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Abstract
Across the Eurasian continent, from England to Korea, silver suddenly became abundant in the

late thirteenth century, only to become scarce again in the 1360s. The annual silver output

from the London mint and the yearly silver rupee issued in Bengal moved virtually in tandem,

arguably as a result of the Mongol empire lifting silver out of the lower tiers of the market and

maintaining its flow along the highways of long-distance trade. In this first silver century,

monetary usages formed multiple strata, and the circulation of silver remained in a high-level

circuit in the hierarchy of monies. Units of account, denominated in terms of silver by weight,

worked to give value to silver coinage in the western parts of the commercial highways and

kept a link with paper monies in the eastern parts under the Mongol Yuan dynasty. Through-

out the silver century, the Mongol empire lowered commercial barriers, to allow the ready

flow of silver along trade routes, and consequently created a horizontal unity that, on the sur-

face, was continent-wide. This contrasted with the second silver century, beginning in the

1570s, which ushered in a system of competition between territorial states, some of which

vertically cemented the tiers of their domestic markets with credit, and created a space for

compatible monies.

Introduction

At the end of the thirteenth century, silver coins, described as being whiter in colour than

before, suddenly became abundant in the Euro-Mediterranean world. For several decades,

the shining white metal continued to flow across most of Eurasia, and then it abruptly

disappeared. This was the ‘first silver century’ that the Eurasian world experienced, before

silver extracted from Potosı́ flooded over the globe from the late sixteenth century to the

mid seventeenth century, during the ‘second silver century’. Some thinkers, including

� This essay has depended on guidance from many specialists, including Mark Blackburn, Nashiro Kunio,
Shih Ching-fei, Robert Chard, and the curators of the Department of Coins and Medals at the British
Museum. I also thank the editors and readers for their comments. This is a product of a research grant
from the Japanese Ministry of Education Science and Technology for the programme ‘Unique
characteristic and synchronicity of currencies in medieval and early modern East Asia and their
implications for the theory of money’, numbered 17083007.
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Keynes, have identified this second influx of precious metals as the cradle of the modern

capitalist world, although this is debatable.1

This article tentatively suggests that the first silver century may have been the true origin

of such ‘modernity’, while establishing the marked differences between the two silver cen-

turies. Although regions of Eurasia have conventionally been regarded as standing alone,

the article aims to demonstrate that the entire continent shared confluent streams of silver

under the aegis of the great Mongol empire. The emphasis is placed on the difference

between a vertical synchronization of currencies within a state’s borders, and a horizontal

integration outside its borders. In this it differs from studies focusing only on the latter,

such as the pioneering work by Janet Abu-Lughod.2

This article further seeks to show the peculiarity of the second silver century (1570s–

1640s) when compared to the first (1280s–1350s). It is what followed each period that

reveals the significant differences between them. Behind the superficial similarity of a great

influx of silver, the circulation of exchange mediums among ordinary people tells very dif-

ferent stories. The multiple strata of monetary circulation described here reveal the defects

inherent in two common viewpoints. A. G. Frank, for example, pays attention only to hori-

zontal movements of silver, or trade balances; whereas C. P. Kindleberger dichotomizes the

usage of silver into coinage and hoard.3

The significance of silver in Eurasian history

This study focuses on silver rather than gold because the latter did not play silver’s universal

role before the eighteenth century. Table 1 was produced during discussions among Euro-

pean countries on the bimetallism that preceded the adoption of the gold standard in the

late nineteenth century, and was often reproduced thereafter. It reveals that it was not until

the gold booms of the mid nineteenth century that gold outweighed silver in importance.

Throughout the eighteenth century, when the unit of account in terms of gold became pop-

ular in western Europe, the total value of gold production did not exceed half that of sil-

ver’s. In the period before 1700, gold accounted for just a quarter of all precious metals.

