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‘ONE OF THE OBJECTS OF THE SOCIETY’ (1849):
THE SOCIETY, ITS MUSEUM AND SERVICE TO THE PUBLIC

PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS GIVEN BY DAVID DAWSON
ON 7 MAY 2022

The story of the Society’s museum deserves a book of 
its own. The subject was last treated in a presidential 
address by R. S. Simms (1966-67), an account which 
complements this paper being presented from a 
different point of view and a different time some fifty-
odd years ago. This paper is necessarily a summary 
illustrative of the main themes as understood by 
this author, a former County Museums Officer for 
Somerset and curator of the Society’s collections 
from 1985 to 2004. The author apologises for 
failing to acknowledge everyone who deserves to 
be acknowledged, let alone donors of important 
collections.

BEGINNINGS AND GROWTH

The scene is Sir Walter Calverley Trevelyan, Bart, 
president, in the chair of the Society’s first Annual 

Meeting at 12 noon on 26 September 1849 in one 
of the spacious rooms in Taunton Market Hall. In 
his opening introductory sentence he comments 
on, “its [the Society’s] utility in preserving, and 
collecting and spreading information upon subjects 
of considerable importance” and goes on to say, “One 
of the objects of the society was the formation of a 
Library and Museum to illustrate the Antiquities 
and Natural History of the county and they were in 
hope that in the course of a few years they might get 
together a rich collection”. Not to delay, Rev. T. F. 
Dymock, Secretary, then reported they had secured 
a room in Taunton as a temporary home and had the 
ambition to secure premises of their own (SANH 
1849-50a, 3-7). To demonstrate what was intended, 
a temporary museum was set up in an adjoining 
room with a mixture of exhibits including a panel 
depicting the crucifixion from the Wellington reredos 

Fig. 1 The Crucifixion. A panel in limestone, one of a series from a reredos of c. 1380 found 
reused in the floor of St John Baptist parish church, Wellington, and donated to the Society by 

the Rev. P. Thomas in 1850 (accession no. TTNCM: 235/1987).
(Image: South West Heritage Trust)
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contributed by Rev. P. Thomas (SANH 1849-50b, 22; 
Giles 1849-50, 81-2) (Fig. 1). This, together with the 
other fragments of the screen, had been found reused 
as paving slabs and is still in the museum collections. 
It was figured by Pevsner in 1958 (plate 23).

Our Society’s foundation reflects a profound 
movement in the first half of the 19th century to 
found city and county societies dedicated to exploring 
the natural history and archaeology of their localities 
and establishing museum and library collections to 
provide the basic reference tools of their mission: to 
name and understand the elements of their chosen 
disciplines. One can cite the Bristol Literary and 
Philosophical Society founded in 1821 (the root of 
Bristol City Museum and Art Gallery), Bath Literary 
and Scientific Institute in 1829, Dorset Natural 
History and Archaeological Society in 1846 and the 
Wiltshire Natural History and Archaeological Society 
in 1853. The last three are still flourishing and have 
their museums in Bath, Dorchester and Devizes. 

A rich collection was soon forthcoming as is 
evidenced by the annual lists published in Proceedings. 
These lists may seem at first sight to reflect the 
contents of a cabinet of curiosities but it is noteworthy 
how many specific collections, especially of natural 
history and geology, are recorded. Mr Moore’s ‘rich 
collection of Fossil Fish, and Insects, from the lias 
near Ilminster’ is a good example (1849-50b, 26). 
Where they have survived, and where they are well 
documented, they form an important early component 
in our collections, especially as some of them predate 
1849. Other acquisitions are of particular interest 
because they represent the flora and fauna of a former 
age. The mounted specimen of the Great Bustard, 
Otis tarda, the size of a turkey, almost certainly shot, 
is a good example as the species was extinct in Britain 
since 1832 until recently reintroduced to Salisbury 
Plain.

