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PRIZE MEDALS FOR THE TAUNTON ART, SCIENCE AND INDUSTRIAL EXHIBITIONS 

OF 1881 AND 1885

STEPHEN MINNITT

Somerset Archaeological and Natural History Society 
(SANHS) bought Taunton Castle in 1874 partly 
to ensure the survival of the building and partly to 
provide the Society with suitable premises and the 
scope to open a museum to display their growing 
collection (see also Presidential Address, below, pp. 
265-76). Initially, the displays were all located in 
the Great Hall. Periodically the Great Hall served as 
a venue for temporary exhibitions and other events. 
They included an art exhibition in 1875 with 350 
works on loan from Somerset people and an exhibition 
of engravings held in June 1878 which featured 1,255 
works, predominantly from private collections in the 
county. Both were organised by SANHS (SHC, DD/
SAS/G755/12). An ‘Industrial Exhibition’, organised 
by the Taunton Sunday School Union, was held from 
the 6th to 8th October 1880 which was far more 

varied than the title suggests with textile-related 
work forming the largest number of entries (Taunton 
Courier and Western Advertiser 13 October 1880). 
From the 13th to 16th May 1885 a ‘Grand Swiss 
Fancy Fair and Bazaar’ was held in the hope of raising 
£300 towards developments at North Street Chapel. 
The event was very ambitious and included ‘an Alpine 
village consisting of Swiss chalets and cottages with 
balconies and overhanging roofs, the basements each 
being used as shops and stalls. A glimpse is given of 
Lake Lucerne, the snow-capped Alps and the huge 
Castle of Edelweiss, with its massive walls, lofty 
towers and grand gateway. The whole scene – which 
is admirably arranged – is enhanced by mountains, 
forest and lake scenery.’ (Western Gazette 15 May 
1885). Perhaps the most unlikely event was that 
approved by the SANHS Committee on 13 January 

Fig. 1 Drawing showing the front of the Taunton School of Science and Art in about 1865
(Image courtesy of the South West Heritage Trust Museums Service)
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1882, a one-day use of the Great Hall for a Poultry 
Show for which the organisers were charged a fee of 
five guineas (SHC, DD/SAS/G733/1/1).

The SANHS Committee meeting held on 8 July 
1881 responded favourably to a request from the 
Taunton School of Science and Art to use the Great 
Hall for one month as a venue for their exhibition 
(SHC, DD/SAS/G733/1/1). The Taunton School of 
Art, later re-named the Taunton School of Science 
and Art, was founded in 1856 and occupied premises 
in Hunts Court, now Bath Place. The School is 
shown in a drawing by Edward Jeboult dating from 
c. 1865 (Fig. 1). The building, which survives in a 
modified form, can be identified by a plaque on the 
external wall, courtesy of the Taunton and District 
Civic Society (Fig. 2). It was originally constructed 
for the Mechanics’ Institute on a site owned by E. 
T. Bainbridge MP and opened on 29 October 1839 
(Taunton Courier and Western Advertiser 30 October 
1839). The SANHS Committee agreed that there 
would be a charge of £10 for hosting the exhibition 
which included use of ‘fittings and tables’. Gas would 
incur an additional charge. The SANHS annual report 
for 1881 makes no mention of the exhibition other 
than the fact that they received £3.5.0d for ‘use of 
Rooms and Gas’ (PSANHS 1882, volume 28, 5). A 
Committee meeting held on 15 September 1881 shows 
that the duration of the exhibition had been reduced to 
two weeks and that the SANHS charge was to be two 
guineas. Subsequent SANHS Committee meetings 
make no reference to the success of the exhibition or 
the number of visitors attracted.

The 1881 exhibition was organised in a very short 
time. The exhibition catalogue, published by SANHS, 
included an apology in the preface on behalf of the 
Art School: ‘the Committee are conscious of its many 
deficiencies, due in a great measure to the small 
amount of time at their disposal for its compilation’ 
(SHC, DD/SAS/G755/12).