This article stresses the different functions of silver and gold as mediums of exchange,

rather than the relative quantities in circulation. Silver and gold had such different attributes

that they could not easily be aggregated into a single system. Considering the need for a cur-

rency that could anonymously circulate among people, the possibility of supplying a large

quantity gave an advantage to silver over gold. Gold coins could supply a real standard of

monetary unit but coins were likely to be in far from sufficient supply, even in the nine-

teenth century. They needed to be supplemented by great quantities of subsidiary coins

1 J. M. Keynes, A treatise on money: the applied theory of money, London: Macmillan, 1971, pp. 135–45.
J. H. Munro, ‘Money, prices, wages, and ‘‘profit inflation’’ in Spain, the Southern Netherlands, and
England during the price revolution era: ca. 1520 – ca. 1650’, História e Economia, 4, 1, 2008,
pp. 13–71.

2 Janet L. Abu-Lughod, Before European hegemony: the world system A.D. 1250–1350, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1989.

3 A. G. Frank, ReORIENT: global economy in the Asian age, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1998; C. P. Kindleberger, Spenders and hoarders: the world distribution of Spanish American silver,
1550–1750, Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1989.
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and paper money. Thus, the maintenance of convertibility between substitutive currencies

was crucial for a gold-centred monetary system, while a silver coinage alone could more

flexibly supply what traders required.

In addition, the regions using gold as money were not contiguous. Though southern

India and the Mediterranean continued to use gold as money, China only kept gold as treas-

ure after the collapse of the Western Han (202 BCE–8 CE). In seventeenth-century Asia, the

eastern part of Japan and, temporarily, some sultanates in Indonesia, such as Aceh, used

gold.4 However, the rest of Eurasia had its main monetary units in silver. Thus silver con-

stituted the major proportion of monetary circulation at an intercontinental level up to

the eighteenth century.

It is impossible to estimate the productivity of mines during the first silver century, but

silver must have been dominant, even in Europe. It is true that an increasing supply of

gold, especially from Africa, stimulated the coinage of gold in fourteenth-century Europe

but other material evidence points to a continuing domination of silver. In particular, coun-

tries north of the Alps rarely minted any gold coins until the fourteenth century. Although

Henry III of England tried to establish gold pennies in the middle of the thirteenth century,

England depended almost entirely on a silver coinage until 1344. By striking gold écus,

Louis IX of France resembled Henry III.5 However, the French system was likewise ‘a silver

standard supplemented by a valuable commodity’, the gold coin.6 Similarly, the thirteenth-

and fourteenth-century Byzantine hoards in the Caucasus consisted almost exclusively of

silver coins, in contrast to earlier hoards containing only gold.7

If we move back earlier than the thirteenth century, we find that neither silver nor gold

was a universal medium for trade, underlining the significance of the silver centuries in

global economic history. Before the thirteenth century, each major civilization kept its

Table 1. Estimates of annual production of gold and silver in the world accessible from Europe.

Periods

gold annual product

(kg) (a)

silver annual

product (kg) (b)

exchange rate

in Europe (c) a · c (d) d/b

1493–1600 6,990 211,400 11.5 80,385 0.380251

1601–1700 9,123 372,340 14 127,722 0.343025

1701–1800 19,001 570,350 15 285,015 0.499719

1801–1850 23,698 654,480 15.7 372,059 0.56848

1851–1879 187,973 1,312,300 15.85 2,979,372 2.270344

Source: Conférence monétaire internationale avril-mai 1881, procès-verbaux, Paris: Imprimerie Nationale,

1881, p. 59.

4 A. Reid, Southeast Asia in the age of commerce, 1450–1680, vol. 2, New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1993, pp. 106–7.

5 Peter Spufford, Money and its use in medieval Europe, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988,
pp. 185–6.

6 H. A. Miskimin, Money, prices, and foreign exchange in fourteenth-century France, New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1963, p. 33.

7 A. M. Watson, ‘Back to gold – and silver’, Economic History Review, second series, 20, 2, 1967, p. 18.
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own distinctive monetary system, though there was some intercourse between them. China

and its surrounding societies depended on copper cash, in denominations representing frac-

tional values useful for daily transactions, despite the introduction of official paper curren-

cies from the eleventh century. Whereas China had little precious metal circulating as

money, the Euro-Mediterranean world, especially north of the Alps, was almost completely

dependent on silver. However, though precious metals were convenient for merchants enga-

ging in long-distance trade, they were not suitable for daily transactions. The Indian world

used both precious metals and non-precious materials as currencies, though it was generally