The Society was founded at an exciting time. 
Archbishop Ussher’s heroic effort to calculate the 
moment of Creation at 23 October 4004 BC was 
coming under extreme pressure. The concept of the 
Three Age System (Stone, Bronze and Iron) inspired 
by the collections of the Royal Danish National 
Museum, first expounded by Rasmus Nyerup (1809), 
refined by Christian Thomsen (1836) and Jens 
Worsaae (1843), required stretching time for human 
development (Daniel 1967, 90-109). Then on 1 July 
1858 the theory of natural selection was explained to 
the Linnaean Society by Alfred Wallace and Charles 
Darwin (Huxley and Kettlewell 1975, 70), followed 
in 1859 by Darwin’s Origin of Species. Charles Lyell, 
who had expounded the Principles of Geology in 
1830-33, in 1863 published the Geological Evidence 
of the Antiquity of Man. Lyell was, of course, an 

exponent of uniformitarianism as opposed to the 
catastrophism that until then had prevailed as a way 
of conforming to Archbishop Ussher. Our Society 
was plunged into the debate at our very first meeting 
when Rev. Buckland, Dean of Westminster, who was 
a catastrophist, held, somewhat optimistically, that: 

“The difficulty of reconciling the earth’s high antiquity 
with the Bible chronology has been satisfactorily 
explained by many writers.” (SANH 1849-50a, 20). 
Our vice-president, the Lord Bishop of Bath and 
Wells, was obviously unsettled in his address, really a 
sermon, to our second annual meeting (SANH 1849-
50c, 44-50).

The problem for Buckland and his ilk was the 
growing evidence as cited by Lyell in 1863. He records 
the discoveries of Boucher de Perthes of implements 
in 1841 found with remains of extinct animals at 
Abbeville and St Acheul near Amiens (Lyell 1914, 
74), analogous to the implements later found in the 
Broom gravels near Axminster. He also cites the 
discoveries in 1857 by William Boyd Dawkins and 
Mr Williamson at what is now called Hyena Den 
at Wookey Hole where artefacts and Pleistocene 
mammalia coexisted (Lyell 1914, 134; Currant 2000, 
42-43; Jacobi 2000, 45-46). The Society was fortunate 
in its choice of new curator in 1862 in the person 
of William Bidgood (Tite 1901). He determined 
in 1864 that the Society should purchase by public 
subscription the collection of William Beard who 
had amassed a quantity of such bone from various 
cave sites on Mendip (SANH 1863-64, 71-72) (Fig. 
2). The work of Ashford Sanford and William Boyd 

Fig. 2 Skull of a cave lion (Panthera leo, originally 
type-figured as Felis spelaea), c. 55-25,000 years old, 

from Sandford bone cave (accession nos TTNCM: 
44/1995/1446a and 1446b. (Image: South West 

Heritage Trust)
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Dawkins on further Mendip sites built up a ‘first class 
reference collection’ (Currant 2000, 44). Once hidden 
in the coal hole to escape destruction, in the late 
1980s, thanks to the then Curator of Natural Sciences, 
Dennis Parsons, together with the expert enthusiasm 
of Andy Currant, Danielle Schreve and Roger Jacobi, 
the collection has been painstakingly curated and 
documented and is once again a significant reference 
collection.

The museum collections continued to grow. 
A significant acquisition in my own field of the 
archaeology of ceramic technology was the record 
and finds from the excavation of a Romano-British 
pottery kiln found during the construction of the 
Anglo-Bavarian Brewery in Shepton Mallet. A 
tankard of this distinctive type of pottery, allied to 
Severn Valley ware, is on display in the Museum of 
Somerset (Scarth 1865-66). 

Then, in February 1873, came the opportunity 
to realise the Rev. Dymock’s ambition of acquiring 
a home of our own. Taunton Castle, or more strictly 
the inner bailey and surrounding land down to the 
mill stream including Ine’s Cottage and Castle Lodge, 
was put up for sale for £3,000. At a special meeting 
of council in March it was resolved to raise a public 
subscription to secure the purchase (SANH 1873, 3-5). 
It was reported to the annual meeting on 24 August 
1874 this had been completed for £2,850; another 
£400 was required for alterations to the building 
and £1,500 for furniture and fittings and £1,500 to 
repay the loan from Stuckeys Bank (SANH 1874, 
2-4). There was much work to be done to prepare the 
building to house the Society’s museum and library, 
offices and meeting space. An idea of what the 
museum looked like when the move was complete 
can be gained from a photograph of the Great Hall 

Fig. 3 The museum in the Great Hall of Taunton Castle 1902. (Image: from the SANHS collections)
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taken in 1902 (Fig. 3). The displays are designed to be 
a three-dimensional reference collection. Everything 
is here either in cases or laid out in drawers under 
the desk-top cases down the centre of the hall. It 
was important that all or as much as possible of the 
collections should be readily available to the public. 
Laid out in such a way the museum had a deliberate 
didactic purpose. It is only in our time that this would 
be seen as an extremely outdated approach.

