760-8), Hasted's Kent (1778), Hutchinson's Northumberland
(1778), Durham (1785) and Cumberland (1794), Nash's Worcestershire (1781), Collinson's Somerset and Polwhele's Devon (1791).
Of local antiquarian societies, much the oldest is the Spalding
Gentlemen's Society in Lincolnshire, founded in 1710, which still
but the period of the
maintains a museum of local antiquities
most active foundation of such museums by local societies, calling
themselves Literary and Scientific, or Literary and Philosophical,
or Natural History and Antiquarian, or Philosophical and Archaeological, seems to have been the early years of the 19th century.
The pre-war Museums Directory showed 44 museums in existence
founded before the first Museums Act of 1845, of which 30 were
The
established by local societies, mostly between 1820 and 1840.
passing of the Museums Act (which was very slackly aclministered
for the next half-century) did not put an end to the foundation
In the report made in 1938 to the
of museums by local societies.
Carnegie United Kingdom Trustees by Mr. S. F. Markham, he
states that there were then nearly 100 museums controlled by
Some of these were in receipt of support
societies or associations.
on the other hand, some
from municipal or county authorities
museums now whoUy controlled by public authorities were originally
founded by societies of private individuals.
It is thus amply clear that to the archaeological societies the
country owed not only the cultivation of interest in its historic
and that
past, but also the formation of museums of antiquities
these societies did for the nation what the nation has only recently
There is, however, another
realised to be its duty to do for itself.
side of the picture, which must be taken into account in considering
the future of such societies. In Mr. Markham's report, above
referred to, after mentioning the category of museums controlled
by societies or institutions, he adds "But some of these society
museums are in a pitiable state. They are perhaps the weakest
;

;

;

:
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part of the museum movement, and are gradually being taken
over by municipalities. Over half of those in existence in 1919
have already been transferred to local authorities." It is in the
light of this criticism, and of this trend in practice, that a society
should consider its outlook for the future.

The prime object
promotion of interest in, and
knowledge of, the antiquities of the country, with special reference
to those of its own neighbourhood. The collection of specimens
of such antiquities was a means to this end
and since no provision
was made by any public authority for this kind of education, the
societies undertook this public service at their own expense.
What
they have now to consider is whether, or to what extent, they can
continue to perform this public service. On the one hand, the
standard of museum maintenance has risen greatly during the
The guiding

principle should, I think, be this.

of a local archaeological society is the

;

Thanks largely to the report of Sir Henry Miers
to the Carnegie Trustees in 1928, attention has been drawn to the
great deficiencies in the museum service as it then existed.
Staffing,
housing, arrangement and labelling were in almost every case
last generation.

lamentably below a proper standard. If the museums were to
deserve the interest and support of the public, much had to be
done, and much money had to be spent, to bring them up to a
proper level. On the other hand, it had become generally recognised
that the provision of museums, as well as of libraries, was a part
of the duty of municipalities and counties in their capacity as
educational authorities. The supply of museums had greatlv
increased
whereas 130 had been founded between 1845 and 1890,
294 were founded between 1890 and 1930, the large majority
being maintained and controlled by local authorities. Out of
593 museums then in existence, 343 were supported from the rates
or taxes, only 137 were dependent on subscriptions and fees
and
the number of these has been steadily decreasing since that date.
It will generally be agreed that if a museum is to be maintained,
it must be maintained well.
It must be kept up to the recognised
standards of custody and display
and with rising standards and
falling private incomes, the societies have to face the problem
of the possibility of such maintenance.
Some societies may be
:

;

;

it
some certainly cannot. What I am saying
has no special reference to our own Society, the finances of which,
I am glad to believe, are relatively strong. I may perhaps be allowed
to quote from an address given more than ten years ago to another
society, as setting out what I then believed to be the equities of
the situation

able to afford

;

:

"What should be the attitude of the community towards
museums maintained by the societies, and of the societies
towards the community ? ... It is now the recognised duty
of any considerable municipality to maintain a museum for the

the

service of the public, as

it

maintains a library.

If

any considerable
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locality did not possess a museum, it would be the duty of its
governing body to create one
and this raises the question,
how far is a local authority entitled to take advantage of the
fact that a body of private individuals has already given it that
which it ought to provide and maintain for itself ?
"My own feeling, for what it is worth, is that unless the society
is able and willing to maintain the museum up to a satisfactory
standard of efficiency, the community should feel itself bound
to give such assistance as is necessary in order to keep it up to
that standard
and the society should be willing to accept it,
with the natural corollary of some measure of public control.
It is no reflection on the societies if, at a time when the class
from which they derive their support is so heavily pressed by
taxation and financial stringency, they are unable to do as much
as they could wish for their museums.
There are many other
directions in which they can profitably expend their income,
notably in the promotion of the excavations which are so much
needed for the advance of knowledge
and the maintenance
of the museum may very properly be transferred to the local
government authority, whether county or municipal. Even
if the society is able to maintain the museum in part, the community should not feel that it is absolved from all responsibility,
but should be ready to contribute at any rate some part of the
expenditure of which it has hitherto been relieved by private
;

;

.

.

.

;

generosity.

"Ultimately

I

believe that the best arrangement is that the
responsible for the upkeep of the museum,

community should be

including the adequate remuneration of an adequate staff,
while the society should regard as its chief function the encouragement of research and the diffusion of knowledge. The society
would also be a ready-made body of Friends of the Museum,
such as have been instituted in connection with the national
Their researches would
collections and many of the cathedrals.
add continually to the contents of the museum, their influence
would assist public propaganda, their financial help might be
forthcoming for special acquisitions. In return, their members
might reasonably receive special privileges such as the use of
rooms for meetings, private views of new exhibitions, representation on the Museum Committee, or such others as may
All this will come to
suit the local conditions in each place.
pass naturally if there is goodwill on either side and no foolish
jealousy.
Here, as in so many other matters, unselfish
co-operation is the secret of success."

of

So I thought ten years ago, and so I think now. The diffusion
knowledge is the first duty of an archaeological society, and

thereby it renders a service to the nation by strengthening its
roots in the past and increasing that consciousness of our national
history and traditions on which the stability of the country in
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is so largely based.
Encouragement of research
follows next, as the means of increasing that knowledge and maintaining interest in it. The maintenance of a museum is a corollary
to these services, which may continue to be undertaken by a
society if it is able to do so adequately, but which is primarily a
duty of the local authority.

times of stress

