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The majority of Chinese coin inscriptions are written in the regular script seen in most Chinese
printed books. There are however many coins written in other scripts which are not so familiar and
rarely used in print. The regular script is known in Chinese as kai shu, literally Pattern Script.
The others are called zhuan shu - Seal Script, 1li shu - Clerk's Script, xing shu - Cursive Script,
and cao _shu - Grass Script. Some of the coins bearing these alternative scripts do so for
historical reasons - they were issued before Pattern Script came into regular use in official
inscriptions - while others do so for aesthetic reasons, as their issuers wished to ornament the
coins with elegant designs. 1In some cases an issue of coins was made with the same inscription
written in a variety of different scripts in order to distinguish the separate batches of the issue.
Changes of style and detail within a particular script were also used for the same purpose. These
distinctions were made so that control could be maintained over the officials and workmen
responsible for each batch. 1If any coins were found to be deficient in weight or alloy, the

distinguishing features allowed them to be traced back to a particular batch.

The earliest coins are all inscribed in Seal Script. This script is named after its later use in
seal inscriptions, but at the time of the earliest coins it was the script in regular use. Seal
Script was developed as a systematised version of the earliest form of Chinese writing, gu wen -
Archaic Script. Originally designed for inscriptions scratched on bone, the Archaic Script evolved
as it began to be written on other media. The most commonly found examples of Archaic Script
surviving to the present date are moulded inscriptions on bronze vessels. Most of these
inscriptions retained the basic character outlines of the bone inscriptions but were formed with
more evenly drawn lines and the sharp corners of the earlier characters were rounded. These changes
were a reflection of the different techniques and tools used to engrave the moulds for the bronze
vessels in contrast to those used to mark bone. Because new characters were still being created
during this period there was a considerable amount of variation between the character forms used by
different scribes in different regions. This allowed a very rapid expansion of the script, but also

led to much confusion.

During the reign of the Zhou king Xuan (827-781 BC), an attempt was made to consolidate the
achievements of the Archaic Script by removing the confusion. An official court recorder Zhou
published an official version of each character form. His new character forms were derived from the
repertoire of the Archaic Script characters used in bronze inscriptions. 1In general they represent
a more abstracted version of the pictographs. His new script is known as the Great Seal Script
(da _zhuan shu - the "Great" is to distinguish it from a subsequent reform of this creation). The

first coin inscriptions are written in this script.

With a few exceptions the early inscriptions are very untidily made. Although the standardisation
of ‘the Great Seal Script had eliminated many of the confusions of the Archaic Script, the political
situation in China at the time of the earliest coin inscriptions had eroded the attempt to bring

about a unified standard script. China was divided into many small feudal states and although there

was some movement of scholars from state to state, these divisions lead to a renewed diversity in
the use of the Great Seal Script. In general the coins of this period show a very pragmatic

approach on the part of their makers to the inscriptions. The inscriptions were put on the coins




for a practical reason and little attention was paid to the aesthetics of the script. There were
many variations in the execution of the same character and occasionally characters were even written

in reverse.

In a few rare instances some attention was paid to the style of the inscription. Neat, well formed
characters in a carefully arranged inscription appear on a few hoe and knife coins. These are
perhaps early signs of a realisation that the Great Seal Script was no longer a practical standard.
The remedy to the erosion of the standards set by Great Seal Script came about at an opportune point
in China's political history which allowed it to have a lasting effect. The political situation
which had brought about the decay of the standard Seal Script of the Zhou court was finally resolved
by the unification of the feudal states into China's first Empire under the rule of Qin Shin Huang
Di, Lord of Qin State, who made himself the first Emperor of China. His Prime Minister, Li Si, was
instructed to unify the writing system of the new Empire. This reform tidied Seal Script by
simplifying its character outlines and standardising character components. Because the characters
tended to have less details, the new script is known as the Small Seal Script (xiao zhuan shu). The
Qin Emperor also ordered the coinage to be reformed and the inscription on this new coins was

written in the new official Seal Script.