On Bidgood’s death, in 1900 the Society 
appointed as his successor Harold St George Gray. 
He came from the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, 
highly recommended as Lt-General Pitt-Rivers’ right 
hand man. Pitt Rivers, who had also died in 1900, is 
well known in archaeological circles as the person 
who perfected a technique of scientific excavation 
and recording as well as having specific views on 
the arrangement and exhibition of archaeological and 
other human artefacts. Gray was to remain curator 
until 1949 when he retired to become a trustee of the 
Society. Not surprisingly the focus of collecting for the 
museum shifted towards archaeology. For example, 
the Yeovil torc, now classified to the Middle Bronze 
Age (c. 1500-1000 BC), was acquired as Treasure 
Trove in 1909. St George Gray was much in demand, 
directing excavations all over the county and beyond. 
From 1908 to 1922 he worked with Alexander Keiller, 
the marmalade magnate who had purchased Avebury, 
excavating the monument on a heroic scale (Gray 
1935a). In Somerset, Arthur Bulleid was persuaded 
to co-direct with him the excavations of the Iron 
Age Glastonbury Lake Village in 1902 and 1904-
6 (Bulleid and Gray 1917). So detailed was their 
record that a full reinterpretation was later presented 
by John Coles and Steve Minnitt (Coles and Minnitt 
1995; Minnitt 2001, 73). Mention must also be made 
of Gray’s work on his own doorstep, at Taunton 
Castle in 1924-28 and 1933, fully appraised by Chris 
Webster in 2016 (Webster 2016, 156-66). Curiously, 
Gray’s apparent lack of enthusiasm for the task stands 
in complete contrast to his earlier work on prehistoric 
sites. Medieval archaeology was very much in its 
infancy but it was susceptible to the same detailed 
techniques of excavation and record. But here they are 
absent. For example out of over 3,000 pottery sherds 
recovered by Gray he only ever published two, both 
of early rouletted wares, found ‘at the bottom of the 
Norman well’ and similar to pottery he had excavated 
at Castle Neroche (Gray 1903; 1941; Dawson with 
Dawson 2016, 116-19). Perhaps Gray was simply 
out of his depth (Webster 2016, 47). Interestingly no 
mention of the Castle excavations was made in his 
obituary by Ralegh Radford (1962-63, 111-14).

Two outstanding features of Gray’s tenure as 
curator should be mentioned. The first is to pay tribute 

to Gray’s wife, Florence, who did so much to try to 
document the fast growing collections particularly 
by labelling as many artefacts and specimens as 
possible (Fig. 4). Without her indefatigable work we 
would be at a loss in trying to tie individual items 
in the collections with their documentation. Her 
contribution to acquisition and collection care was 
rightly acknowledged in her obituary (Cookson 1970). 
The second is the Society’s success in persuading 
William Wyndham to fund an extensive building 
programme which included a new meeting room 
known as the Wyndham Hall, rebuilding the entrance 
block which used to contain the old jury room and the 
addition of the Wyndham Galleries opened in 1935. 
This extension was designed by Sir George Oakley, 
the distinguished architect better known for the Wills 
Memorial Building whose tower dominates Park 
Street in Bristol (SANH 1934, preface; Gray 1935b, 
63).