The Taunton Courier and Western Advertiser for 
3 August 1881 reports that an executive committee 
was appointed on 2 August that year to organise an 
exhibition in aid of the Taunton School of Science 
and Art which was in financial difficulty. The 
committee was chaired by Mr A. A. Somerville. Six 
sub-committees were formed, four ‘for the purpose 
of looking after the exhibits’, one for finance and 
one for ‘the papers and entertainments’. The meeting 
also established ‘a subscription list for the purpose of 
providing prizes to be competed for at the exhibition 
and a guarantee to defray the costs thereof’. A request 
for the loan of ‘a collection of art examples’ had 
previously been submitted to the South Kensington 
Museum (now the Victoria and Albert Museum) and a 
positive response was received on 27 July 1881.

The Western Daily Press for Thursday 6 October 
1881 records that the Art, Science and Industrial 
Exhibition had opened on the previous day and that it 
would run for a fortnight. The external loans received 
a very positive response: ‘Always ready to aid local 
effort, the authorities of South Kensington have sent 
an extensive collection of art treasures and the Right 
Hon. W. E. Gladstone, M.P., consented to lend his 
valuable collection of carved ivories [93 in total] 
for the occasion.’ These two loans were the primary 
attractions for the exhibition but there were many 
other locally derived exhibits featuring oil paintings, 
watercolours, bronzes, furniture, tapestries, sculpture, 
wood engravings, lace, china and terracotta, local art 
pottery and electrical instruments. While some of 
these categories were open to non-Somerset residents 
there was a strong emphasis on creations by Somerset 
amateurs.

The South Kensington Museum contribution in 
1881 included ‘six cases of valuable objects and a series 
of 84 water-colour drawings, illustrating the rise and 
progress of water-colour drawings in England from 
1710 to 1830. The cases contain electro-type copies 
of Royal plate from Windsor Castle and the Tower, 
electro-type copies of armour, Chinese porcelain, and 
European and Persian pottery, including a grand bowl 
and vase belonging to and lent by Her Majesty the 
Queen’ (Western Daily Press 6 October 1881). The 
armour was a copy of a highly decorated 16th-century 
north Italian suit. The exhibition also included the 
loan of 193 privately owned paintings.

Fig. 2 Plaque that identifies the building in Bath Place 
that served as the first home of the Taunton School of 

Science and Art
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Somerset County Gazette for 8 October 1881 
reported: ‘For some time past the interest taken in the 
local School of Art has not been so general or so keen 
as it ought to be and in consequence the funds have 
suffered and the institution is now in debt. The present 
exhibition was intended in the first place to revive the 
love of art in the district and in the second place to 
extricate, if possible, the School of Art from debt.’

The show ran from the 5th to the 22nd of October 
and was opened by the High Sheriff of Somerset, E. 
J. Stanley. It featured items from private collections, 
notably portraits of the Duke of Monmouth and Judge 
Jeffreys. The main purpose, though, was to exhibit the 
work of local amateurs and pupils and ex-pupils of the 
School of Art to illustrate the level of talent in the area. 
Prizes were awarded: a silver medal for first, a bronze 
medal for second and a certificate for third (Fig. 3). A 
few were cash prizes. The judges were Mr Brett, an 
artist from Bristol, and Mr Baker, an art master from 
Weymouth. The wide-ranging categories were:

Section A   	 Class 1 	 oil and water colour 		
		  paintings
            	 Class 2 	 etchings, engravings and 	
		  prints
           	 Class 3 	 photography
            	 Class 4 	 art needlework, tapestries 	
		  and lace
Section B   	 Class 5 	 art needlework
            	 Class 6 	 carved wood
            	 Class 7 	 statuary and stonework
            	 Class 7a 	 architectural drawings         
Section C   	 Class 8 	 china painting and 		
		  terracotta
            	 Class 9 	 glass
            	 Class 10 	 china and pottery
            	 Class 11 	 art furniture and designs 		
		  for house decoration
Section D   	 Class 12 	 scientific apparatus
            	 Class 13 	 models
           	 Class 14 	 musical instruments
            	 Class 15 	 machinery
            	 Class 16 	 miscellaneous

A second exhibition with the same prizes was held 
in October 1885, again with the aim of helping to 
cover the financial debt faced by the Taunton School 
of Science and Art. Significant coverage of both 
appeared in local newspapers and in the accompanying 
exhibition catalogues. SANHS provided the venue 
but the organisation of the exhibitions was undertaken 
by the Taunton School of Science and Art.

