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British	  Coins	  –	  Turning	  Their	  Back	  on	  the	  Continent?	  
	  
	  
Britain did not always insist on its "splendid isolation," and at one time was quite happy to be a part of 
Europe. This show the British coins – they number distinguished European coins such as the denarius, 
the pfennig and the German groschen among their ancestors. 

This attitude changed with the expansion of the Royal Navy under Elizabeth I. From that time on, 
England began to see itself as the center of the world and as starting point of explorers and conquerors 
to exotic lands overseas. And with the introduction of the sovereign, Britain began to develop a 
distinctive coinage policy. It has hardly changed to this day, thus maintaining for Britain an impressive 
continuity in its coinage and a great stability in its currency. For the moment, the euro's chances don't 
look too good in Britain.	  
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Kingdom	  of	  England,	  Canute	  I	  (1016-‐1035),	  Penny	  
(Quatrefoil	  Type)	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Penny	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  Canute	  I	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   Hereford	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1016	  
Weight	  (g):	   0.95	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   19.0	  
Material:	   Silver	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
England had a well-organized coinage system already around 1000 AD. The English coins were 
consistent both in their image and fineness, although at times hundreds of mint masters were at work in 
more than 60 mints. Periodically – about every six years – the circulating coins were revoked and 
replaced by new ones. 

When the Danish prince Canute (or Cnut) became king of England in 1016, he was anxious to maintain 
this perfectly working system. Canute, who became king of Denmark in 1019 and king of Norway in 
1028, contributed decisively to the introduction of coinage in Scandinavia because the tributes that 
England had to pay to Denmark brought large amounts of coins to northern Europe. The English coins 
of the 10th and 11th thus centuries strongly influenced the continental coins of the time.	  
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Kingdom	  of	  England,	  Edward	  the	  Confessor	  (1042-‐1066),	  
Penny,	  Winchester	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Penny	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  Edward	  the	  Confessor	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   Winchester	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1042	  
Weight	  (g):	   1.09	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   18.0	  
Material:	   Silver	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
The penny was the English version of the Carolingian denarius; but apart from that, the development of 
English coinage differed greatly from the one on the continent. As in Europe, many different mints 
existed in England. But they were kept under severe surveillance of the kings. Thanks to a succession of 
strong kings in the 9th and 10th centuries, a national English coin could be established. 

The English pennies distinguished themselves by identical images and a homogenous fineness – but not 
by standardized weights: in fact, their weights differed quite considerably, not only between the coins of 
different issues, but even between coins of the same series. The most remarkable dissimilarities can be 
observed among the pennies of Edward the Confessor, whose issues weighted between 17 grains (1.1 
grams) and 27 grains (1.75 grams). The coin depicted here weighs about 1.1 grams and is thus a 
lightweight.	  
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Kingdom	  of	  England,	  William	  I	  the	  Conqueror	  (1066-‐1087),	  
Penny,	  London	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Penny	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  William	  I	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   London	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1080	  
Weight	  (g):	   1.04	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   19.0	  
Material:	   Silver	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
After the death of Edward the Confessor, Duke William of Normandy claimed power over the Anglo-
Saxon kingdom. He defeated the last Anglo-Saxon King Harold II at the Battle of Hastings in 1066. 

William the Conqueror built up an efficient state institution in England. The coinage system remained 
unchanged – even the Anglo-Saxon staff was left in duty, as the names of the mint masters on William's 
coins show. The penny depicted here bears the name of a certain Aelfwine. William made only one 
modification: he altered the weight of the penny to 22.5 grains (1.57 grams), and this remained 
unchanged for the next two centuries. Supposedly, the English penny owes the label "sterling" to this 
stability, because "steor" was an Anglo-Saxon word for "stable" or "solid."	  
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Kingdom	  of	  England,	  Edward	  III	  (1327-‐1377),	  Noble	  undated	  
(c.	  1369)	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Noble	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  Edward	  III	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   Undefined	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1369	  
Weight	  (g):	   7.68	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   34.25	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Schweizerisches	  Landesmuseum	  Dep.	  ZB	  
 
In the 14th century, England finally caught up with the currencies of the rest of Europe. In the years 
1343 to 1351, several coinage reforms took place, during which gold coins were introduced in England 
for the first time. The very first English gold coins were florins based on European models. Those coins 
were numismatic showpieces, but financial flops, because they were overvalued and therefore not 
accepted for trade. Hence in 1344, a new gold coin was issued: the gold noble. 

