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The Sovereign



The Coin of the Monarch
The Sovereign’s long association with the monarchy began in October 1489, when Henry VII ordered the production 
of a ‘new money of gold’ to help strengthen his position as king and legitimise the start of the Tudor dynasty. At the 
time, the coin was the largest and most valuable coin The Royal Mint had made, and the obverse featured an image of 
an enthroned Henry VII facing out at his subjects. Each successive Tudor monarch continued to issue the coin, but the 
practice ceased during the reign of the Stuart king James I.



The Modern Sovereign
After Napoleon was defeated at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, Britain adopted a gold standard and the modern Sovereign 
was introduced in 1817. The new Sovereign was almost half the weight and diameter of the original Tudor Sovereign, 
although equally beautiful and desirable. Italian engraver Benedetto Pistrucci’s St George and the dragon design replaced 
the traditional, heraldic design that appears on the reverse of the original coins and has since become synonymous with 
The Sovereign. Widely known as the ‘coin of the monarch’, it is one of The Royal Mint’s flagship coins and an enduring 
symbol of strength, power and stability.



A Change of Name
George V was monarch when Britain faced one of its 
deadliest conflicts, the First World War. The outbreak  
of the war with Germany stirred up strong feelings 
amongst the British public, which put the Royal Family  
in a precarious position due to their German ancestry.  
Like George V, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany was one 
of Queen Victoria’s grandsons, which made them cousins 
on opposing sides of the war. In 1917, to distance the 
Royal Family from their German connections, and show 
solidarity towards the British war effort, George V decreed 
that the Royal Family’s surname would change from 
Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to Windsor. 

The king and his advisors carefully selected the name 
‘Windsor’ because of its long association with the British 
monarchy. Today, the town of Windsor in Berkshire and 
its great castle, founded by William the Conqueror,  
still provides a home and haven for the Royal Family.

The Royal Proclamation
In July 1917, George V issued a proclamation 
renouncing all German titles and dignities for himself 
and his descendants:

“Now, therefore, We, out of Our Royal Will and Authority, 
do hereby declare and announce that as from the date of 
this Our Royal Proclamation Our House and Family shall 
be styled and known as the House and Family of Windsor, 
and that all the descendants in the male line of Our said 
Grandmother Queen Victoria who are subjects of these 
Realms, other than female descendants who may marry or 
may have married, shall bear the said name of Windsor.” 

Royal Proclamation of George V, July 1917



The Monarchs of the House of Windsor
In 1910, George V acceded to the throne following the death of his father, Edward VII, and reigned until his own 
death in 1936. When conflict broke out across Europe in 1914, George V played an active role in supporting the troops,  
gaining admiration from the British public for his dedication to duty. The first Sovereigns of George V’s reign were 
struck in 1911, six years before the Royal Family changed their surname to Windsor. This was the only year that 
Double-Sovereigns and Five-Sovereign Pieces were struck in his reign. 

George V’s eldest son, Edward VIII, succeeded the monarch and became one of Britain’s shortest-reigning and most 
controversial monarchs. Soon after he became king in 1936, it became clear that he would have to choose between the 
Crown and his romance with American divorcee Wallis Simpson. In December 1936, Edward VIII abdicated after reigning 
for less than a year, which meant The Royal Mint never issued Sovereigns bearing his portrait.



George VI
George VI succeeded his brother Edward VIII following his abdication in 1936. Born Albert Frederick Arthur George, 
he often went by his nickname ‘Bertie’ and decided to use the regnal name George VI for continuity from the reign of his 
father, George V. As a young man, George VI suffered from a stammer that resulted in a hatred of public speaking.  
When he became king, he sought help for his stammer and dedicated his life to his public duty. George VI reigned during 
the Second World War and remained at Buckingham Palace, despite it being a target for German bombers throughout  
the conflict. Following the war, ill health plagued George VI and he passed away on 6 February 1952, aged just 56. 

Struck in his coronation year and with a mintage of around 5,000, the George VI Sovereigns of 1937 feature a coinage  
portrait designed by acclaimed artist Thomas Humphrey Paget OBE. As the only Sovereigns bearing the portrait of George 
VI, these coins are increasingly rare. 



Queen Elizabeth II
The longest-reigning monarch in British history, Queen Elizabeth II reigned for more than 70 years before passing away 
peacefully on 8 September 2022, at the age of 96. Acceding to the throne in 1952 at the age of 25, Her Majesty won 
respect and admiration throughout her reign for her unwavering devotion to public service and duty.

We charted Elizabeth II’s journey from a young monarch to a widely admired global icon through our coins, with the 
significance of each of her achievements captured by beautiful British craftsmanship. We struck the first Sovereigns of 
her reign for her coronation in 1953, which feature Her Majesty’s first definitive coinage portrait, created by Mary Gillick, 
although only a few exist, as they were made for national collections. Almost three decades later, in 1980, we released the 
first publicly available complete Sovereign collection of Queen Elizabeth II’s reign, comprising a Half-Sovereign, Sovereign, 
Double-Sovereign and Five-Sovereign Piece struck to Proof quality and featuring Arnold Machin’s definitive coinage 
portrait of the monarch. 



His Majesty King Charles III
Prior to his accession to the throne, His Majesty The King was the longest-serving heir apparent in British history.  
The coronation of Their Majesties The King and The Queen Consort took place at Westminster Abbey on 6 May 2023. 

We struck the first Sovereigns bearing King Charles III’s official coinage portrait, designed by Martin Jennings, in 2022. 
In keeping with a tradition dating back centuries to the reign of Charles II, where each monarch faces the alternate 
direction to their predecessor, King Charles III faces left in his portrait, whilst each definitive coinage portrait of  
Queen Elizabeth II shows her facing right.
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