
This activity…
Supports:
KS3 History, Unit 7 
The civil wars: was England 
‘turned upside down’ in the 
seventeenth century?

Helps pupils to:
Practice analysing primary 
sources and drawing 
inferences by studying 
evidence of coin designs.

Develop an understanding 
of the concept of 
propaganda and the 
different perspectives in 
the conflict.   

Reinforce and develop 
knowledge and 
understanding of the civil 
war, Commonwealth and 
Restoration periods.

Requires:
Printing out the pupil 
investigation sheets and 
source documents (see 
below).

Suggestions for use
This investigation can be adapted so 
it is covered in a single lesson or for 
homework. Pupils may work individually 
or in small groups as they examine the 
primary sources.

The resource includes:

• Primary sources (see below): Coins 
from the civil war, Commonwealth 
and Restoration periods. Sources are 
provided both as part of the pupil 
worksheets and as PowerPoint slides.

• Two investigation tasks (see below): 
Activity sheets with questions that model 
source analysis and probe whether 
changes in coin design over this period 
were politically motivated.

• Teachers’ notes (see pp 3-5): 
Background notes on the sources, coin 
symbolism and propaganda to help you 
facilitate pupil learning.

The activity complements a wider unit 
of study on the civil wars. Pupils would 
benefit from some previous knowledge 
of the main events, but this is not 
necessarily required. 

Also recommended is an introduction 
to the Mint at the Tower of London, 
either through a visit to the Coins & 

This activity 
is designed to 
follow a visit 
to the Tower’s 
Coins & Kings 
exhibition or 
the KS3 lesson: 
Monarchs and 
the Mint

Coins & Kings
Schools resources 

Key Stage 3
History
Unit 8 

How far were coins used 
as political propaganda in 
the aftermath of England’s 
civil wars?

More than 
money?

http://www.hrp.org.uk/coins
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.royalmintmuseum.org.uk/education-and-learning/index.html
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning


Kings exhibition or the classroom lesson, 
Monarchs and the Mint: Making the 
nation’s coins at the Tower of London.

Pupils will develop their understanding 
of propaganda in the course of the 
activity, but it may be useful to introduce 
the concept in advance. (See the web 
links below for additional resources.)

You may wish to model historical source 
analysis for one of the three coins in the 
Investigation 1 before asking pupils to 
analyse the other two. 

Ideas for further discussion

1)  The nature of the Mint as a state 
institution meant its output normally 
reflected the goals and aspirations of the 
regime in power.

• What does your investigation tell 
you about the Mint at the Tower of 
London?

• Were coin engravers artists?

2)  Historian Andrew Burnett writes: 
‘The use of political symbols on coins 
naturally becomes particularly strident at 
times of crisis, especially during periods 
of civil war.’ 

• To what extent would you agree or 
disagree with this statement?

3)  Begin to evaluate the success 
of the coins as a means of political 
communication.
• ‘Coins are more than money’
• ‘Charles II/The Commonwealth 

succeeded in erasing the past’

Useful web links
Tower of London school visits: 
A teacher’s guide

History at the Tower

Royal Mint Museum education & learning

Coins & Kings
Schools resources

‘The west’s hidden propaganda machine’, 
The Guardian, 17 May 2013

Propaganda: The Art of War, National 
Archives

Go further with the Mint...

More Key Stage 3 case studies:

Introduction resource
This PowerPoint 
resource helps you 
tell the story of the 
Mint at the Tower so 
your pupils have a 
good understanding 
before they arrive. 

Monarchs and the Mint: Making the 
nation’s coins at the Tower 

Unit 2
Pupils help the King 
bring England’s 
currency problems 
under control.

Unit 5
Pupils advise the 
Queen as she tackles 
the country’s coinage 
crisis.

Elizabeth I and the 
Great Debasement 

Edward I’s 
coinage crisis 

Find all resources at hrp.org.uk/towerlearning

Unit 7
Pupils consider how 
monarchs from Henry 
VIII to George III have 
been depicted.