A CHANGE IN REGIME: MANAGEMENT 
AND PREMISES

Wyndham’s benefactions resulted in almost a doubling 
of space in the museum, allowing, for example, the 
exhibition of the large marine reptiles from the Lower 
Lias in the gallery above the new entrance. However 
after the end of the Second World War the Society 
faced rising costs to maintain the castle and run the 
museum. Despite receiving grants from a number 
of charitable trusts, the capital cost had to be met by 
selling part of the estate, Ine’s Cottage and Castle 
Lodge. W. A. Seaby who succeeded Gray as curator 
(1949-52) and working with our chair, A. W. Vivian-
Neal, planned and oversaw this work as well as the 
recovery of the collections from their emergency 

Fig. 4 Label on a Romano-British tankard from the 
kiln at Shepton Mallet penned by Florence St George 
Gray, a typical example of her meticulous informative 
work (accession no. TTNCM: A.566). (Image: South 

West Heritage Trust)
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wartime storage (Mayberry 1991, 255-56). His 
successor, R. C. Sansome, complained of the chaos 
he faced when he took up his post here on 1 May 1953 
(SANH 1953, 1-2; Sansome 1954, 4-6). Sansome 
also reported the lifting of the Low Ham mosaic and 
its installation in the Great Hall in roughly the same 
position it now occupies.

Financial salvation came in the form of a tri-
partite partnership with regular revenue contributions 
from two local authorities: Taunton Borough Council 
and Somerset County Council (Standing Commission 
on Museums and Galleries 1963, appendix). This 
development culminated on 1 July 1958 with the 
signing of a lease whereby responsibility for the 
museum, its collections and staff, and the Castle 
complex was assumed by Somerset County Council 
(SANH 1958-59, 1, 5; SANH 1959-60, 7). As 
part of that agreement close participation in the 
management of the service was ensured by the new 
Museum Governing Body. In 1974 this body was 
fully absorbed into the system of governance of the 

County Council as a sub-committee of the Education 
and Cultural Services Committee on which sat two 
representatives of the Society (SANH 1974-75, 2). 
In 1982 this arrangement was adopted by the new 
Libraries, Museums and Records Committee and a 
county councillor attended meetings of the Council of 
the Society as a full member. Rev. Brian Kirk and Dr 
Philip Radford latterly served on behalf of the Society 
until the demise of the committee system as a result of 
the Local Government Act 2000. Taunton Borough’s 
contribution was subsumed by the new Taunton Deane 
Borough Council in 1974 but gradually dwindled to 
disappear in the 1980s. As a footnote, in 1966 Sir 
Robert Hall, Chair of the Museum Governing Body, 
was able to report that repairs on the fabric of the 
Castle were finally complete thanks to grants from the 
County Council and the Ministry of Public Building 
and Works (SANH 1965-66, 6).

The County Council saw the importance of 
supporting a significant county cultural institution 
but was also committed to exploiting the potential 

Fig. 5 A tray of mineralogical specimens from the Schools Loan Service collection
(Image: Somerset County Council)
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of the museum to enrich its education services to 
the 350 plus schools in the historic county. Harry 
Stokes and later Stephen Morland, Chairs of the 
Education and Cultural Services Committee, were 
instrumental in these moves (SANH 1975-76, 129-
30). The development of a Schools Loan Service 
over the years since, as well as services to visiting 
groups, proved to be a spectacular success under the 
leadership of Frank Hawtin and later Val Stevens 
and more recently John Bainbridge. Its appeal was 
characterised as the ‘Wow Factor’, the impact on 
children of handling real specimens and objects, and 
indeed on adults too (Staelens 1994) (Fig. 5). The 
service was at first separately organised but in 1985 
was finally completely integrated with the County 
Museum Service. It survives today as the Somerset 
Heritage Loans Service, delegated to the South West 
Heritage Trust.

Other significant developments were triggered 
in 1974 with the appointment of Philip Stevens as 
County Museums Officer and by the generous gift 
to the County Council by the Mapstone family of 
the Abbey Barn, Glastonbury, and acquisition of the 
adjoining buildings of Abbey Farm. The star is the 
magnificent early 14th-century Abbey Manor Barn. 
Although repairs particularly to the roof of the Barn 
were not complete until 1978, the site was soon 
operational as the Somerset Rural Life Museum (Fig. 
6). The new museum provided a base for collecting, 
interpreting and researching the social history of the 
county in ways so essential in such a rural county 
beyond the limited attention paid to bygones in earlier 
years. In the care of a succession of curators the 
collections have developed in many remarkable ways 
not least the oral history collection carefully built up 

by the Friends of the Abbey Barn. There was for the 
first time space to display farm machinery to explain 
the changes in agricultural practice in Somerset 
(Walker 2001).

