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Chinese Ancient Coins

Lu Jiabing Han Zhanming

The ancient coins will bring us back to the history, let us appreciate
elegant demeanor of the Emperors and feel the splendent years and the
culture. Shell coin, spade coin, knife coin, yibi, banliang, wuzhu, kaiyuan,
tongbao, yuanbao, switching in order, made up a precious history afford
for thought. They were the recordation of the culture of each dynasty,
and the coagulation of talent and capacity of Chinese people.

Object Currency Stage

According to China’s history and the study of ancient relics, as early as
the late period of the neolithic age, with the appearance and develop-
ment of primitive agriculture, the “to barter” phenomenon appeared. Till
the Xia and Shang periods, the earliest Chinese coin -shell turned up,
founded the foundation for the coin culture. At the tomb and historic
sites of Shang and Zhou, a lot of sea shell were found, from the inscrip-
tions on bones or tortoise shells, or on the bronzes, we can learn how to
use the shell for grant or exchange, the unearthed bronze shell, gold
plate shell and bronze can prove, China has entered the object currency

age at the Shang and Zhou periods.

“Jidi ” Coin Stage

In the Spring and Autumn period, real coin -bronze knife coin, spade
coin, round coin and yibi coin appeared in China. They had the coin’s
main factors: made from metal, had a certain fineness and shape,
especially, they had the sign of making by the government,almost each
had the age and place on itself to indicate when and where it was made.
Generally, coins of this period was called “jidi” coin ( marked-locus

coin). According to the shape, literature information on the coin, we can



devide the coins into four systems. first, Spade coin that evolved from
the dead stock, hollow head spade coin was widely accepted from the
late Spring and Autumn to the mid of the Warring states, circulated at
Zhou, Zheng, Jin, Wei and some other states; flat head spade coin was
rife at the late Warring states, circulated at Wei and Yan. second, knife
coin developed from kinfe, was distributed over Yan, Qi and Zhao. third,
“yibi” coin that followed the shell coin, mainly used at Chu state of the
Warring states period. because its shape looks like a face, it also can be
called “guiliangian”. fourth, round coin evolved from spinning wheel or
round jade, prevailed during the Warring states, mainly distributed over
Wei, Qin, Eastern Zhou, Western Zhou, Zhao, Yan and Qin. According
to the shape, round coin can be devided into round coin with a round
hole and round coin with a square hole, the measure unit were “hua”,
“xin” and “liang”. This devision system have been used for 500 years.

“zhuliang” Coin Stage

“zhuliang” coin means the weight of the coin was marked on the coin,
can also be called “marked-weight coin”. When Qinshihuang unified
China, he created uniform currency system and put it into operation,
abolished the old coin, made “banliang” round coin with a square hole
in it as accepted all over the country the legal currency. Han dynasty
inherited this system, but the weight was lighter and lighter, till Em-
peror Hanwu issued “wuzhugian”, it was more adaptive for exchange,
went through Western Han, Eastern Han, Three Emperies, Wei, Jin, South-
ern and Northern dynasties and Sui, lasted for over 700 years, became
the most durative coin. “wuzhugian” accounced the end of coexistence

of many kinds of coins.Round coin with a square hole in it became the
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mainstream of the currency, hereafter, Chinese coin all followed this
system, It is a ideal coin, avoid the inconvenient of using knife coin and
spade coin together. During this period, “linquan”, “shibu”, “huoquan”
issued by the Xinmang regime, “daquandangqgian”, “daquan’erqian”,
“daquanwugian” issued during the Three Emperies, Wei, Jin, Southern
and Northern dynasties peirod, didn’t belong to “zhulianggian”, but they
didn’t change the “wuzhugian”’s status.Most characters on the coin were
in seal script, In the Southern and Northern dynasties period, there was

a trend to transite to official and regular script.

“Tongbao” Coin Stage
In 621, the fourth year of wude period, Tanggaozu reign, with the devel-
opment of politics, economic and culture, “kaiyuantongbao” came to
the world, activated “tongbao” coin system that lasted for more than
1000 years.“kaiyuantongbao” was written by the handwriting socialite
Ou Yangxun, means jewel in circulation, it was prevalent through the
Tang dynasty, and its influence extended to the subsequent dynasties
and the foreign countries. Later, characters on the coin was not merely
“tongbao”, “zhongbao” and “yuanbao” also can be marked on it. Dy-
nasties as Northern Song, Southern Song, Yuan, Ming, Qing all issued
“tongbao” copper coin, even in the Republic of China, there were
“minguotongbao” in Yunnan province. It has been used for the longest
time-1300 years, its perfect system and great influence gave itself a very
imporant status and great culture value, other coin systems could not
exceed.

During this period, baowen coin system got more consummate.
material, quality and size all has its definite prescription, characters on