Kings on Coins: Images 
from the Mint at the 
Tower of London 

© Historic Royal Palaces and the Royal Mint Museum

K
in

g
 E

d
w

a
rd

 I
 (

‘L
o

n
g

sh
a
n

n
k
s’

) 
b

y
 L

o
u

is
 P

h
ili

p
p

e
 B

o
it

a
rd

; 
Q

u
e
e
n

 E
liz

a
b

e
th

 I
, 
u

n
k
o

w
n

 a
rt

is
t;

 K
in

g
 W

ill
ia

m
 I
II
, 
a
ft

e
r 

S
ir

 P
e
te

r 
L

e
ly

  
©

 N
a
ti

o
n

a
l 
P

o
rt

ra
it

 G
a
lle

ry
, 
L

o
n

d
o

n

http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.hrp.org.uk/TowerOfLondon/educationandcommunity/Towerresources/teachersresources
http://www.hrp.org.uk/TowerOfLondon/educationandcommunity/Towerresources/teachersresources
http://www.hrp.org.uk/TowerOfLondon/educationandcommunity/Towerresources/teachersresources
http://www.royalmintmuseum.org.uk/education-and-learning/index.html
http://www.hrp.org.uk/coins
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2013/may/17/west-hidden-propaganda-machine-social-media
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/theartofwar/prop/
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.hrp.org.uk/coins
http://www.royalmintmuseum.org.uk/education-and-learning/index.html


More than money: How far were coins used 
as political propaganda in the aftermath of 
England’s civil wars?

Background 
on primary 
sources and 
symbolism 

Symbolism on coins: some basics

National symbols
The fleurs de lis symbolise the English claim 
to rule France dating from the reign of 
Edward III (who initiated the Hundred Years’ 
War). The harp signifies rule over Ireland 
and a lion rampant (standing) stands for 
rule over Scotland, as does the St Andrew’s 
Cross. England is represented by the lion, 
three lions passant (walking) and St George’s 
Cross.

Royal authority
Many symbols are commonly associated 
with kingship and royal authority including 
crowns, crowned shields and sceptres, some 
of which can be seen as part of the Crown 
Jewels today. Other symbols include drapery, 
armour and horsemen. In the 17th century 
the laurel wreath was also seen on coins as a 
neo-classical reference to ancient rulers.  

Religion
Crosses and inscriptions proclaiming faith of 
the ruler were common and make reference 
to devotion of the rulers and the religious life 
of the country.

Inscriptions
Inscriptions and mottos of English kings were 
written in Latin for hundreds of years. 

Personal symbols 
Monarchs sometimes had personal arms or 
signifiers represented on their coins. For 
example, the Tudor rose was a symbol of the 
Tudor monarchs’ right to rule England. Oliver 
Cromwell’s personal arms are displayed on 
the Cromwell crown included here. 

Each coin in this activity was 
minted at the Tower of London.

Primary sources

Charles I’s halfgroat shows the King in his 
armour, wearing a large ruff. It was engraved 
by Nicholas Briot, the King’s engraver who 
remained loyal during the Civil War. Briot left 
the Tower, which was under the control of 
Parliament, to serve at the King’s other mints. 
The Latin inscription on the reverse (tails) 
references religious devotion..

Official coins of the Commonwealth did 
not feature a portrait of any ruler. The 
Commonwealth unite (1649) has a plain 
puritan design and contrasts with the regal 
style of previous monarch’s coins. The 
inscription is English, rather than Latin used 
on previous royal coins. Palm and laurel 
branches are symbols of victory, triumph 
and achievement. The sun is a mintmark. 
The inscription: ‘God with us’ is notable for 
emphasising the religious aspects of the civil 

wars. The Roman numeral XX indicates the 
denomination: 20 shillings, which was worth 
a pound. 

This Cromwell crown (1658) contrasts with 
the official coins of the Commonwealth. In 
1656, Parliament and Cromwell approved the 
Mint’s production of coins bearing the Lord 
Protector’s portrait. Designed by Cromwell’s 
chief engraver Thomas Simon, the coin 
portrayed him as an emperor, using many 
of the symbols and conventions normally 
seen on royal seals and coins including 
Latin inscriptions and the laurel wreath. 
The crowns were produced not long before 
Cromwell died and in small quantities. The 
coins never went into widespread general 
circulation.

King Charles II was keen to erase 
people’s memories of the civil wars, the 
Commonwealth and its leader Oliver 
Cromwell, and Cromwell’s coins. Charles II’s 
coins, exemplified by the five guinea (1675) 
coin, reflected this ambition. Notice Charles 
II’s portrait faces the opposite direction to 
Cromwell’s. Where Charles II’s coins included 
details of his reign, they completely ignored 
the Commonwealth and were dated to 1649, 
the year his father Charles I was executed. 
The inscriptions, imagery and symbolism 
were also a return to that seen on his father’s 
coins, with their emphasis on royal authority. 
The interlocking Cs at the centre of Charles’s 
five guinea coin, for example, refer to 
‘Carolus Carolo’ or ‘Charles, son of Charles’, 
and so are an important reference to his 
father and the monarchy. The tiny elephant 
refers to the Royal Africa Company, a sign 
the coin was made from gold mined in Africa.



