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News Item:   Fossils on 50p’s

By:  Mike Howgate

   Some of you may have read my piece in a recent issue 
of Geology Today entitles “Mary Anning ‘madness’”¹ about 
the astronomical price fetched at Sotherby’s auction house 
for a letter to William Buckland penned by Mary Anning.  At 
the end of the article I mentioned the ‘Mary Anning’ set of 
50p pieces which the Royal Mint had just started to issue and 
these, although costing more than 50p. fell more within my 
price	range!		You	will	not,	unfortunately,	ever	find	these	50p	
coins in your loose change as they have been issued purely as 
collectors’ items².
  ‘The Mary Anning Collection’ is a set of three coins which are 
the second set of 50p’s to feature restorations of  prehistoric 
beasts by noted palaeo-artist Robert Nicholls (see Figure 
7).	 	 The	 first	 series	 ‘The	 Dinosauria	 Collection’	 featured	
the	 first	 dinosaurs	 ever	 to	 be	 named:	 In	 issue	 order	 they	

are:  Iguanodon, Megalosaurus and Hylaeosaurus,  while 
the more recent set, the ‘Mary Anning Collection’, features 
the ichthyosaur Temnodontosaurus, Plesiosaurus and the 
pterodactyl Dimorphodon. Both sets are a part of a ‘Tales of 
the Earth’ series being issued by the Royal Mint in collaboration 
with the Natural History Museum, so there may be more sets 
to come.
  The coins, of course, being legal tender, have the Queen’s 
head on the obverse (heads side) and the ‘commemorative’ 
design on the reverse (tails side).  It is this reverse side that 
was engraved by Robert Nicholls (look for the tiny RN).  The 
thing that really made the overall design stand out for me was 
the detail of the actual fossils which accompanied Robert’s 
restoration of the ‘prehistoric animal’, and I will concentrate 
on these.

  The Dinosauria collection (Issued in 2020)
The	reverse	of	each	coin	features	a	restoration	in	the	main	field	
of one of the three fossil reptiles which Richard Owen brought 
together into his new class, the ‘DINOSAURIA’.  These are, in 
discovery order, Megalosaurus, Iguanodon and Hylaeosaurus 
and the name appears above the head of the restoration.  

Figure 1:  The ‘Dinosauria Collection’ Brilliant 
Uncirculated 50p. coin,  Megalosaurus (© Royal Mint).

Figure 3:  The ‘Dinosauria Collection’ Brilliant 
Uncirculated 50p. coin, Hylaeosaurus (© Royal Mint).

Figure 2: The ‘Dinosauria Collection’ Brilliant 
Uncirculated 50p. coin,  Iguanodon (© Royal Mint).



  In the exergue, the area below a line and where the date 
often appears on a coin, is the name of the describer of the 
fossil,	the	date	on	which	he	gave	it	its	scientific	name	and	an	
image of a fossilised part of the creature. To either side of the 
dinosaur restoration are reconstructions of plants that were 
around in the Late Jurassic and Early Cretaceous. 
  Megalosaurus:  (See Figure 1) In my opinion this is the 
least successful restoration in the series. This is not because 
I think the art work is of poor quality, it is not. It is just that 
the image is covered in ‘proto-feathers’ sometimes now called 
‘integumentary structures’ as the ‘proto-feather’ designation 
implies that these structures gave rise to feathers3.  And 

the Megalosaurus also appears to have been given a proto-
beak (or else it had cracked lips!)  Images like this should 
have a ‘CLADOGRAM’ warning! There is no evidence that 
Megalosaurus had such structures. They are only included 
because if the current cladogram of dinosaur relationships is 
correct, and most palaeontologists would insist it is, then the 
‘proto-feathers’ must be there.
  On the plus side we have an excellent rendition of the 
holotype specimen of Megalosaurus. This is the internal 
view of the right lower jaw showing the dentary bone with 
the recurved ‘carnivorous’ teeth in all stages of replacement 
from un-erupted tiny replacement teeth to a fully erupted 
functional tooth.  This superb fossil, after being purchased 
from	 a	 Stonesfield	 slate	 miner,	 was	 described	 by	 William	
Buckland in 1824.  Some of you may even have been with me 
down	one	of	these	mine	shafts	 in	the	village	of	Stonesfield.			
Megalosaurus	 was	 the	 first	 ‘dinosaur’	 ever	 described.	 	 The	
fossilised jaw, together with other Megalosaurus material, is 
on display in the galleries of the Oxford University ‘Natural 
History Museum’. 
  Iguanodon:  (See Figure 2) This is a standard ‘David Norman’ 
restoration  of Iguanodon in quadrupedal pose with the stiff 
tail straight out at the back and with the small beaked mouth 

with	cheeks.	 	Note	specifically	the	fore–feet	with	three	toes	
forming	a	‘hoofed’	foot,	a	flexible	little	toe	and	the	prominent	
defensive thumb spike.  The fossil of this ‘spike’ is in the 
exergue along with ‘MANTELL 1825’. The spike, however, was 
not a part of Mantell’s original 1825 description of Iguanodon.  
This is the ‘spike’ that was famously reconstructed as a nasal 
horn in the Crystal Palace restorations of 1852 - 1854 made 
under the direction of Richard Owen.  Owen is sometimes 
wrongly blamed for this mistake but he was just following 
Mantell’s description.  When Owen saw the actual specimen he 
knew immediately that Mantell was wrong but it was too late 
to change the model.  He then added an extensive addition to 
his description of  Iguanodon in the following year, correcting 
the	mistaken	 identification	but	hypothesising	 that	 the	 spike	
like claw probably went on the hind foot.  

Figure 5: The ‘Mary Anning Collection’ Brilliant 
Uncirculated 50p. coin, Plesiosaurus (© Royal Mint)

Figure 4: .  The ‘Mary Anning Collection’ Brilliant 
Uncirculated 50p. coin, Temnodontosaurus (© Royal 

Mint).

Figure 6: The ‘Mary Anning Collection’ Brilliant 
Uncirculated 50p. coin, Dimorphodon (© Royal Mint).
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