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Qingtong Qua – Early Bronze Coins of China 
By Gerald J. Gallagher 
 
Early monetary instruments of China combine their reverence for written images with respect for utilitarian objects.  
Among the first pictographs which evolved into “characters” are Cowrie shells, the ovoid homes of the snails common 
in areas of warm ocean water (Fig #1).    As  a  medium of  exchange,  Cowries  date to the  Shang Dynasty  in the 16th  
 

     
PROC,  Cowrie Shells, Scott #2752-2756. Issued Nov 5, 1990 (Fig#1) 

 

Century BCE, becoming 
circulating currency by the 11th 
century BCE, commonly as 
strung shells.   The small change 
of their time, bronze replicas 
were made under the Zhou 
Dynasty (1045-256BCE) from 
the 8th century.   

The First Emperor, Qin Shi Huang-di (221-207BCE) attempted to exert his authority over commerce and taxation by 
outlawing their use.  Courie strings remained popular in Yunnan, a southern province, until the medieval era. 

 
Unlike Western coinage, gold and silver were uncommon in commercial use except for a 
few specialized forms, e.g. blocks or lumps of gold with inscriptions of weight.  Bronze 
was the metal of choice, and differing from the west, the pieces were cast in molds rather 
than hammered between dies.  Well known are the ritual bronzes of the Shang from c. 
1600BCE.   Grave goods include bells in many tonal sizes (Fig #2) .  Their shape brings 
to mind the most familiar of ancient Chinese money, the Spades. 
 

Shang Bell, Scott #3074, issued Dec 31, 2000 (Fig#2)  >> 

 
 

       
PROC, Spade Money, Scott #1997-2000, issued June 16, 1976  
(Fig #3) 
 

 
Prototypes of Spade money date to the later 
Shang, C 13th century BCE, but their formal 
use is typical of the Spring and Autumn Annals 
Period (770-476BCE).  China, in the time of 
this study, encompassed the northern 
provinces, nominally under a Zhou ruler. The 
bronze Spades originated as actual agricultural   
implements   used   in   barter, evolving into 
the stylized “coins” with

differing neck lengths, foot widths, and value inscriptions (Fig #3).  Spades were commonly marked with vertical lines 
and a few ancient form characters denoting their value.   
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Use of Spades continued into the Han Dynasty (206BCE – AD220), the period 
revered by the “Sons of Han” as the archetype of civilization.  In current times, 
the Spade silhouette symbolizes National Savings Day on Taiwan, Republic of 
China.   Encouraging youthful thrift, home banks are made in the Spade shape 
with a slot for coins in the short handle (Fig #4). 
 

PROC, National Savings Day, Scott 2214-2215, issued Oct 25, 1980, (Fig#4) >>    
 

 

The Republic’s Army used a Spade as the emblem of the Finance 
Corps (Fig #5).  The technique for inlaying gold and silver into 
bronze developed during the Warring States Period (475-
221BCE).  The Army device bears characters as used in the 
Zhou’s 7th century BCE, reading “Tai Wu” (“Finance Corps.”) in 
silver. 
 
<<  ROC Army Finance Corps lapel pins (Fig#5) 

 

Contemporary with the Spades were numerous 
forms of Knife Money (Figs #6 & 7).  These 
pieces, bronze without cutting edges, were popular 
in northeastern provinces, with usage spreading to 
Korea and Japan.  They were cast with characters 
denoting their mint, value, and position in the 
mold.  Knife bronzes were particularly favored in 
trade with the Xiongnu, tribal nomads ancestral to 
the Huns.  
 

       
PROC, Knife Money, Scott #2083-6, issued Jan 18, 1978 (Fig#6) 

        
Cowrie-Spade-Knife Money, Scott 1740-1747, Oct 29, 2981 (Fig#7) 
 

      
PROC, Round Bronze Coins, Scott 1938-41, May 20, 1975 (Fig#8) 

 

Round bronze coins in the traditional form with 
a voided center began during the later Zhou, 
mid-4th century BCE.  For several centuries 
Spades, Knives and Roman pieces circulates 
together as found in hoards.  For ease of 
stringing or mounting on wooden dowels for 
greater value, coins had round (Spade area) or 
square (Knife area) holes with characters of value 
molded around them (Fig #8). 