The English noble was bigger and heavier than everything that had been circulating on the continent so 
far. It is said to be one of the most beautiful coins of medieval times. The obverse shows the king in 
arms on a boat, while the reverse depicts a wonderfully ornamented cross. The motif supposedly alludes 
to the English victory in the naval battle of Sluis against the French in 1340.	  
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Kingdoms	  of	  England	  and	  France,	  Henry	  VI	  King	  of	  England	  
and	  France	  (1422-‐1453),	  Groat,	  Calais	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Groat	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  Henry	  VI.	  of	  England	  and	  France	  
Mint:	   Calais	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1422	  
Weight	  (g):	   3.79	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   27.0	  
Material:	   Silver	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
This coin shows the image of the English King Henry VI, a pious yet weak ruler. His incapacity to rule 
led to the Wars of the Roses between the Houses of Lancaster (red rose) and York (white rose). The 
reverse of the coin bears a harmonious "long cross" that divides the inscription into four parts, which is 
typical for the English groat. 

The groat was the English variant of the gros tournois (turon grosh) that had been invented in 1266 in 
France. From there, the gros tournois spread through Europe – in Italy it was called grosso, in Bohemia 
Prague grosh, in Poland and Russia grosz and in Switzerland dicken. And in England, it was called 
groat.	  
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Kingdom	  of	  England,	  Elizabeth	  I	  (1558-‐1603),	  Sovereign	  
undated	  (c.	  1583)	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Sovereign	  
Mint	  Authority:	   Queen	  Elizabeth	  I	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   Undefined	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1583	  
Weight	  (g):	   15.18	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   43.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Schweizerisches	  Landesmuseum	  
 
With the long reign of Elizabeth I, a time of power began for England that swayed far beyond the 
national borders. At that time, England counted a population of only 4 million inhabitants; nevertheless, 
the country became a naval and economic power in the 16th century and started to play a decisive role 
in world politics. 

Elizabeth's legacy was overwhelming also in monetary matters. She issued one of the richest coin series 
in history for her country. The queen minted nine different gold coin types – the sovereign shown here 
is one of them. The coin got its name from the picture of the ruler, majestically enthroned on the 
obverse. The reverse shows the rose of the Tudors with the royal coat of arms.	  
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Kingdom	  of	  England,	  William	  III	  and	  Mary	  II	  (1689-‐1702),	  5	  
Guineas	  1692,	  London	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   5	  Guineas	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  William	  III	  and	  Queen	  Mary	  II	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   London	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1692	  
Weight	  (g):	   41.28	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   38.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
The guinea, introduced in 1663, was the principal English gold coin until 1816. It took its name from 
Guinea, situated on the west coast of Africa, from where the African Company imported masses of gold 
to England. The obverse of this coin depicts William III and Mary II who sat on the English throne with 
equal rights. The shield on the reverse is the coat of arms of the House of Nassau-Orange, from which 
William descended. 

Along with the introduction of the guinea went a decisive innovation in the minting technique. 
Mechanical coining finally superseded manufacturing by hand. For the first time, the technical 
requirements for milling and knurling were met, which effectively eliminated the clipping of coins and 
hence the diminution of their value.	  
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United	  Kingdom,	  George	  III	  (1760-‐1820),	  Sovereign	  1817,	  
London	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   Sovereign	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  George	  III	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   London	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1817	  
Weight	  (g):	   7.98	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   22.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
In 1816, Great Britain enacted a coinage reform that changed the monetary policy of the first economic 
world power radically. After long years of shortage – first of silver and then of gold –, the British 
government realized that the stability of the currency could only be guaranteed if rated after one single 
metal. Hence the golden sovereign was created as the new British standard coin. It corresponded to one 
pound sterling and was minted in huge quantities. The rest of the currency became fiat money, money 
thus whose intrinsic value is lower than its face value.	  
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United	  Kingdom	  of	  Great	  Britain,	  Victoria	  (1837-‐1901),	  5	  
Pounds	  1887	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   5	  Pounds	  
Mint	  Authority:	   Queen	  Victoria	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   London	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1887	  
Weight	  (g):	   39.93	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   36.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
During the 19th century, Great Britain had reached its economic peak; the empire was on top of its 
power. It was the era of Queen Victoria, a time of prosperity and success. 