Coin design and propaganda
Coins were more than just money. They were 
valuable, durable and passed through many 
hands which meant they were an ideal way of 
spreading a political message, particularly in 
the days before newspapers or mass media. 

Designs on coins served a dual purpose. The 
monetary purpose of the monarch’s images and 
inscriptions aimed to encourage confidence and 
loyalty in coin users. This kept coins circulating 
smoothly. The monarch’s imagery also implied a 
threat of punishment if the coin was abused.

Coin design also had a political role: the 
monarch’s image allowed the state to 
symbolically impose its authority on all the 
country’s monetary transactions. 

The coin designs were also a reflection of the 
state itself. Coins were officially produced which 
meant the choice of design revealed a certain 
amount about that regime’s self-expression and 
its political aspirations or concerns.  

Looking at coins produced over a longer span 
can help give a good idea of how the monarchy 
wished to represent itself.

Coins as primary sources

• Coins can give us information about life and 
culture in different periods of history: for 
example, they can tell us about the way an 
important building might have looked, or the 
way people dressed.

• Unlike other artefacts, coins are often 
stamped with words, images and (usefully) 
dates. Coins are also durable and plentiful. 

• Their value meant large numbers of coins 
have survived as they were stored securely 
or hidden away. 

• Coins are also one of the most easily datable 
archaeological artefacts, in part because of 
their inscriptions and the large number that 
survive.

• As coinage was officially produced by the 
state, coin designs and inscriptions are 
an important source of information about 
politics, religion and culture from different 
periods of history.

• Coins help us learn about economies in the 
past, particularly where there is less written 
evidence.

• Coins can supplement study where 
documentary evidence doesn’t exist or is 
not fully informative.

• The invention of newspapers and other 
forms of communication made the 
propaganda value of coins less significant. 

• Coins eventually began to play a lesser 
role in the economic activity of modern 
states due to new forms of money, such as 
banknotes and credit cards.

Background notes

Monarchs, 
coins and 
propaganda
Notes on coins 
as historical 
sources

Coins & Kings
Schools resources 

Propaganda 
A type of political communication 
that tries to tell you what to think.

For a short introduction to understanding coins as 
historical sources, see: Andrew Burnett, Interpreting 
the Past: Coins, British Museum, 1991.

http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning


How to read old coins
Heads (or obverse) is 

the traditional place 
to find information 

about the monarch 
who issued a 
coin, including 
the portrait and 
titles.

Tails (reverse) 
reveals details about 

where or when a 
coin was made and 

more information 
about the titles and 

beliefs of the monarch.

William III 
sixpence 1696

Portrait
All medieval 
kings had the 
same portrait. 
The image wasn’t 
naturalistic, but 
a symbol of royal 
power. By the 
Renaissance, 
monarchs were 
represented by 
more naturalistic 
portraits.

Inscription
‘King of Great 
Britain, France 
and Ireland’, 
written in Latin. 
The monarch’s 
title is a display 
of authority. The 
reverse of older 
coins going back 
to the Tudors 
typically held a 
religious Latin 
motto such as ‘I 
have made God 
my helper’. 

Symbols
Shields, regal 
animals (thus 
‘tails’) or other 
symbols often 
featured. Lions 
were symbols 
of English 
royalty; ships 
signified military 
prowess; crowns 
represented 
kingship and 
crosses signified 
religious 
devotion.

Date or 
mint mark
Dates were not 
written on coins 
until the Tudor 
period. Previously 
coins used mint 
marks, little 
symbols which 
identified who 
made a coin and 
when. This was 
important so 
the makers of 
faulty coins could 
be brought to 

account.

Regnal 
number 
The regnal number 
of monarchs 
only appears 
from Henry VIII 
onwards.

Legend
The monarch’s 
Latin name 
appears on all 
British coins (save 
for some early 
medieval coins). 
This was very 
important as it 
indicates under 
whose authority 
a coin was made. 
This inscription 
reads ‘William III 
by the Grace of 
God’. 