more akin to Europe.8

Commodities also worked as mediums of exchange. All over the world certain grains or

cloths commonly served for transactions in local markets. For example, the twelfth-century

islanders of Rügen, off the coast of Germany, used linens as currency.9 Thirteenth-century

peasants in Xiu-zhou (Jiaxing) county in China brought rice to the market town of Wei-

tang-zhen to exchange for salt or oil.10 Unlike simple barter, in which two parties exchange

something they want, these commodities worked as a medium to facilitate exchange. Such

commodity currencies played an important role until later than is commonly imagined,

even in Europe. For example, as late as 1760 in the Catalan area of the Pyrenees, villagers

would take sacks of grain to market to pay for their purchases.11 Indeed, a low dependency

on coinage in ordinary people’s lives was prevalent in early modern Europe. In the Nether-

lands, which is believed to have been the most commercialized country in seventeenth-

century Europe, the denomination of the most commonly minted coin coincided with the

level of daily wages; supply of coins such as that only suited societies that depended on

lump-sum payments. A combination of the dominance of big coins and long intervals

between wage payments (for example monthly) meant that most ordinary people were un-

familiar with the use of cash.12

A crucial difference between the Euro-Mediterranean world and China lay in the rela-

tionship between metallic and commodity currencies. Broadly speaking, and bearing in

mind individual variation, medieval Europe lacked sufficient small-denomination curren-

cies. England was an extreme case, where the shortage of small change caused bakers to

change the size of loaves of bread according to the price of wheat.13 In such a situation,

the circulation of precious metal currencies and the mediation of exchange by commodity

currencies operated quite separately, side by side. The gap between them was so large

that the two spheres were complementary rather than substitutive. Except for urban

8 Om Prakash, Bullion for goods: European and Indian merchants in the Indian Ocean trade, 1500–1800,
New Delhi: Manohar, 2004, pp. 337–59.

9 T. J. Sargent and F. R. Velde, The big problem of small change, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2002, p. 11.

10 Fang Hui, Gujinkao (Considerations of past and present), Taipei: Xuesheng Shuju, 1971, p. 698.

11 P. Vilar, A history of gold and money, 1450 to 1920, trans. J. White, London: Verso, 1976, p. 25.

12 Jan Lucassen, ‘Wage payment and currency circulation in the Netherlands from 1200 to 2000’, in
J. Lucassen, ed., Wages and currency: global comparisons from antiquity to the twentieth century, Bern:
Peter Lang, 2007, pp. 250–5.

13 Spufford, Money and its use, p. 238.
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residents, who depended more on daily purchases of foods, formal currency supplies had lit-

tle bearing on the lives of ordinary people.

In East Asia, in contrast, the circulation of copper cash and commodity currencies over-

lapped in local markets, making their relationship substitutive rather than complementary.

Unlike rulers in the Euro-Mediterranean region, the authorities had to consider the danger

that a diminished supply of copper cash could affect grain transactions at the bottom levels

of society. Symbolically, the Chinese imperial government distributed copper cash to vil-

lages suffering from famine, even at the end of the nineteenth century.14 Clearly, a sufficient

supply of copper cash was thought to encourage the trade of grain in local markets.

The supply of currencies by the authorities therefore differed in East and West. Put sim-

ply, in China the supply of currency was a measure of the emperor’s virtuous rule over com-

moners, whereas in Euro-Mediterranean societies it was a means for the authorities to

supplement their budgets.15 Bian min (‘giving convenience to the people’) was a phrase fre-

quently used in monetary affairs in China.16 Benefiting the common people was only pos-

sible with a currency, such as copper cash, that could reach them. In contrast, as

supplying small change is necessarily expensive, Euro-Mediterranean authorities tended to

issue small-denomination currency only when substantial seigniorage could be gained.17

Mint staff in England thus preferred to strike 64 penny groats from a pound of bullion,

rather than 960 farthings.18

Silver streams across Eurasia

The period from the end of the thirteenth century to the middle of the fourteenth century

saw a conspicuous expansion of silver usage across Eurasia. In England, the mint recorded

its largest issue of silver coinage before the Napoleonic Wars.19 In Italy, the ratio in the price

of gold to silver rose from 1:11 or 1:11.5 in 1285, to 1:15 at its peak in the 1320s.20 In the

Middle East, where silver had been in great demand since the tenth century, the supply

became sufficient for the first time. Moreover, the silver in circulation appeared whiter in

colour than before, which suggests that it came from a different source.21 After 1295, silver

14 Li Xingrui, Li Xingrui riji (The diary of Li Xingrui), Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1984, pp. 7–10 (diary of a
Chinese official visiting southern Hebei, which suffered from famine in 1870).

