
The Sovereign
T H E  C O M P L E T E  C I R C U L A T E D  S O V E R E I G N  P R E M I U M  S E T



B O R N  
12 August 1762 

R E I G N E D 
from 29 January 1820 

D I E D  
26 June 1830

 
H O U S E :  

Hanover

B O R N  
4 June 1738 

R E I G N E D 
from 25 October 1760 

D I E D  
29 January 1820

 
H O U S E :  

Hanover

George III George IV William IV Victoria Edward VII George V
B O R N  

21 August 1765 

R E I G N E D 
from 26 June 1830 

D I E D  
20 June 1837

 
H O U S E :  

Hanover

B O R N  
 9 November 1841 

R E I G N E D 
from 22 January 1901 

D I E D  
6 May 1910

 
H O U S E :  

Saxe-Coburg-Gotha

B O R N  
24 May 1819 

R E I G N E D 
from 20 June 1837 

D I E D  
22 January 1901

 
H O U S E :  

Hanover

B O R N  
3 June 1865 

R E I G N E D 
from 6 May 1910 

D I E D  
20 January 1936

 
H O U S E :  

Saxe-Coburg-Gotha (until 1917) 
Windsor (from 1917)



Before the long war with France started in the 1790s, the guinea – a gold coin with 
a value of 21 shillings – had been in use since the seventeenth century. The demands 
of war led to banknotes replacing gold coins, but the end of the conflict in 1815 
provided an opportunity to reform the coinage. First struck in 1817, the modern 
Sovereign would be struck in gold, holding the value of one pound. 

The designs for the new coin were created by the Italian designer Benedetto Pistrucci. 
His now iconic reverse design was inspired by the legend of St George slaying the 
dragon. The obverse depicted George III, the monarch at the time, in the style of  
a Roman emperor, crowned by a laurel wreath and appearing to be a robust-looking, 
middle-aged man. This contrasted sharply with reality as, by 1817, George III was 
well into his seventies and was bald with a long white beard.

G E O R G E  I I I  

The Modern Sovereign



G E O R G E  I V 

Design Rivalry
The image of St George and the dragon continued to appear on the Sovereigns  
of George IV’s reign, albeit with some small changes. The garter belt that had 
framed Pistrucci’s original design was removed, and minor modifications were 
made to the figure of St George. 

A portrait for the obverse was prepared by Benedetto Pistrucci which, whilst 
full of character, was disliked by the new king. When asked to develop a design 
based on a bust of the monarch by the sculptor Sir Francis Chantrey, Pistrucci 
refused to copy another artist’s work and the task fell to his fellow engraver, 
William Wyon RA. The St George and the dragon reverse design, which would 
go on to be considered a classic of numismatic art in later years, was initially 
unpopular and this too was also dropped in 1825 in favour of a much more 
traditional, heraldic design that was the work of Jean Baptiste Merlen.



W I L L I A M  I V 

Gaining Acceptance
Despite a slow start, the British public gradually accepted The Sovereign and  
it became an important part of the circulating coinage. Weights were developed  
so traders could ensure Sovereigns were of the correct standard. The coin’s use  
in daily life made it subject to wear and by 1835, the quantity of ‘light’ gold coins 
in circulation was worrying enough to be the subject of a report to the Treasury. 

Throughout William IV’s relatively short reign of seven years, just one reverse  
design and one obverse portrait appeared on The Sovereign. Working from another 
Sir Francis Chantrey bust, Wyon produced such a realistic likeness that a friend  
of the king commented, ‘... it is the old boy himself!’ Along with the portrait, 
each of the king’s styles and titles appear on the obverse. To accommodate this, 
abbreviated wording features on the obverse and the date appears on the reverse. 
Removing the inscription from the reverse also allowed Jean Baptiste Merlen  
to develop a larger shield to fill the coin’s field.



V I C T O R I A 

The Chief Coin of the World
During Queen Victoria’s long reign, The Sovereign became known as the  
‘chief coin of the world’. By the 1880s an official list named 36 British colonies 
and dependencies in which The Sovereign was legal tender. Countries that had 
no connection to Britain, such as Brazil, Egypt and Portugal, also accepted the 
coin as currency. The coin’s reputation was built on The Royal Mint’s exacting 
production controls, a standing further enhanced by legislation that helped remove 
underweight Sovereigns from circulation. As demand for the coin grew throughout 
the world, branches of The Royal Mint were established overseas to strike 
Sovereigns close to gold sources.

Three portraits of Queen Victoria appeared on Sovereigns struck in the UK.  
The first was William Wyon’s youthful portrait of the queen, known as the young 
or ‘bun’ head portrait, which appeared on coins issued in 1838. For the reverse, 
Jean Baptiste Merlen engraved another shield of the Royal Arms that went on to 
appear for several decades. However, it did not appeal to the new Deputy Master  
of The Royal Mint, Sir Charles Fremantle, who in 1871 secured the revival of 
Pistrucci’s St George and the dragon. 



E D W A R D  V I I 

National Pride
In the early twentieth century, the UK’s gold coinage had become a source of 
national pride. Legislation enacted towards the end of Queen Victoria’s reign had 
led to the routine replacement of any underweight Sovereigns, making the coin 
a model of mass-produced accuracy and largely free of counterfeits. Prior to the 
outbreak of the First World War, the Deputy Master of The Royal Mint could 
justifiably claim that the gold coinage was ‘one of the pre-eminent features  
of British currency’. 

Production of Sovereigns continued at Sydney, Melbourne and Perth during 
Edward’s reign, and a further three branch mints were established in Ottawa, 
Bombay and Pretoria. At the start of the twentieth century, these branch mints 
accounted for the production of approximately 40% of the circulating Sovereigns 
in the UK. The reverse of The Sovereign continued to feature Benedetto Pistrucci’s 
St George and the dragon design and the highly respected engraver George William 
de Saulles developed a distinguished portrait of Edward VII for the obverse.



G E O R G E  V 

The End of a Golden Era
The reign of George V witnessed the end of The Sovereign’s time as a circulating 
coin. Gold in daily use had always been an expensive luxury, but the demands 
of the First World War on the nation’s finances made a circulating gold coinage 
unfeasible. Within hours of war being declared in August 1914, the Chancellor  
of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George, made it clear that anyone hoarding gold 
was helping the enemy just as if they were taking up arms to fight with them. 
Instead of Sovereigns and Half-Sovereigns, banknotes with a value of £1 and  
10 shillings were issued to encourage the public to hand over their gold to  
aid the war effort.  
 
The designs of the Sovereigns that were struck during George V’s reign remained 
largely unchanged from those of his predecessor. The reverse continued to feature 
Pistrucci’s St George and the dragon, and The Royal Mint turned to the Australian 
artist Bertram Mackennal to prepare a portrait of the king for the obverse. The coin 
continued to be produced in London until 1917, when it ceased to be struck.
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