ON SOME EARLY SILVER COINS OF HENRY VII

By

RAYMOND CARLYON-BRITTON-, F.S.A.

IN the list facing p. z8 are given full particulars, so far as is possible,
of sixteen groats of the open crown design. Three of these are no
longer in the writer's collection, but the other thirteen are. Since
they all differ from one another and some are unpublished varieties,
it is thought that it may be of value to publish these details, which
might prove to be of assistance to future workers on the series. Of
course, there are other varieties known which are not r epresented.
Yet even these described here raise several points of some numismatic importance that may well be developed.
It is believed that the groat No. I (PI., No.1) is only the second
silver coin of the reign known on which the mint-mark Sun and Rose
dimidiated occurs. The other is the open crown half-groat of London,
having obverse mint-mark Lis on Rose and reverse Sun and Rose
dimidiated. This reverse is from a Richard III die. This unique
coin was formerly in the collection of the late Mr. J. Shirley-Fox
and is now in that of the author (PI., No. 14). On the back of his
ticket Mr. Shirley-Fox wrote, "Not only the only piece known but
also the only known mule between Richard III and Henry VII as
groat in R.C.-B. sale lot I45 (I9ZI) very doubtful"; the "very
doubtful" presumably r eferring to the description of the mint-mark.
The illustration (PI., No.1) shows this nearly as dearly as it is on
the original. Until seeing Mr. Shirley-Fax's ticket the writer had no
idea that the mint-mark had been in doubt and immediately reexamined the cast of it in his possession. After such re-examination
he still believes the mark to be a Sun and Rose dimidiated. For it
would appear that there are, at least, two variations in the form of
this mint-mark. The earlier form appearing on coins of Edward V
and Richard' III has the half-sun formed in one piece with six rays
(Fig. I), so:

FIG.

I ,

FIG. 2.

The form of this mint-mark occurring on some coins of Henry VII
is different. At least one of the angel dies (d. Walters Sale, I9I3,
lot 475 and PI. XIII, 475) would appear to have been specially prepared for the purpose and not altered from a Richard III die, as was
the case in most instances. The Sun no longer has six rays but only
four, and these are in sets of two (fig. z). Thus the half-sun is more
nearly like two very deeply toothed rose petals and if blurred the
mint-mark may easily be mistaken for a simple rose. It will, however,
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be noted that the petals of the rose-half of the combined mint-mark
are only very slightly or not at all toothed. The groat, No. I, in
question has apparently the mint-mark of this second form which
seems to be confined to dies made ab initio for Henry VII. The
legend, stops, &c., on the reverse of this coin are the same as those
which occur also on some reverse dies having mint-marks Lis on Rose
and Rose (PI., NO.1) .
A perusal of the above list will show what an amazing variation
in detail is to be found in even so small a series. The reverses Nos. 6
and II are from the same die, having a small cross or saltire before
POSVI as or in lieu of mint-mark. The obverse mint-marks of these
two groats are Lis on Rose and Cross Fitchee respectively (PI., Nos.
2 and 6). The reverses Nos. 5 and 6, although precisely similar, are
from different dies . It would appear almost impossible to arrange
these groats in a chronological series that is really satisfactory in aU
respects . So, firstly, it is proposed to try arranging them according
to the occurrence on them of the two forms of A, the unbarred and
chevron-barred. The position of these is apparently not quite so
uniform and consistent as is indicated in Num. Chron., 4th Series,
xviii (1918), pp. 213 and 214, as the following table will show :
Table of A's occurring on Henry VII's open crown groats
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It will be noted that on the obverse of NO.7 none of the A' s ar e
barred (PI., No.3) . On No. II, owing to lack of space, the abbreviation
of the French title is RRx (PI., No.6). No. IS has the first A on the
obverse barred and the other two unbarred, thus differing from all
the other obverses in the list (PI., No. 10). No. 16 is definitely the
latest of these open crown type groat s, but more will be said of this
later. It will be remembered that it has mint-mark R ose on obverse .
It, like NO . 7 (PI., No.3), has no barred '].\ 's on the obverse, but in
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spite of this they are not very closely connected in the series (PI.,
No. 11) .