Medals in both metals are represented in the 
museum collection. Both were struck from the 
same dies. The obverse legend is ‘TAUNTON ART 
SCIENCE AND INDUSTRIAL EXHBITION’ 

around the medieval manorial borough seal which 
was also used by the town lands charity and was 
revived for use by the restored municipal borough 
in 1876 (Mary Siraut pers. comm.) with the legend 
‘SIGILLVM COMMVNE BVRGI TANTONIE’. 
Above the seal is a winged putto painting or drawing, 
to the left a winged putto using callipers on a drawing 
or plan and to the right a winged putto spinning. 
They represent art, science and industry, respectively. 
The reverse is a wreath with an area in the centre 
where the recipient’s name could be inscribed. A 
panel at the bottom of the obverse was designed to 
take an inscribed date indicating that the medals 
were intended to serve more than one exhibition. A 
bronze medal in the museum collection (accession 
no. TTNCM 29/2003) is dated 1885 and inscribed on 
the reverse ‘Awarded to Alice Morris for Gift Card 
Design’ (Fig. 3). Alice is recorded as an artist in the 
1891 census. Another inscribed medal appeared in 
an online sale catalogue in 2022. It is a silver medal 
dated 1885 and is inscribed: ‘Awarded to L. Deane 
for watercolour painting’. The exhibition catalogue 
records the subject of the work by Miss L. Deane as: 

Fig. 3 The bronze medal awarded to Alice Morris for 
gift card design in 1885

(Image courtesy of the South West Heritage Trust 
Museums Service)
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‘Bouillon (from the room in which Napoleon spent the 
first night of his captivity after the Battle of Sedan)’ 
(SHC, DD/SAS/G755/12). The painting was for sale, 
price £15-15-0. Although none of the known medals 
are boxed their quality indicates that they probably 
once were.

The name of the maker or die engraver of the 
medal appears in small font on the obverse as 
‘LEIGHTON BIRM’. A considerable amount has 
been published about Birmingham die sinkers, 
engravers and manufacturers but Leighton does not 
feature, nor can they be identified in the 1881 census. 
One possibility is that Sir Frederic Leighton was 
responsible. He designed the reverse of the official 
medal marking Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee in 
1887, but in the absence of documentary sources this 
can’t be confirmed. The medals are of exceptional 
quality in terms of design, engraving, production 
and metal used for a local exhibition, presumably at 
a significant cost. The majority of medals for small-
scale events at this time were struck using cheaper 
materials such as white metal. 

The application for the use of the Great Hall for 
the second exhibition was approved by the SANHS 
Committee on 12 June 1885 for the fee of £10 for a 
fortnight. A longer run would incur a fee of £1 per 
day. In addition, the School would be required to 
pay for gas used and insurance. As well as helping 
pay off the debts of the School of Science and Art, it 
was hoped the exhibition would attract much-needed 
students (SHC, DD/SAS/G733/1/1). The exhibition 
included oil paintings, ‘old china, curiosities, etc… 
fretwork,.. competitive needlework… statuary, china, 
etc… art furniture... leather work,.. water-colour 
paintings.’ The South Kensington Museum again 
lent a significant number of pieces. There were four 
display cases:

Case 1 	 wood carvings and wood inlaid with ivory, 	
	 etc
Case 2 	 electrotype reproductions of college and 		
	 corporate plate
Case 3 	 Dresden, Sevres, Chelsea, etc porcelain
Case 4 	 Spanish, Italian, etc embroidery

In addition The South Kensington Museum also 
lent 69 watercolours. Again, there is no record of the 
number of people visiting the exhibition.