   
Taiping Rebellion, Scott #126-7, Dec 15, 1951 (Fig#9) 

Chinese coins, until the early decades of the 20th century, are 
colloquially known as “cash”.  The term derives from Portuguese 
“caixa” (value / currency) in the Age of Exploration.  These low 
value coins were termed “Wen” by the Chinese.  As technology 
developed later “cash” have additional characters surrounding the 
hole and value indicators, e.g. those of the T’aip’ing Rebellion 
against the Qing (Manchu) Dynasty in the mid-19th century CE 
(Fig #9). 
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A Han Dynasty bi, 16 cm in diameter,     Liangzhu Jade Artifacts;  Bi & Cong 
Jade, (Fig#10)                                         Scott #3887-8, issued Mar 8, 2011 
 

Qin Shi Huang-di sought to 
replace barter, Spades and 
Knives with a coin based 
economy, though the process 
took several centuries.  As the 
Chinese see words and images 
as inter-related, the choice of a 
round form was influenced by 
the “Bi” (Fig #10).  Of jade or 
glass, “Bi” disks originated in 
the 4th century BCE as symbols 
of all-encompassing Heaven 
whose Mandate gave legitimacy 
to the Emperor and Dynasty.   

Early Zhou bronze weights came in this form which made it familiar when used for coins (Fig #11).  Associated with the 
“Bi” is the “Cong” (Fig #12) a hollow cylinder within a rectangle.  Its original ritual function obscure, the “Cong” is 
thought to have been a symbol of the Earth in shamanistic religions.  Later traditions associate the bi with heaven, and the 
cong with the earth. 
 
 

Paphos – Old and New 
By Joseph Kolker 
 

A beautiful postcard complete with a mysterious stone face and exotic looking ruins 
started a search for a more complete understanding of Paphos of Cyprus. 
 
The founding myth, kept alive by Strabo, a famous Greek geographer, philosopher and 
historian, states that the Amazons founded Old Paphos on the island of Cyprus in the 
eastern Mediterranean Sea.  It also states that Paphos is an eponym of Paphos, the son of 
Pygmalion.  Pygmalion was a legendary sculptor who fell in love with his ivory statue after 
Aphrodite gave it life.  Aphrodite was the Greek goddess of love and beauty.  When 
archaeologists traveled to Paphos they discovered many interesting buildings and objects. 
 
The town of Paphos held much history because of the many ancient buildings and items 
that were intact.  Archaeologists found out that they were built by people who inhabited 
the town since the Neolithic Period.  The people also worshipped Aphrodite and the 
people made a cult dedicated to her in 700 BC.  Many of the objects also confirmed two 
archaic kings named Etevandros and Elkastar.  Archaeologists also discovered the history 
behind the capital of Old Paphos. 
 

 
Fig#1, Cyprus, King 
Palaepaphos, High Priest of 
Aphrdite. Scott #582, 
issued July 5, 1982. 

 

<<  Fig#2, Aphrodite in Marble 

 
The final king of Paphos, Nicocles, successfully rebuilt the port of Old Paphos.  It soon replaced 
Salamis as the capital.  The major reason it became the capital was because the Ptolomies favored 
capital closer to Alexandria, their capital.  Many years later, Paphos and the cult of Aphrodite came 
to an end by two devastating events. 
 
In 391AD the Roman Emperor Theodosius took control of Paphos.  Soon, he outlawed all pagan 
religions including the cult of Aphrodite.  Finally the cult of Aphrodire was destroyed.  Later, 
Paphos was obliterated by a destructive earthquake leaving the town in deserted ruins.  But, it would 
soon be rediscovered as New Paphos. 
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