Coins & Kings
Schools resources 

http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning
http://www.hrp.org.uk/towerlearning


A

Commonwealth unite

Notes:

How far were coins 
used as political 
propaganda in 
the aftermath of 
England’s civil wars?

The middle of the 
17th century was 
a time of massive 
political upheaveal in 
England. In less than 
20 years, the country 
experienced civil war; 
a king’s execution; the 
founding of a republic 
which eventually 
faltered; and the 
restoration of the 
monarchy.

The coins below were 
made at the Mint at 
the Tower of London 
between 1649 and 
1675. As you examine 
them, consider to 
what extent you think 
coins were used to 
communicate political 
messages in the 
aftermath of the civil 
wars.Propaganda 

A type of political communication 
that tries to tell you what to think.

Primary sources



Charles II five guineas

Cromwell crown

B

C

Notes:

Notes:

Primary sources



Do you think coins more 
than just money during this 
period? 

1. Examine sources A, B and C and make notes on the 
following:

When was it made?

Describe the coin’s design.
• Who or what is portrayed?
• Describe any symbols. Make a note of what you think they 

might represent.
• Can you work out what the inscriptions might mean?

2. Refer to the timeline to help you answer the following 
questions about sources A, B and C: 

Each coin was made at the Mint at the Tower of London. 
Who might have authorised its design and creation?

Describe the circumstances surrounding each coin’s creation: 
what was happening in England at the time the coin was 
made? What had taken place just before the coin was made?

3. A major purpose of the design on coins was to ensure 
they functioned as money. Did the engraver’s design have 
any other aims? Consider:

Who was the audience? How might that have influenced the 
coin’s design?

Sum up in a sentence what the coin’s maker wanted people 
to think.

4. How does the engraver achieve his purpose(s)? Consider:

Where would you rank the coin’s design style on this 
spectrum:

Describe how the engraver has created that effect? How 
successful do you think the design is given its aims?

5. Describe how you think each coin’s design was influenced 
by the values or point of view of its makers?

King and Parliament 
came into conflict 
over war and taxes.

Royalists and 
Parliamentarians 
engaged in battles.

Charles I was 
defeated by 
Cromwell’s forces. 
England became 
known as ‘The 
Commonwealth’ 
and was ruled by 
Parliament.

Charles I was tried for 
treason and executed.

Cromwell dismissed 
Parliament and 
became Lord 
Protector.

Death of Cromwell.

Monarchy was 
restored. Charles II 
became the new king.

1641-2

1660

1658

1653

1649

1648

1642-8

Regal 
Magnificence; fit for a king.

PlainRegal

Investigation 1



C

B

A

How did coin design 
change (or stay the same) 
during this period?
 

In 1649 the Commonwealth government melted down the 
gold from the original Crown Jewels at the Tower of London. 
The gold was turned into coins as an act of defiance against 
the old monarchy.

Look at source 

What might the palm and laurel leaves signify?

The coin’s inscription reads ‘God with us’. Who is ‘us’? (Hint: 
Which religion?)

In what ways does the design reflect the values of the Civil 
War’s victors? 

Compare source A to source D (right). In what ways are 
Commonwealth coins different from Charles I’s coins? What 
are the similarities?

In 1657, Cromwell refused the title of king even though 
Parliament offered him the crown. Cromwell was viewed 
differently by different people - some saw him as a dictator 
while others saw him as a protector. 

Look at source

The Latin inscription PAX QUAERITUR BELLO means ‘Peace 
is sought through war’. What do you think is meant by this?

The coin was designed by Cromwell’s chief engraver at the 
Mint, Thomas Simon. How would you describe his portrait of 
Cromwell? 

Compare source B to sources A and D. What are the key 
differences and similiarities?

When Charles II was invited back to the English throne 
in 1660 he appointed officials to the Mint who had been 
loyal to him while he was in exile. The King’s new coins 
completely ignored the Commonwealth and even dated his 
reign to 1649, the year his father Charles I was executed.

Look at source

Why might Charles II have been eager to have new coins 
minted soon after his restoration to the throne?

Compare source C with sources A, B and D. What are the key 
differences and similarities?

Charles I halfgroat

CAR D G MAG 
BRIT FR AN ET 
HI R
‘Charles by the 
Grace of God 
King of Great 
Britain, France 
and Ireland’

FIDEI 
DEFENSOR
‘Defender of 
the faith’

Investigation 2

D


