ADDRESS BY DEREK F. ALLEN
PRESIDENT OF THE BRITISH NUMISMATIC SOCIETY
Delivered at the Anniversary Meeting, 30 November 1961

I T is once again time to report to you on the progress of your Society in the
past year. This time a year ago I had to report a declining membership. This
trend, I am glad to say, has been reversed. Our total membership today stands
at 328, that is to say 216 ordinary members, 22 junior members, and 90
institutional members. This represents an overall gain of 10, but is still a long
way short of the kind of figures we need if our activities and finances are to
be on a really sound footing.
I am not convinced that the membership of our Society yet includes all
those interested in British numismatics who gain from our Society's work.
I appeal once again to those in professional contact with students and collectors to assist in our drive for recruitment. We have something worth while
to offer.
Our Treasurer, Dr. Vernon, has drawn the attention of the Council to the
large number of public and institutional libraries in this country and abroad
which are not members and might very well wish to join. We are taking steps
to bring this Society and its work to their attention.
Our losses through death this year have been small, I am glad to say. Dr.
Wainwright of Fife was better known in London as an archaeologist than
as a numismatist; he had been a member for five years. Mr. N . B. Mason and
Mr. D . E. Smith were residents of Canada and Australia respectively. We are
sorry to lose our members from the Commonwealth.
It was with particular interest that your Council has, during the year,
received proposals for closer collaboration with groups interested in British
numismatics overseas. One approach has come from Victoria, British Columbia, and another from New York. We propose to employ the provision made
in our constitution for the appointment of Corresponding Members through
whom to maintain a relationship. We do not propose, nor does our constitution allow fot, actual affiliation of other societies. We do, nevertheless, extend
a most hearty welcome to those who, like ourselves, meet to study British
coins, wherever they may be, and in particular to the group of members of the
British Numismatic Society which has begun to meet in New York.
It is again from America that I have to report a further example of welcome
initiative. In the course of the year the Council became conscious that the
Society had perhaps made insufficient provision for junior members, and had
been considering the possibility of arranging one meeting a year, during the
school holidays, especially for them. At this stage Mr. Edward V. Buxton of
New York generously offered an annual prize, and the Council has come to the
conclusion that this can best be devoted to a prize for some original research
by a junior member. We can perhaps combine these two ideas and the best
papers submitted by junior members can be read at a meeting for their
benefit. We shall be making positive proposals on this shortly; meanwhile
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I record our appreciation of another example of American generosity, to be
remembered beside that of John Sanford Saltus.
The programme of the Society's meetings has displayed a welcome diversity and included reports of important research work from almost all the
periods with which we are concerned. We have had two notable guest
speakers, Mr. Strong from the National Portrait Gallery and Mr. Forbes,
Deputy Warden of the Assay Office at Goldsmith's Hall. We continue to be
indebted to Mr. Dolley, our Director, for this work, which always involves
a lot of organization. I am sure that Mr. Dolley will, ifre-elected, as I have no
doubt he will be, provide us with equally good fare next year; it is a particular source of pride to a Society such as ours that the flow of worthwhile
papers, which contribute to knowledge, shows no signs of drying up.
This applies equally to our Journal. In the course of the year you have
received the Journal for 1959, which matches up fully in quality to its recent
predecessors. I regret that it is the Journal for 1959, not for 1960. Printing
delays still combine to defer the Journal for more than one year behind its
titular year. Mr. King tells me the next Journal is to be expected early in the
New Year. This is through no fault of your editors, Mr. Blunt and Mr. King,
to whom our thanks are due-it is inherent in the present unhappy state of the
printing trade. We have to reckon with slow and expensive printing as a fact
of life and there is no sign that rising costs have reached a peak. We must
expect annual, or nearly annual, increases in what will always be our major
item of expenditure. I am afraid that the resources of our Society are insufficient to support for the immediate future a journal of the full length to
which we have lately become accustomed. Unless we can increase our income,
we are bound to set a limit to our expenditure.
Owing to the generosity of the British Academy and of anonymous benefactors the Society is solvent. But, as I had occasion to say in my similar
address last year, we are not, on any proper accounting, paying our way.
Your Treasurer, Dr. Vernon, has husbanded our resources and payment for
the 1960 Journal is assured, but the outlook is not satisfactory. Unless the
measures we are taking to increase membership prove more successful than
I expect, we shall be faced with the necessity, perhaps as soon as next year,
of increasing once again our annual subscription. Such a course is always
unwelcome; it will bear heavily on some members and there is always a danger
of consequent resignations, but I do not think we have yet reached a point
where the law of diminishing returns will apply. I must, therefore, warn members to expect an increase in the annual subscription from 3 to 4 guineas for
full members, and perhaps also a smaller increase for junior members. So
soon after our last increase this comes as a matter of regret, but realities, in
the form of bills, have to be faced and I think that members would in general