Not all aspects of social history involve farming. 
As an example, an unusual artefact was acquired by 
transfer from Bristol City Museum who had had a 
Bridgwater flatner reconditioned for preservation by 
Harold Kimber. Somerset was one of the few places 
where this peculiar type of vessel, once commonly 
used for fishing, remained in use into the post-war 
period; it was a descendent of the medieval cog 
(Shaw 1969; Greenhill 1976, 36-8, 265-67, 274-76) 
(Fig. 7). It now forms the centre piece of the Watchet 
Boat Museum.

Although for strict administrative purposes, the 
entirety of the collections acquired pre July 1958 are 
held in trust by the Society and those acquired since 
are held by Somerset County Council; in practice, as 
far as the public and the managers of the collection 

Fig. 7 The Bridgwater Flatner being sailed up the 
Avon on the occasion of the International Festival of 

the Sea at Bristol in 1996. TTNCM: 85.AR.23 (Image: 
the author)

Fig. 6 The Abbey Barn and Somerset Rural
Life Museum, Glastonbury, in 1999.

The apple trees were varieties of cider apple donated 
and cared for by Showerings. (Image: the author)
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are concerned, the two components comprise a single 
coherent County collection. For those parts of the 
collection identified as ‘old stock’, they have been 
assigned to the Society, an example being the portrait 
of the Honourable East India Company Ship Taunton 
Castle (Dawson 1998). In 1988 an attempt was made 
to quantify the size of those collections with results 
that were verified by a regional survey of museums in 
the South West in 2000 (Dawson 1988; SWMC 2000). 
In comparative terms the County collection dwarfed 
all others in the county even those of the Fleet Air 
Arm Museum (now part of the National Museum of 
the Royal Navy). Its largest component was (and still 
is) archaeology but that does not mean that much 
smaller components of collections like geology and 
costume and textiles are not of equal regional and 
national significance.

In practical terms it meant that the pressures 
on finding space to house the collections in 
environmentally suitable conditions and in ways 
in which they could be easily accessed by the staff 
and people wishing to study and enjoy them were 
constantly growing. One technical change, the 
invention of the personal computer made an enormous 
difference to the ease and quality of documentation, 
retrieval and curation of the collection. Although 
the first machines were puny, the rate by which such 
equipment grew in capacity was matched by the 
rate by which staff and volunteers could input data 
especially relating to items in the collection and their 
location. Acquisition of new premises particularly 
Apple Business Units 10 and 13 at Bindon Road, 
Taunton, built by the County Council as business 
start-up units, enabled specimens and objects to be 
repacked, documented and installed on racks of steel 
shelving in environmentally controlled surroundings 
(Dawson 1996, 5.1, 5.2). Unsatisfactory temporary 
storage locations, some quite remote, were disposed 
of. It was a revolution in the standard of care of the 
collections.

Although much had been done to refresh and 
refurbish the displays in the County Museum since 
the work of the early 1950s, by about 1995 it was 
increasingly apparent that large scale investment was 
required to renovate the museum and indeed the fabric 
of the Castle to bring them up to modern standards 
(Fig. 8). The formation of the Heritage Lottery Fund 
in 1994 offered a possible way of raising at least 50% 
of the kind of money that would be needed but a case 
had to be made to justify support of the museum as a 
regional centre and the Castle as a significant historic 
structure. Fortunately in 2000 Max Hebditch retired 
to Taunton from the post of Director of the Museum 
of London and took up the position of Chair of the 
newly formed Taunton Cultural Consortium. The 

Consortium made the case for the regeneration of 
Taunton and the crucial role that cultural services like 
the museum had to play in that process (TCC 2005). 
Here, championed by our President, Max Hebditch, 
was the context in which the County Council could 
generate a successful bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund 
(HLF). A £6.93m scheme including £4.8m from the 
HLF and a contribution of £35,000 from the Society 
for building repairs was set in motion under the 
leadership of Tom Mayberry and the Society’s chair, 
Hilary Binding (Hayman 2009). The new Museum of 
Somerset opened in September 2011 (Fig. 9).