Although the queen reigned for 64 years, she was for a long time depicted as a young woman on her 
coins. To mark the 50-year jubilee of her reign, a new portrait was made in 1887. In that year, the 
"jubilee head" of the queen was created, a portrait on which the queen looks solemn but majestically. 
The reverse shows the famous picture of Saint George slaying the dragon.	  
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United	  Kingdom	  of	  Great	  Britain,	  Edward	  VII	  (1901-‐1910),	  2	  
Pounds	  1902	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   2	  Pounds	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  Edward	  VII	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   London	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1902	  
Weight	  (g):	   15.6	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   29.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
In the last three decades before the First World War, the British Empire embraced not only Britain and 
the whole of Ireland, but also Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India, parts of Asia, large parts of 
Africa, and many islands in the Caribbean, the Atlantic, the Pacific, and the Mediterranean – altogether 
about a quarter of the land area of the globe. 

Other countries however, above all Germany and the US, were already starting to catch up and overtake 
Britain. The United States dollar was gaining in importance beside the pound sterling. Nevertheless, the 
British pound remained the world's leading currency until the outbreak of World War I (1914).	  
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United	  Kingdom	  of	  Great	  Britain,	  George	  VI	  (1936-‐1952),	  2	  
Pounds	  1937	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   2	  Pounds	  
Mint	  Authority:	   King	  George	  VI	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   London	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1937	  
Weight	  (g):	   15.9	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   28.0	  
Material:	   Gold	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
The Duke of York was officially proclaimed king on December 12, 1936, following the abdication of 
his brother Edward VIII. He took the name of George VI and was crowned on May 12, 1937. 

Although George was an important symbolic leader for the British people during the Second World 
War, his reign was perhaps most important for the accelerating evolution of the British Empire into the 
Commonwealth of Nations and the postwar transformation of Great Britain into a welfare state.	  
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United	  Kingdom	  of	  Great	  Britain,	  Elizabeth	  II	  (since	  1952),	  
1/2	  Crown	  1953	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1/2	  Crown	  
Mint	  Authority:	   Queen	  Elizabeth	  II	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   Undefined	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1953	  
Weight	  (g):	   14.1	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   32.0	  
Material:	   Nickel	  Alloy	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
Silver half crowns were minted in England since 1551. Even though they were not issued continuously 
over all those centuries, the denomination remained in use until 1971. That year, crowns and half 
crowns fell prey to a long overdue modernization: Great Britain changed its currency to the decimal 
system. 

Until 1971, the British currency system harked back to the pound that Charlemagne had introduced 
toward the end of the 8th century: 1 Carolingian pound held 20 shillings, of which each held 12 denarii 
(pence). This duodecimal system was still in use in England over 1,000 years later: the British major 
gold coin, the sovereign, equaled 20 shillings or 240 pence. 

This system made the British currency difficult to see through. The half crown shown here was minted 
in 1953 – the same year in which the recent queen Elizabeth was crowned. The coin was worth 30 pence 
or, expressed differently, two shillings and sixpence.	  
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United	  Kingdom	  of	  Great	  Britain,	  Elizabeth	  II	  (since	  1952),	  1	  
Pound	  1992,	  Llantrisant	  
	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
Denomination:	   1	  Pound	  
Mint	  Authority:	   Queen	  Elizabeth	  II	  of	  England	  
Mint:	   Llantrisant	  	  
Year	  of	  Issue:	   1992	  
Weight	  (g):	   9.45	  
Diameter	  (mm):	   22.0	  
Material:	   Nickel	  Alloy	  
Owner:	   Sunflower	  Foundation	  
 
During the First World War, Great Britain had to abandon the minting of gold coins and as a result 
started to issue the pound in the form of paper money. These pound bills soon became very popular and 
were often used. Pursuant to this, they wore off rather quickly and had to be replaced approximately 
every six months. A modern coin, on the other hand, has a durability of about 100 years! That is why in 
1983, it was decided to henceforth issue the 1- and 2-pound denominations in the form of coins again. 
This was the beginning of the history of the modern British pound-coin, which was not made of 
precious metals any more, but of nickel-bronze. 