The reverses, when classified according to A's, present two varieties,
(a) those with one 1\ barred (that in T7\S) , and (b) those having both
7\'s barred. Presumably this variety, (b), is the later, and if so it
would seem that the obverses Nos. 4, 5, and 6 should be later than
the obverses Nos. 7, 8, and 9· The obverse mint-mark on Nos. 4, 5,
and 6 is Lis on Rose, and on Nos. 7, 8, and 9 Lis and Rose dimidiated.
Such a transference in order would give the sequence as:
Nos. I, 2, and 3
Mint-mark Lis on Rose,
Mint-mark Lis and Rose dimidiated,
Nos. 7, 8, and 9
Mint-mark Lis on Rose,
Nos. 4, 5, and 6
thus necessitating the use of the mint-mark Lis on Rose twice in the
open crown series. This seems highly improbable to the writer. The
alternative would appear to be that the obverse dies of Nos. 4, 5,
and 6 (with mint-mark Lis on Rose) were still being used in conjunction with these later in date reverses, Nos. 4, 5, and 6, to strike coins,
whilst at the same time coins from later obverse dies, with later
mint-marks and similar reverse dies to Nos. 4, 5, and 6, were being
struck. In other words, there was an overlap of these (( mules"
(Nos. 4, 5, and 6) into later issues. Proceedings such as these would
seem to complicate unduly any system of quarterly privy marks for
pyx-trial purposes, if such there was. The writer would attribute the
continued use of these old obverse dies merely to die economy or
possibly, though this seems less likely, to carelessness or accident.
Here the author would like, if he may, to digress for a little while on
this subject of privy marks and trials of the pyx.
Firstly, then, it seems to him most unlikely that such a practice as
three-monthly trials was ever observed, with regularity, over any
lengthy period, such as has been suggested. We all know that there
is a vast difference between issuing an order and seeing that it is
obeyed. A regulation that may at first be carried out, as a rule,
soon falls into desuetude: especially in the course of years and under
very differing administrations, for we are now considering not merely
a period of a few years but one of many decades. It appears that
some of the records continue to order quarterly pyx-trials, but this
may have been, as in other matters, largely due to slavish copying
on the part of clerks who prepared the documents. The author thinks
it more than likely that such instructions were looked upon with a
blind eye by all concerned, in fact, (( more honour'd in the breach
than the observance".
Rather vague statements have been made on occasions during
recent years to the effect that various minor variations, e.g. stops,
forms of certain letters, and even their mutilation and subsequent
(( first aid" treatment, subsidiary marks in various positions, &c.found on certain coins under consideration by the various authors
concerned-provide a sufficient number of combinations to serve for
quarterly privy marks for pyx-trial purposes over a certain number
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of years. The writer has never, however, seen these suggested privy
marks tabulated and published as a complete series for the period
under consideration. Neither are any reasons given for the selection
of some features as privy marks, whilst others, which would seem
equally distinctive, important, and well suited to the purpose, are
rejected. It seems to him, moreover, that, provided a sufficiently
large number of coins of any selected Plantagenet period were available to work on, anyone with good eyesight and average perspicacity
could find enough of these minor details, not merely to fill such
alleged quarterly pyx requirements for even a lengthy reign, but
enough, one is almost tempted to say, to cover a period of centuries.
Let us be content to say for a considerable period.
I t has even been suggested that the method of privy marking
employed at the time enabled an old Richard II half-groat die to be
re-used as a means of die economy during the coinage of Henry V.
If one were so used, one is tempted to ask, why were not many such
dies used to make the economy substantial and worth while? Surely
the more likely explanation is that this particular die was used accidentally? Again, why restrict this alleged economy to the use of a
half-groat die, one of the scarcest denominations, when a very real
and substantial economy could have been effected by making use of
old Richard II groat dies on an extensive scale? In another .instance
we are asked to believe that, (( It is not surprising to find the marks
on various denominations differing at certain periods; if, for example,
the letter P was used at one time for the privy mark, some other mark
was necessary on the coins which did not bear that letter in their
legends."1 Quite frankly the author cannot believe any mint official
would be so thoughtless as to choose a letter that was not to be found
on all the denominations concerned. There would be no difficulty in
so doing. Elsewhere it has been suggested in connexion with the
coinage of Henry VIIz that the four quarterly varieties required by
this theory of quarterly privy-marks were provided by each mintmark having two sets of stops and each mint-mark being united with
that on either side of it by (( muled" coins. If this zvas the method
adopted to differentiate quarterly issues, how is it that the quarterly
issues identified by the use of (( mules" between the mint-marks are
so consistently represented by such small issues? For undoubtedly
these (( muled" coins are decidedly scarce, ·i f not rare. Assuming for
a moment that such a system was employed, where would the groat
(subsequently described in this article) having obverse mint-mark
pellet and Heraldic Cinquefoil and on r everse no mint-mark but a
pellet stop after 7\DlVTOREf, fit into such a series? Also ther e are
many composite marks used at the end of this reign 3 which certainly
strongly suggest that they were used for differencing various issues.
For example, a pellet, two pellets, a pellet and saltire, by the mintmark; the use of two mint-marks on the same side of the coin, &c.
I

3

Num . Chron., I930, p. 63 .
Brit. Num. journ., I925-6, p. 62A .