rather pay more than see the Journal shrink.
There are effectively no economies the Society can introduce; we are
comfortably and inexpensively housed here in the Warburg Institute, to whom
we are very grateful for receiving us. Our library, combined last year with
that of the Royal Numismatic Society, remains in the charge of Dr. Kent,
who is now supervising the preparation of a joint card index or catalogue.
We are always grateful to Dr. Barb for the helpful attention he gives to our
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requests, whenever we call here. I wish that the Society could afford a larger
budget towards the acquisition of new books, but I appeal to members not
to forget the Society, or perhaps rather the Societies, when distributing copies
of their own works. This applies especially to those of their publications
which are not included in any of the journals to which the Societies subscribe.
The library is almost our only luxury and it is not one I would forego.
In saying farewell, on your behalf, to Dr. Vernon, as your Treasurer, and
welcoming Mr. Lyon, previously your Secretary, in his place, I am conscious
that the office carries with it very heavy responsibilities.
The only other office I have to mention is that of Mr. Spufford, your
present Secretary. We must be very grateful to him for his work on our behalf,
which cannot be made any easier for him by the fact that his official duties in
the University College of North Staffordshire keep him out of London most
of the time.
I think it is right in this address to refer to the Annual Numismatic Congress
organized by the Association of British Numismatic Societies. We are glad,
as a Society, to take part annually in what has grown to become one of the
most important and successful numismatic institutions in this country. I think
we all look forward to this excursion and to the opportunity of meeting
friends and fellow enthusiasts from all parts of the country. Much work is
entailed and not a little expense for the host society, but we should all be the
poorer if this institution were to lapse.
Another congress has taken place during the year, which is, perhaps, of
greater significance to us, though less direct in its consequences. I refer to the
International Numismatic Congress held in Rome in September. A number of
your members were present including Mr. Blunt, Mr. Grierson, Mr. Dolley,
and myself, not to mention Dr. Sutherland, who was one of the organizers.
I think it is fair to say that, taking our Society and the Royal Numismatic
Society together, the quality of the British contribution was high and sustained. The work of the Congress was intensive, more than a hundred papers,
covering almost the whole field of numismatics, being given within a week.
In certain fields, the Roman in particular, the Congress can, I think, be said
to mark a turning-point in informed opinion on some of the major unsolved
problems. The same cannot be said for British numismatics or those aspects
of continental numismatics with which our studies most closely interlock;
but the mutual respect and closer association with one another's problems,
which such a Congress fosters , are potent factors in shaping the future of our
subject. I am certain that the insularity which at one time tended to beset
our studies is a thing of the past, but we must leave no nostrum untried for
preventing a relapse. I hope that many more members than were to be seen
this year in Rome will be in Vienna in 1968.
There was no doubt in my mind of the excellent reception accorded at the
Congress, and indeed generally, to the work edited by Mr. Dolley and dedicated to our Honorary Member Sir Frank Stenton, which summarizes the
present state of Anglo-Saxon numismatic studies. This book is a heartening
response to the suggestion in an earlier address of mine that Anglo-Saxon
numismatics had reached a stage where both the historian and the numismatist would welcome a summary of just where it had all reached. The actual
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book has done more than that and the progress which it makes will be of
lasting value.
Another publication during the year, to which I should refer, is the second
volume in the Sylloge series, in which the Anglo-Saxon coins in the Hunterian
and Coats collections at Glasgow are recorded. We cannot be too grateful
for the publication for all to study of coins which have to many of us, despite
Miss Robertson's invariable courtesy, been all too difficult of access. Miss
Robertson is to be congratulated on bringing to fruition a work on which she
first set forth more than twenty years ago.
I will not mention the many individual studies on British numismatics
which have appeared this year, but I have noted with pleasure that the Society
of Antiquaries has included in the volume of Archaeologia just published an
up-to-date account by Mr. Blunt, with Mr. D. M. Wilson, of the important
Trewhiddle hoard of Anglo-Saxon coins and jewellery.
Other work is in hand which will be of the utmost interest to members.
Mr. Grierson and Mr. Stewart are engaged in a general work on numismatic
techniques and principles. We still await publication of Mr. Grierson's
exceptionally important Ford lectures. There is no doubt that British numismatics remains alive.
The next few months are likely to see a development in which this Society
is bound to take a very considerable interest. The Government has undertaken to make a statement before the end of the year on the subject of decimal
coinage. There is every reason to suppose that, against the background of the
Government's policy on the European Common Market, the decision will
be in favour of the introduction of decimal coinage. I am bound to say that
I think that would be the right decision, despite the transitional problems and
the theoretical attractions of duodecimals. So too, if our debate of two years
ago is any guide, do a majority of our members. But it will be the end of a fine
and noble tradition and of one of those curiously English distinctions which
convince the rest of the world that we are mad. As a Society, to which
