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The Gaden Tangkas are among the most common of all Tibetan coins, but

they are also the least understood.

I have now developed a classific-

ation for them, which is based on the ornamentation in the outer angles

between the petals on bothsides of the coin, and is supplemented by a

major change in the order of the eight lucky signs and changes in style

and weight standard. A description of the mints involved and some of

the arguments for attributing particular classes of coins to each is

given in Information Sheet No. 19, "Tibetan Mints'" (Rhodes, 1978).

A close study of all the variations in detail of design has enabled a

sequence to be identified. Within this sequence the coins fall

naturally into 8 different classes.

The first two classes are dis-

tinguished by major differences in weight or style, but thereafter

occasional changes made in the outer ornamentation provide the basis

for classification. Within each class the details of the lucky signs

change in a systematic manner and have been noted as varieties.

Details of all the significant varieties are set out in Appendix I,

but the main differences between the classes may be summarised as

follows:-
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Class Obverse Reverse Weight

Outer Waterline Outer Centre
angles below lotus angles circle
G None 1 line None 2 Crescents c¢ 4.2 grm
. 1 line . 3 Crescents c 4.1 grm

Class A stands out, because of both its style and weight. It is the
only class to have an average weight of more than 5 gms, and there is
no water-line below the lotus flower. Numerous minor differences may
be observed between specimens, but I have only divided the issue into
two groups, on the basis of style. A(i) consists of fine style pieces,
while A(ii) pieces are cruder and less uniform in style. The most
distinctive feature is that the three lotus stems are separate in A

(i) and joined in A(ii). It would be natural to assume that the fine
style pieces precede the cruder style, but as there is no discernable
difference between them in weight standard and the coins are relatively
scarce, I believe that they were all struck over a relatively short

period of time.

This class was the only one published by de Lacouperie (1881), who dated
the coins to 1772 because he totally misunderstood the inscription.

Walsh (1907) subsequently corrected the reading of the inscription, but
retained the attribution to the 18th century. I would, however, regard
a date as early as this unacceptable for many reasons, but particularly

because of the provenance of the coins in the British Museum.

The British Museum received three gifts which included Tibetan coins
between 1847 and 1853, totalling 8 Sino-Tibetan coins and 4 Kong-par
Tangkas. During the 1860s three further gifts were received, consisting
of 3 Sino-Tibetan, 2 Kong-par and 3 Gaden Tangkas. This evidence
provides a firm terminus ante quem of 1865 for Gaden Tangka A(i), but

it is also significant that none of the early gifts, and particularly
that of James Prinsep, contained any coins of this type. The Prinsep
gift was very representative, and there is little doubt that he would
have acquired a Gaden Tangka if one had been available when he was
collecting coins in India. This suggests a terminus post quem of

about 1835.
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The known dates on Tibetan coinage, show that the Chinese continued to
strike coins in Tibet, albeit sporadically, until 1836. It is therefore
unlikely that the Tibetan Government would have introduced a new coin
type while the Chinese were still powerful enough to issue their own
coins. After 1836, however, the influence of the Chinese declined, and
there was no reason why the Tibetans could not then have struck their
own coins with a purely Tibetan design. Unfortunately there is little
further evidence to narrow down the period of issue. It is only the
wear on the British Museum specimens which suggests that the coins

were struck early in the period rather than later, probably in the
1840s.

Class B is easily distinguishable because of the smaller flan, the
reduced weight standard and two lines, representing water, below the
lotus flower. B(i) has lucky emblems identical to those on Class A,
but in later varieties the SW symbol changes significantly. B(i)
and B(ii) have a plain arch in the NNW angle on the inscription side
instead of the three little crescents, and they also have a dot to
the left and a dash to the right of the central lofus flower. B(iii)
has an additional pellet by the conch shell, and the dot and dash
(now more like a hook) appear on the inscription side. This variety
has another secret mark, whereby the top petal on the inscription
side is joined to the central octagon by a faint line. B(iv) makes
some minor changes in the lucky signs and seems to drop all use of
other secret marks. B(iiia), B(iva) and B(ivb) are clearly errors.
Pieces omitting the secret marks are sometimes found, but these are
usually, if not always, contemporary forgeries of light weight and

poor alloy.

These secret marks indicate a sophisticated control of the details
of the design, and it is probable that they were introduced partly
as a method of detecting forgeries and partly to identify the date

of issue and the official respomsible.

This class is extremely common and represents nearly one in four of
all Gaden Tangkas. This was the first time that coins had been struck

on such a large scale in Tibet. The issue must have caused a significant




increase in the number of coins in circulation. It would not have
been possible to strike so many coins without a major influx of silver
into Tibet. These factors both help to indicate a likely start date
for the issue of this class.In September 1879, the explorer Kishen Singh
mentioned that there were two types of Tibetan silver coin in circu-
lation, the '"chanja paulung" (clearly the Sino-Tibetan coins) struck
in fine silver, and the other coins "distinguished by the names of the
rulers who issued them" (presumably referring to the old Nepalese coins)
with alloy (Rawat, 1973). Both were equal in value at 6 annas, and

it is probably significant that this traveller makes no mention of
Gaden tangkas. (If, as suggested above, Class A coins had only been
struck in small numbers thirty years earlier, then it is not surprising
that Singh makes no reference to them.) By December 1881, Sarat
Chandra Das (1892) was able to say that "there were four varieties of
tankas then current in Tibet, two of Nepalese minting, two made at
Lhasa, the best being that known as Caden Tanka", and he also said
that 3 tangkas were equivalent to 1 rupee, so the tangka was valued

at 51/3 annas. Hence, befween 1879 and 1881 the Gaden Tangka had
become well-known, and the value of the tangka in relation to the

rupee had fallen by over 107 which strongly suggests that Class B

was introduced about 1880. Furthermore it was in 1879 that the
British opened up the road to the Jelep La, between Sikkim and Tibet,
and in 1881 the Darjeeling Hill Railway was finished. The opening

of these routes helped to encourage trade between Bengal and Tibet,

and as this trade was nearly always unbalanced, numerous silver

rupees found their way to Tibet and would have ensured a steady

supply of silver to the Tibetan mint from then on.

The mint used at this time was almost certainly Dod-pal, the Government
metal factory described as a mint by Jaeschke (1881) in his Tibetan-
English dictionary. Class B probably continued until about 1894.

A date well after 1891 is indicated by the fact that the Kong-par
Tangkas dated 15-24/5 (1890/1 AD) have lucky signs similar to B(iii),
so B(iv) was probably struck after 1891. Also a drawing of a specimen
of B(iv) was sent to Spinks in 1894 (Spink 1895).







