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Press images: 

A new free display at the British Museum opening today examines the story of toy money. Playing with money: currency and games brings together highlights from the Museum’s collection – many on display for the first time – which explore how we understand money and economics through board games, toys, gambling, computer games and fantasy games. 
Playing with money focuses on the twentieth century, when board games – which had for a long time framed success and victory in moral or spiritual terms – began to focus on money and material wealth. Monopoly is the most famous of board game of this type, and visitors to the display will be able to see a set of the iconic Monopoly money that is thought to have been printed during the wartime rationing. Other early games on display based on economic themes include Pit, which simulates the noisy floor of a stock exchange and thought to be the earliest game to model how financial institutions work in order to entertain; and Hunt the Coal Thief, which intended to educate players in wartime Germany about the economic consequences of wasting resources. 

Play is one of the first places that we learn how to behave in society, and it continues to shape and inform us throughout our lives.  Educational toys often include play money that resembles the real thing. Adult play frequently involves money, whether slot machines, bets on horse races, or a friendly hand of cards. This concise display aims to highlight that money is hugely prevalent in the games and play of all ages. 
The display is the culmination of the British Museum’s recent attempt to strengthen its collection of toy money. Over 700 new examples of toy money have been acquired in the past year, the first time since the 19th Century the Museum has actively collected these types of items. It means that the number of toy money examples that the museum holds has grown by nearly 1000%. They now sit within the Museum’s collection of coins and medals which is one of the biggest of its kind in the world.

Other notable items to see in Playing with money include real-world versions of the fictional coins found in the Game of Throne’s book series, tiny Euro banknotes made for Lego figurines, and a selection of Magic: the Gathering cards. It was the trading of these cards online which led to the creation of the world’s largest bitcoin exchange Mt. Gox. There is also a National Lottery Lotto ticket on show, which is for this Saturday’s draw (20 April 2019). The numbers on the ticket are based on the date of the British Museum’s founding, which was originally funded through a government backed lottery in the 18th century.
Tom Hockenhull, Keeper of Coins and Medals at the British Museum says: “The way in which we play with money reflects how we understand money in everyday life, but games also often blur the boundary between fantasy and the real world. Many games have sophisticated models of how economies work and they’ve been used to communicate political messages, to educate, and to advertise for over a century. That’s why we’ve been so keen to collect 700 new examples of toy money. Far from being trivial, these items will be important tools to teach future generations about life in the twentieth century. Until then, we hope visitors will come and see Playing with money to have some fun and to think about what their favourite games really mean”  
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Notes to editors
The Department of Coins and Medals is home to one of the world's finest numismatic collections, comprising about one million objects. It spans the history of coinage from its origins in the 7th century BC to the present, and includes related material such as coin weights, tokens and money boxes. The Department holds the national collection of paper money, from early Chinese notes to euros, as well as a magnificent selection of commemorative and art medals from the Italian Renaissance to the present. It is home to the most extensive numismatic library in the country which, like the collection, exists for the benefit of scholars and general public. The collection is brought to a wide audience through temporary exhibitions, publications, a broad programme of events and Study Room facilities. The Money Gallery (Room 68) chronicles the development and use of money throughout the world.
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Follow updates on the exhibition via Facebook, Twitter and Instagram @britishmuseum
For more, follow the British Museum blog at blog.britishmuseum.org
Further information

Contact the Press Office:
020 7323 8583 / communications@britishmuseum.org 
High resolution images and caption sheet available at 

Press release


Lego, Game of Thrones and Monopoly help British Museum tell the story of toy money





Playing with money: currency and games�18 April – 29 September 2019


Room 69a