15 A. Kuroda, ‘Another monetary economy: the case of traditional China’, in A. J. H. Latham and
H. Kawakatsu, eds., Asian Pacific dynamism 1550–2000, London: Routledge, 2000, pp. 188–90.

16 See, for example, R. von Glahn, Fountain of fortune: money and monetary policy in China, 1000–1700,
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996, p. 82.

17 A. M. Stahl, Zecca: the mint of Venice in the Middle Ages, Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2000, p. 376.

18 N. Mayhew, ‘Wage and currency: the case in Britain up to c.1600’, in Lucassen, Wages and currency,
p. 218.

19 Spufford, Money and its use, pp. 204–5.

20 Sargent and Velde, The big problem, p. 166.

21 R. P. Blake, ‘The circulation of silver in the Moslem East down to the Mongol epoch’, Harvard Journal
of Asiatic Studies, 2, 3–4, 1937, p. 328.
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bullion was no longer scarce in the Delhi sultanate, while the issue of silver coins by Bengali

sultans surged significantly in the middle of the fourteenth century.22 In Korea, the official

history states that uncoined silver circulated by weight as currency in 1287 (although some

silver had reportedly been issued about a century earlier in Korea, its circulation remained

unconfirmed until that date).23 All in all, the records suggest that silver became much

more prevalent rather suddenly.

Conversely, in the last half of the fourteenth century, silver became rare across Eurasia

as abruptly as it had become abundant. Towards the end of the fourteenth century, England

and Egypt both suffered from a scarcity of silver. The London mint’s issuance drastically

decreased, from 10,324 kg in the 1350s to 971 kg in the 1360s.24 After this time, some Eng-

lish towns became dependent on local credit.25 In Egypt, silver in circulation disappeared

suddenly in 1359, coinciding with an abrupt fall in Bengal (discussed later).26 Egypt then

issued many copper coins.27 No further issues of silver coins in large amounts by Bengali

sultans are recorded until the end of the fifteenth century. Billons and copper coins domi-

nated north Indian markets from the last quarter of the fourteenth century.28 Meanwhile,

the circulation of uncoined silver in Korea had already ended by this time. Eurasia in

1400 suffered from a common scarcity of silver.

While all this points to an interconnected process, it is necessary to consider the possib-

ility that it was coincidental. Although changes in annual production of coins would provide

the most suitable evidence, very few issuers have left consistent long-term data. The statist-

ics from the London mint provide the best information from the late thirteenth century.

Although the first silver century witnessed the largest issuance of silver currencies by the

London mint before the eighteenth century, annual fluctuations during the period in ques-

tion are quite marked (see Figure 1). Coinage surged in the 1280s and again in the 1300s

but rapidly decreased around 1320. The last big wave started in 1340 and had passed by

1360. The London mint reflected the import of foreign silver more sensitively than other

mints in England, which suits the purposes of this article, given its focus on the circulation

of currencies beyond administrative borders. Martin Allen has estimated that the circulation

22 J. Deyell, ‘The China connection: problems of silver supply in medieval Bengal’, in J. F. Richards, ed.,
Precious metals in the later medieval and early modern world, Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press,
1983.

23 Jeong Rinji, ed., Goryeosa (The official history of Goryeo), vol. 2, 2nd edn, Seoul: Yonsei University,
1972, pp. 736–9.

24 J. Munro, ‘Bullion flows and monetary contraction in late-medieval England and the Low Countries’, in
Richards, Precious metals, p. 131.

25 R. H. Britnell, Growth and decline in Colchester, 1300–1525, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986, pp. 98–101.

26 R. S. Lopez, H. A. Miskimin, and Abraham Udovitch, ‘England to Egypt, 1350–1500 long-term trends
and long-distance trade’, in M. A. Cook, ed., Studies in the economic history of the Middle East, from the
rise of Islam to the present day, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970, p. 124.