2

Ibid., I918, p. 253.
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At other times numerous peculiar marks were employed. To instance only a few: the extra pellet found in two quarters of the
reverse on some of the York pennies of Thomas Rotherham in
the reign of Henry VII. The curious" stalk-like" object connecting the
shield of the Royal Arms with the inner circle found on Canterbury
groats of the fifth coinage of Henry VIII. Sometimes this is in the
fourth and at other times in the third quarter. On one half-groat of
this mint, in the author's collection, a similar" stalk" is found in
the third quarter; other half-groats of this mint and coinage have a
pellet in the field under the fourth quarter of the shield or no mark
at all. Many, but not all, York groats of this coinage have this
"stalk-like" mark connecting the top sinister corner of the shield to·
the inner circle. Then there are the pellets found under the third
quarter of the shield, and breaking the beading of the inner circle
in the fourth quarter on many Bristol coins of Edward VI of both
Sharington's and Chamberlain's issues; the same marks being also
found on the Irish harp groats minted at the Bristol mint. It would
seem therefore in at least the last two instances that these marks
were a privy mark of the issuing mint, but as their use extended over
a period of some years it can have had no connexion with the suggested three-monthly pyx-trials.
What has been said above does not mean that the writer regards
these details of workmanship, &c., as unimportant. Far otherwise;
for the chronological arrangement of a series they would seem
essential.
How spasmodic the trials of the pyx were is amply shown by
Ruding,r meagre though the surviving records are. The only recorded
account of a trial of the pyx, Z giving many details of the proceedings,
that has apparently survived, was held in 1475. It does not lend
itself to easy interpretation. The period of coinage covered was fiftyfive months, and the number of satchels thirty-four. Two more
satchels represented coinage delivered outside the exchange in the
Tower.
Such privy marks as were used would presumably be very readily
recognizable by the Lords of the Council and jurors once they had
been informed as to what to look for, assuming that such examination
was a necessary part of their duties . Surely these privy marks would
not take the form of mutilated and repaired letters, &c., requiring
in these days the aid of strong magnifying glasses to view them with
certainty! It seems much more probable that these marks that are
so difficult to detect are those by which the various die-sinkers were
able to recognize and identify their individual work, that is if some
of them have in reality any significance at all.
But to return from this rather lengthy digression to the list of coins
under consideration: No.6 was struck from the same reverse die as
No. II, the obverse of the latter having mint-mark Cross Fitchee and
I

2

Annals oj the Coinage oj Ct. Britain, ii, pp. 449-55.
Num . Chron., 1926, p. 108.