Of equal significance, in 2010 the Somerset 
Heritage Centre, financed by Somerset County 
Council, was opened to bring the museum collections, 
the Local Studies Library, the Record Office and the 
County Historic Environment Services together on 
one site. The same standard of access, storage and 
collection care as had been achieved in the scatter of 
business units could now be delivered in one location. 
The Society’s headquarters are also housed here in 
Brunel Way, Norton Fitzwarren.

Following the County Council’s announcement 
that it wished to outsource its cultural services to a 
new body, the charity, the South West Heritage Trust, 
intense negotiation led to new tri-partite agreements 
between the County Council, the new trust and the 
Society in October 2014 (Roberts 2014). Basically 
the previous agreements with the County Council 
remained in place with permission for the property to 
be sublet and collections to be ‘onward loaned’ to the 
Trust. To manage its interests in the museum collection, 
the Trustees created the Museum Collection Panel 
and delegated to it a threefold role: liaising with the 
South West Heritage Trust staff, in particular the 
Head of Museums (currently Sam Astill) and the 

Fig. 8 The Great Hall of the Castle before 
development (Image: Somerset County Council)
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Curator of Archaeology (currently Amal Khreisheh), 
in the strategic planning of the museum service, in the 
day-to-day administration of the collection including 
loans and transfers and in administering the Museum 
Collection Fund. The continuing impact and scope of 

museum services is set out in the annual report to the 
AGM (Astill 2022). The Museum Collection Fund is 
currently being used for a programme of conservation 
of works of art from the Society’s collection (Fig. 10).

Fig. 9 The Great Hall of the Castle after redevelopment (Image: South West Heritage Trust)

Fig. 10 Portrait 
of Edward Ellis, 
the boy with 
the squirrel, by 
John or Richard 
Phelps c. 1745-55 
before and after 
conservation. 
Accession 
no. TTNCM: 
18.1995.2 
(Images: South 
West Heritage 
Trust)
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AN AMAZING ASSET: GETTING THE 
COLLECTIONS KNOWN AND USED

Now the Covid-19 pandemic is easing, access to the 
collection is improving. This means the amazing 
variety of ways in which research and use of the 
collection contributes to widening understanding is 
picking up again. The Society has an asset of huge, 
untapped potential in common with many other 
museum collections in the South West as recognised 
for example in the Regional Archaeological Research 
Framework (Webster 2008, 280). In many ways 
this myriad of research programmes and individual 
effort is adding to our knowledge in what might 
be seen as miniscule steps in the broad scheme of 
things but it is such steps that can have a substantial 
cumulative effect. This author has space to cite but 
three examples, each illustrating a different approach. 
Further reference should be made to Astill’s report to 
indicate the range of current work being done on the 
collections (Astill 2022). 

Since 1937 when the Society in the person of 
Harold St George Gray co-founded the South West 
Implement Petrology Committee, a committee of 
the South Western Federation of Museums and Art 
Galleries, that group has been busy systematically 
identifying, reidentifying and recording prehistoric 
implements made from igneous rock as they have 
been found. As a result of this ongoing collaboration 
and with funding from Historic England, an online 
database has been published containing 164 entries 
for Somerset (Jones et al. 2022; https://stoneaxes.
org.uk/ ). The function of these beautiful artefacts, 
mostly polished stone axes is still hotly debated but 
they stand witness to a time when the exchange of 
such goods was widespread over North West Europe. 
The database itself demonstrates the value of a long-
standing programme of collecting and probing using 
modern analytical techniques to change our view of 
the past and share that knowledge with the public.

The Somerset Rare Plant Group is in the process of 
carefully repacking and redocumenting the herbarium, 
the collection of dried specimens of plants whose 
origins lie back in the 19th century. It will be noted 
from regular updates by Graham Lavender, Jeanne 
Webb, A. J. Richards and Simon Leach in the Somerset 
Ecology section of Proceedings that they have been 
adding new specimens of the species dandelion 
(Taraxacum), including previously unidentified new 
types such as T. atrocollinum and T. amicorum, the 
latter so far identified solely in Somerset (Leach et 
al. 2019) (Fig. 11). Their work is a reminder of how 
incomplete is the great project of naming the world’s 
flora and fauna even on our own doorstep and how 
important are museum reference collections like the 

Society’s. They provide testimony to how human 
activity is changing the world around us.

