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Collecting the World in 18th  Century London:
 Sarah Sophia Banks and her Coins

Sarah Sophia Banks (1744-1818) was the sister of the well-known naturalist Sir Joseph Banks. Living with him and his wife at their house in London, she met many of the most important scholars of the day, and corresponded with some of them. In the late 1780s, she began to collect coins and tokens from across the world, working with others to understand what the inscriptions on them meant, and to catalogue her collection. Based on provenance research into 8000 objects in the Banks collection, now at the British Museum, it is possible to see where she got coins from, and when. This paper will argue that through her collection Sarah Sophia Banks was trying to collect and order the world, through studying its coins and the inscriptions on them. It will also show the ways that a lady in late 18th -century London could collect and study coins and tokens, and use her brother's network of scholars to find out more about them.
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