There was a ‘Competitive Department’ at the 
south-west end of the Great Hall for which prizes 
were again given as silver and bronze medals and 
certificates for a third place. Judges awarded prizes 
in advance of the exhibition opening and the winners 
were named in the exhibition catalogue, which cost 
6d (SHC, DD/SAS/G733/1/1). The catalogue shows 

that a significant number of submissions were for 
sale. There were 25 categories, a few of which were 
awarded cash prizes rather than medals:

Class I 	 Best original oil paintings (landscape)
Class II 	 Best original oil painting (figure)
Class III 	 Best original water-colour painting 		
	 (landscape)
Class IV 	 Best original water-colour painting 		
	 (figure)
Class V 	 Best study from nature in any medium
Class VI 	 Best architectural drawing by residents 	
	 in Somerset
Class VII 	 Best terra-cotta painting by amateurs
Class VIII 	 Best terra-cotta painting open
Class IX 	 Best modelling in terra-cotta, plaister, 	
	 wax, etc
Class X 	 Best collection of art pottery, not 		
	 exceeding 6 pieces
Class XI 	 Best design for wall decoration
Class XII 	 Best essay on decorative art by a 		
	 student – prizes £2-2-0 and £1-1-0
Class XIII 	 Best piece of needlework
Class XIV 	 Best group of 4 hand-painted Christmas  
	 cards or gift cards
Class XV 	 Best piece of wood carving by residents  
	 in Somerset
Class XVI 	 various school drawing prizes
Class XVII 	 Best made and most artistic piece of 		
	 domestic furniture by residents in 
	 Somerset
Class XVIII 	 Best made and most artistic piece of  
	 domestic furniture made by a Somerset  
	 apprentice aged 20 years or less
Class XIX 	 Best piece of furniture decoration,  
	 inlaid, carved or painted by residents of  
	 Somerset
Class XX 	 Best specimen of art metalwork,  
	 hammered, pierced, chased or turned
Class XXI 	 Best ordinary size six-panel door to a  
	 defined specification by a village  
	 carpenter – prizes £2-0-0 plus  
	 certificate and £1-0-0 plus certificate
Class XXII 	 Best piece of joiner’s work by a  
	 carpenter in any town of the ‘Western  
	 Division’ of Somerset - prizes £2-0-0  
	 plus certificate and £1-0-0 plus  
	 certificate
Class XIII 	 Best piece of joiner’s work by a  
	 Somerset apprentice aged 20 years or  
	 less - prizes £2-0-0 plus certificate and 	
	 £1-0-0 plus certificate
Class XXIV 	 Best example of an illuminated 		
	 manuscript
Class XXV	 Best working model of any kind
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In spite of the title of the exhibition there were 
few categories relating to science. As in 1881, many 
of the competition entries were for sale as were a 
significant number of private items lent for display in 
the exhibition.

In the absence of records relating to the 
commissioning and production of the medals it is not 
known how many were made. However, recorded 
examples suggest that it was a small number for 
such a high-quality piece. Based upon the number of 
categories due to receive medals 34 would have been 
required in 1881 and 42 in 1885. Of the 76, half would 
have been silver and half bronze. The total struck may 
have been in the region of 100, including those that 
were uninscribed. Not only was the die engraving 
and striking of high standard but so were the blanks 
used at 45mm diameter, 5mm in thickness and with a 
weight of 46g for silver and 43g for bronze.

The contribution made by the two exhibitions 
towards alleviating the School’s debts is unknown. 
However, in 1889 the School was seeking ‘larger 
and more suitable rooms’ indicating improved 
circumstances. They had been considering moving 
to the Victoria Rooms in Fore Street, since 
demolished and now the site of the NatWest Bank 
and neighbouring properties, but it was decided that 
‘the light admitted to the Victoria-rooms is too strong 
during the summer for art study and too dull in winter, 
and that the cost of remedying the defects would be 
too great for the committee to undertake. Although 
more convenient premises may not be known to the 

committee, there is no need to abandon the project for 
better rooms than the cramped, hidden school in Bath-
place.’ (Taunton Courier and Western Advertiser 27 
March 1889). Although the Victoria Rooms in Fore 
street were dismissed as unsuitable, the School did 
move there in 1889.

Whilst the 1881 and 1885 exhibitions were 
organised primarily to provide financial support for 
the School of Art, there can be little doubt that they 
also raised the Museum’s profile. The annual numbers 
of visitors were not recorded at this time. Income from 
museum admissions was recorded but there was little 
change from the years either side of the exhibitions 
which perhaps indicates that the Society did not 
receive the admission charges from the exhibitions.
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