The third example is the Somerset Medieval and 
Post-medieval Pottery Fabric Type Series project. 
People are always finding pieces of pottery and 
seeking identification for their sherds. Pottery, being 
almost indestructible, is also the commonest find in 
archaeological excavations. This project is a response 
to the demand for a reference collection which can 
provide a benchmark for future identification and 
help standardisation of the terminology used in 
archaeological reporting by everyone involved in 
archaeology in the county. Being part of a national 
initiative, it is being funded by Historic England. It 
is led by Estelle Gilbert and Amal Khreisheh of 
the South West Heritage Trust with the author’s 
specialist support. The catalyst was the Museum of 
Somerset project, in particular the archaeological 

Fig. 11 Taraxacum amicorum. Accession no. TTNCM: 
50/2022 (Image: Simon Leach)
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recording and excavations carried out on behalf of 
the County Council and the Society occasioned by 
the building work in and around Taunton Castle and 
the pottery derived from this activity (Webster 2016). 
Petrography, that is the technique of identifying the 
minerals within a thin-section taken from a sherd of 
pottery is a method of characterising pottery types 
pioneered by David Peacock. In conjunction with 
Philip Rahtz it was tried with success in the early 1970s 
on Saxo-Norman pottery from Rahtz’s excavations at 
the Royal Palaces at Cheddar (Peacock 1979) (Fig. 
12). A more advanced technique using automated 
scanning electron microscopy with energy dispersive 
X-ray spectroscopy applied by Jens Andersen and 
Gavyn Rollinson of the Camborne School of Mines 
(University of Exeter) was used to characterise a 
selection of pottery types from Webster’s excavations 
at Taunton Castle (Dawson with Dawson 2016; 
Andersen et al. 2016). This, together with other 
petrographical work such as analyses undertaken 
by John Allen, Mike Hughes (inductively coupled 
plasma mass spectrometry) and Roger Taylor, meant 
that a considerable potential ‘library’ of data has 
accumulated (Allan et al. 2010). To bring all this 
into usable order and with the management of Naomi 
Payne, a type reference series will be available to 
study within the next 24 months and available online 
as part of a national database shortly afterwards. Use 
of these techniques has allowed us to differentiate 
between the easily confused red earthenware pottery 
from the three main areas of post-medieval production 

– West Somerset (Nether Stowey, Langford Budville 
and Wrangway), South Somerset (Donyatt) and 

East Somerset (Wanstrow, Trudoxhill and Nunney) 
(Dawson et al. 2018) (Fig. 13).

Small steps, but what is common to all three 
initiatives is that they are parts of much larger projects 
that transcend the county boundaries. They extend our 
knowledge and understanding of the world around 
us and the information will be made available to all. 
They enrich the lives of many by providing enjoyment 
and material for study and education. This at a time 
when such information is vital to understanding the 
challenges of the Anthropocene – climate change, the 
roots of our own society – and at a time when the 
Society seeks to renew its relationship with Somerset 
Council. That is the value of the Society’s museum 
collection, a continuing legacy in which the Society 
can justly take pride.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I am most grateful to Amal Khreisheh of the South 
West Heritage Trust in facilitating access to images and 
information and to Tom Mayberry, Sam Astill, Amal 
Khreisheh and Bethan Murray for their enthusiastic 
support of the Society’s Museum Collection Panel. 
In a personal capacity I should also like to express 
my thanks for the support of my former colleagues, 
members of the County Council and the Council 
of the Society and the small army of enthusiastic 
volunteers including members of the Friends of the 
Abbey Barn and of the County Museum who made 
working for the County Museums Service such a 
privilege and pleasure.

Fig. 13 Dish excavated from Donyatt site 4 and 
published as 8/137 by Coleman-Smith and Pearson 

1988, with typical exuberant wet slip decoration of the 
South Somerset potteries in the 18th century. (Image: 

the author)

Fig. 12 Thin-sections of Cheddar B, a late Saxon 
pottery type fabric from Cheddar Royal Palaces 

particular for its inclusions of hard limestone, crushed 
calcite and quartzite (Images: Jens Anderson, Gavyn 
Rollinson, the author and South West Heritage Trust)
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