I
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the fuller reading h8TIRICVS x DEll x which necessitated the shorter
abbreviation FE x (for reasons of space) and consequent omission of
the third 7:\ in the obverse legend (PI., No.6).
In the case of NO.7 it really looks as though the barring of the A
in 7\DeU had been omitted unintentionally (PI., NO.3) .
The case of obverse No. 15, which has the first A barred but not
the other two, can scarcely, however, be so accounted for (PI., No. 10).
The second method of arrangement proposed is according to
whether the breast-cusp of the tressure is un£leured or £leured, and
in conjunction with this the absence or presence of crosses by the
king's neck. If we include the groat NO.3 with a rose on the breastcusp among the non-£leured coins (where it seems definitely to belong),
then the series in our list, Nos. I to 9 non-£leured, and Nos. 10 to 16
£leured, appear to be properly grouped together.
While on the subject of the decoration of the breast-cusp a point
occurs to the writer which apparently has not been noticed in connexion with the groats of Edward V and Richard III. It would
appear that all the groats with the name of Edward having the
mint-marks Sun and Rose dimidiated and Boar's Head have the
breast-cusp £leured, whereas those with the name of Richard and
the same mint-marks have no £leur on the breast-cusp. In cases of
doubt where the first half of the king's name is obscure, this test
should make allocation to the correct king certain.
It has been stated above that the obverse of No. 16 in our list is
definitely that of the latest of the open crown type groats. The stops
throughout the obverse legend are six-rayed stars (PI., No. 11). In
Num. Chron., 4th Series, xviii, p. 214, it has been stated that "A
mullet occasionally found is not a stop". The" mullet" has six rays
and should more properly be called a star. The writer has a groat
with obverse no mint-mark, plain double-arched crown, crosses at
neck, trefoil stops, barred 7:\'s, trefoil decoration on the tressure and
reading FE7:\Dm; the reverse has no mint-mark, unbarred 7\'s, a
six-rayed star after POSVI and T7\S (PI., No. 12). It would appear,
therefore, that the latest type of open crown groat should have the
obverse as No. 16 in our list with the reverse as PI. No. 12. It will
be noted that the "true" coin would have ~mbarred 7\'s and star
stops both sides. The first" true" groats with double-arched crown
have crosses at the neck, no mint-mark either side, trefoil stops and
all the 7:\'s barred. These were followed by similar coins without the
crosses at the neck, which in turn were succeeded by those with
mint-mark Heraldic Cinquefoil. What must have been one of the
earliest of these last is here illustrated as it seems to have some
previously unnoticed peculiarities. The obverse has mint-mark pellet
and Cinquefoil, trefoils as stops, the 7:\ in 7:\DeU barred, but not the
other two, cusp on breast un£leured. The reverse has no mintmark, a trefoil after POSVI and a pellet after 7:\DlVTOE8, no other
stops, barred 7:\'s (PI., No. 13). The presence of the pellet on both
sides seems to point to it being a "true" coin.
D
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No. 13 in our list appears to have a quatrefoil upon the king's left
breast (PI., No.8).
To turn to the mint-marks found on the open crown groats. No. 10
in our list is unfortunately clipped. Whether it has a mint-mark on
the obverse is doubtful. There is very little space for one . The coin
is exceptional in having a quatrefoil after RR~na, the other stops
being trefoils.
The mint-marks of the series are:
On obverse

Lis on Rose.
2 . Lis on Rose (with Rose on Breastcusp).
3. Lis and Rose dimidiated.
4. None (?).
5. Cross Fitchee.
1.

6. Lis.
7. Rose.

On reverse
1.

2.

Sun and Rose dimidiated.
Lis on Rose.

3. Lis and Rose dimidiated.
4. None.
5. Small cross or saltire (with lis in subsidiary position).
6. Small cross or saltire.
7. Rose.

The issue seems to have extended over a period of seven years
from November 1485 to November 1492. The number of mint-marks
known seems about right for such a period, and if it is granted that
old dies occasionally survived and were continued in use after their
"proper period", without such use having any special significance,
then it would seem that the issue lends itself to fairly satisfactory
chronological arrangement. If, however, it be maintained that the
use of earlier dies after their "proper period" has special significance
and was intentional, so as to provide fresh combinations, then
arrangement of the series accordingly seems to result in chaos and
involves the use and re-use of mint-marks, &c., in what appears to
the writer haphazard fashion.
(Mr. Carlyon-Britton's remarks come as a timely reminder of the
danger of reading more in the minor variations of coins than those
variations were intended to convey. Whilst it is clear that throughout
the Middle Ages a system was in force by which marks were put on
and altered periodically to distinguish coins for the purpose of the
pyx-trials, it is equally clear that the system did not always work as
laid down in the indentures. Those who have written on privy marks
have at times failed to take into account that certain of these marks
are undoubtedly not connected with pyx-trials, but are more likely to
be connected with the internal administration of the Mint. It may even
be that some marks in the Middle Ages, as in the Stuart period, indicated the source of the metal from which the coins were struck, though
there is no documentary proof of this . Mr. Carlyon-Britton makes a
good point when he stresses that the muling of two consecutive types
is unlikely ever in itself to have constituted a pyx-mark. Nevertheless,
there is no doubt that the orders in the indentures were fitfully carried
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out and that the chief hope of the proper arrangement of the medieval
series lies in the careful and attentive study of privy marks.
C. E. B., D. F. A.)
In view of what I have already written above I do not think that
any reply is necessary to the above comment by C. E. B. and D. F. A.,
but as silence might be interpreted, in some quarters, as agreement
with the views they express, perhaps a very few words should be
added by me.
Their last sentence seems to me to beg the whole question. How,
if we do not know what constitutes a privy mark, can we give them
"careful and attentive study"?
IVly idea is that now, as in the past, "the chief hope of the proper
arrangement of the medieval series lies in the careful study of all the
innate evidence provided by the coins themselves."
R. C.-B.
KEY TO THE PLATE
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16 " ,with star stops on obverse.
"arched-crown type, with star stops on reverse.
"
with mint-mark pellet and Heraldic Cinquefoil on
obverse.
14. Half-groat, London; mule, Henry VII-Richard III.
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