The Seal Script devised for the Qin Emperor provided the model for all subsequent Seal Script
inscriptions on Chinese coins down to the last regular Seal Script issue made during the early Qing
period by the rebel Wu Sangui ( AD 1678). The characters of the Small Seal Script were regularly
formed, each occupying a hypothetical square space in an inscription and drawn with lines of even
thickness in straight or uniform curves. Although the outline and detail of each character were
laid down by Li Si's standardisation, individual writers were able to retain considerable stylistic
freedom. Small adjustments to the position, attitude and shape of the details allowed artists to
create their own stylistic versions of Seal Script. From the Han period such small changes helped
to distinguish different issues of coins. Later similar effects were also employed to create coins

which were masterpieces of the calligrapher's art.

Seal Script was essentially for inscriptions in stone and metal and not suited to pen writing. The
creation of the Chinese Empire by the Qin dynasty and its subsequent consolidation by the Han
created an increasing demand for hand-written documents. To cater for this a new script was devised
for writing with a pen. Its invention is attributed to Chang Miao (246-207 BC), an official of the
Qin emperor. It was not given official recognition during the Qin period, but became the accepted
script for official documents during the Han period. Because of its official use it came to be
known as Clerk's Script (li shu). The character outlines of this new script were derived from the
Small Seal Script, but many character components were simplified or relocated in order to facilitate
a more fluid writing technique. Handwriting was executed with a small brush using a black (soot
based) ink. The lines of the characters were drawn as a series of brush strokes, making lines,
dots, hooks etc, arranged to create the outline. The brush strokes were applied in a particular
order normally working from the top left hand corner to the bottom right hand corner. By following
this conventional order and retaining the basic outline different writers could achieve a uniformity

which made their writing universally legible. As with Seal Script the conventions of the Clerk's




Script did not inhibit the personal stylistic inventiveness of individual artists. Although the

Clerk's Script was fully developed during the Han period, it did not come into general use in coin
inscriptions until the Tang period (from AD 621). There are however a few instances in the
intervening period when Clerk's Script inscriptions were used, such as on a variety of the tai ping
bai gian issue of the Western Jin (AD 214). From the Tang period until the early Song it was
consistently used for most coin inscriptions, but from the end of the 10th century its use declinea
so that by the end of the Northern Song period it had virtually disappeared from coin inscriptions.
There is only one instance of the use of Clerk's Script on a Chinese coin after the Song perioa;

this is on an issue of the Ming prince Fu Wang in AD 1644,

In coin inscriptions Clerk's Script tended to be written in a style which belied its origin as an
adaptation of Seal Script for everyday hand-written use. The nature of the technique used to make
coins, i.e. casting in moulds which were ultimately made from engraved masters, encouraged a less
fluid handling of the script than found in its penned versions. Although coin inscriptions in
Clerk's Script aahere to the character outlines and details of that script, the regularity and
symmetry of this treatment creates an impression similar to Small Seal Script. The expressive
flourishes of the brush which characterise a good Clerk's Script calligrapher's hand are not to be
fbund in the tightly drawn coin inscriptions. The regularity of Clerk's Script in the context of
coin inscriptions did not however prevent the utilisation of stylistic variation both to enhance the

appearance of the coins and to distinguish issues.

The decline of Clerk's Script auring the Song period was a consequence of the increasing choice of
alternative scripts which, like Clerk's Script, had been developed for writing with a brush pen.
These alternatives were all derived auring the Han period from Clerk's Script by further
simplification of its outlines in order to render them more suitable for rapid writing by pen. One
of tﬁese scripts became so widely used that it replaced Clerk's Script as the standard script for
official aocuments. It is known as Pattern Script (kai shu) or Regular Script (zheng shu) as a
consequence of its official use. It was later also to provide the model for printed Chinese and is
the form in which the written Chinese language is normally taught. The construction and execution
of characters in this script are closely modelled on that of Clerk's Script, but each mark of the
pen is more clearly distinguishable. The characters seem however to be more tightly and sharply

contained within an imaginary square than those of Clerk's Script.

Although vrattern Script originated in the dan period and was widely used by official scribes during
the Tang period, it did not appear in coin inscriptions until after the fall of the Tang dynasty.

The first significant issue in this script was the tang guo tong bao coin of the Southern Tang

dynasty (c. AD 966). The Song dynasty followed this lead shortly after. By the end of the Song
‘period virtually all coin inscriptions were written in Pattern Script and continued to be so until
the ena of China's traditional coinage. As with Seal and Clerk's Script, stylistic variations
appear in Pattern Script coin inscriptions both as a consequence of the different artists designing

them and as an intentional system of identifying different batches or issues with the same

inscription.