pounds, shillings, and pence have a more specialized meaning than to the
general public, the passing of these denominations, as they have been known
for more than 1,200 years, will not go unmourned.
A change of this kind, if it comes, is, however, a challenge. Over the
centuries we have nothing to be ashamed of in our numismatic art. Perhaps
we do not have Frederick II's Augustale, the great Renaissance portraits of
Italy, or the more magnificent thalers of Bohemia, but from Offa onwards,
and even before, we can show distInctive and distinguished specimens of coin
making. Some of the work of the Wyons in the last century will be fully back
in favour when the cycle of taste has revolved. In this century, however, I do
not think that even the kindest judgement would accord to our coins any
outstanding merit of artistic quality or even period flavour. They represent
the official pursuit of a mediocrity at its worst, with the aim of avoiding
criticism. Even our present Queen's portrait, originally designed, I believe,
in the style of a Florentine profile medal, with straight back and neck, has
lost much of its distinction because it was felt officially that a less conventional
pose was more appropriate. So we have an essentially formal head and
wreath, combined with an essentially slipshod neck and bust. This was bad
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enough, but official British art could hardly sink lower than the present Bank
Notes. The £1 was bad enough; the lOs. is, in my opinion, appreciably worse.
If decimal coinage is introduced, this will undoubtedly involve a complete
recoinage of the currency, a task of fantastically greater dimensions than
faced any of our monarchs who previously embarked on this drastic course.
But they had at their disposal, or were willing to import, designers and artists
who would, in the mood of contemporary Europe, produce designs and
workmanship as good as was to be found anywhere else. Before this country
is swept into a new coinage in new denominations, turned out in the official
style of rnid-twentieth-century England, there must be time for thought and
design, so that we may have in our hands and pockets a coinage which, as
numismatists, we are not ashamed to handle.
Do we know what such a coinage should look like? We know how to
admire the achievements of the past, to compare one style with another and
to pick which we like best. But, given the token character of contemporary
coinage and the manufacturing necessities of producing dies which will stand
up to wear and resist falsification, given also the impossibility of pleasing all
tastes, can we get nearer to what we want to achieve?
In the last resort those are questions which can only be answered by industrial designers, who lead and mould, as well as follow , taste. We have in
our lifetime witnessed a revolution in taste and artistic appreciation of startling dimensions . When I was a young man one was still an object of mockery
if one expressed a liking for the French impressionists, whom the public today will queue to see at the Tate Gallery. This revolution is expressed in most
unexpected ways; not long ago, in the course of official duties, I visited a seamen's public house in Yorkshire. I wonder if the pUblican would' have
understood if he had been told that the wall-paper behind his bar could never
have existed but for the work of Bracque and Picasso. One of the more
startling developments of the century is that he might. The public is more
aware of standards of taste than for a great many years.
That revolution has left coinage almost untouched and the medal scarcely
less so. The tinle has come when something of the new thinking must find
its way into the official art of coin design. There is already a Committee
that considers such designs, but even its distinguished membership cannot
cause official design to run ahead of taste. I believe it is the duty of all numismatists who revere their subject to help to form a new taste in such matters.
It is for us to take a lead.
I will not try to tell you what form taste in the latter part of the twentieth
century should take, but in my view we should not feel ourselves bound by
tradition or play with echoes of historic coin motifs. It is time for new
thinking. In the traditional vein, I know of no better contemporary coinage
than that of the Vatican. Others may think differently. But on this I hope we
shall be all agreed, that our new decimal coinage, when it comes, must be
a worthy successor to the invention displayed when Offa introduced his
penny or Elizabeth her crown.
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31.10.59
£
7 Subscriptions received in advance
23 Subscriptions compounded
1,130 Sundry Creditors and Outstanding Charges
J. Sanford Saltus Medal Fund
Capital Account
153
Less Debit Balance on Income Account.

£

s. d.

£

s. d.
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REPORT OF THE AUDITORS TO THE MEMBERS OF THE BRITISH NUMISMATIC SOCIETY

WE have obtained all the information and explanations which to the best of our knowledge and belief were necessary for the purposes of our audit. In our opinion proper
books of account have been kept by the Society so far as appears from our examination of those books. We have examined the above Balance Sheet and annexed
Expenditure and Income Account which are in agreement with the books of account and no credit has been taken for subscriptions in arrear. In our opinion and
to the best of our information and according to the explanations given to us, the Balance Sheet gives a true and fair view of the state of the Society's affairs as at
31 October 1960, and the Expenditure and Income Account gives a true and fair view of the excess of expenditure for the year ended on that date.
51 Coleman Street,
GILBERTS, HALLETT, & EGLINGTON,
London, E.C.2
Chartered Accoullfants
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s. d.
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s. d.
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278
129
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