27 J. L. Bacharach, ‘Monetary movements in medieval Egypt, 1171–1517’, in Richards, Precious metals,
pp. 168–9.

28 Najaf Haider, ‘The network of monetary exchange in the Indian Ocean trade, 1200–1700’, in Himanshu
Prabha Ray and Edward Alpers, eds., Narratives of the sea: encapsulating the Indian Ocean world,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, p. 191.
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of silver in England peaked around 1330, rather than 1350, but the stress here is on

issuance.29

The simplest explanation of changes in London’s silver minting is that they reflected

fluctuations in the production of European mines. The first half of the fourteenth century

was indeed known for the prosperity of mines such as Ktona Hora in Bohemia and Igrésias

in Sardinia. Although silver struck in London probably originated in part from these mines

and Ktona Hora is thought to have increased production from around 1300, it subsequently

developed only modestly, while Igrésias reached its peak before 1340. The second London

minting peak after 1300 might be attributable to European silver production, since Venice

experienced an increasing supply of silver from ‘Germans’ in 1306.30 However, the first

and third peaks of silver issuance in London, in 1279 and 1342, do not appear to coincide

with production from these mines.31 Though not so consistent as London, records of annual

silver currency issuance in Paris and Flanders also show peaks around 1350.32 Thus a rise

in silver issuance was shared by European mints, even though ‘[b]y the middle of the

fourteenth century the mining industry was almost everywhere plunged into a serious

depression’.33

To account for the unprecedented surge of silver issuance, we need to extend our scope

beyond Europe. It was after the new coinage of 1279 that the significant increase of silver

currency began in England (see Figure 1).34 Silver output in the London mint increased

Figure 1. Annual silver output of the London mint 1273–1400 (kg). Data taken from H. A.

Miskimin, ‘Money and money movements in France and England at the end of the Middle

Ages’, in J. F. Richards, ed., Precious metals in the later medieval and early modern world,

Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 1983, pp. 90–2.

29 M. Allen, ‘The volume of the English currency, 1158–1470’, Economic History Review, 54, 4, 2001,
p. 607.

30 Stahl, Zecca, p. 35.

31 Spufford, Money and its use, pp. 120–6, 240.

32 H. A. Miskimin, ‘Money and money movements in France and England at the end of the Middle Ages’, in
Richards, Precious metals, pp. 87–9; Munro, ‘Bullion flows’, p. 136.

33 Robert S. Lopez, ‘Back to gold’, Economic History Review, second series, 9, 2, 1956, p. 233.

34 Allen, ‘The volume of the English currency’, p. 606.
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from 7,000 kg in 1278 to 32,400 kg in 1279. Some might interpret this as resulting merely

from recoinage, which took place from 1279 to 1281. However, no other reduction of the

mint price had brought such a rapid surge in output, more than 60 metric tons in 1280

alone. Furthermore, London was not an isolated case. In 1278, in North Africa, particularly

Tunis, silver became plentiful enough for its value to fall against gold. In Genoa, the relative

value of silver against gold fell from 10 to 1 in the 1260s to 11 to 1 by the 1280s.35 Thus,

something unusual was happening to silver circulation across the entire Euro-Mediterran-

ean, with echoes in eastern Eurasia from 1276.

In the mid 1270s, the Mongols finally conquered the Song dynasty, incorporating

wealthy southern China into their empire. A contemporary observer stated that, when the

Mongol army occupied the Lower Yangzi region, the richest area, in 1276, the minister

Bayan ordered that the Mongol soldiers’ bags be searched for purloined silver.36 The col-

lected silver was cast into ingots of a particular form, yuanbao, and presented to Khubilai

Khan, who later distributed them to nobles and officials.

Crucially, the Yuan dynasty did not mint coins but melted the silver that they collected

into ingots. This signalled an irreversible change for the formerly nomadic rulers. As late as

1259, the Mongols cast a silver coin of Chinese style, dachao tongbao, which may have cir-

culated under the name of tamgha in Central Asia.37 The acquisition of a huge quantity of

uncoined silver during the conquest of the Southern Song may thus have prompted the Yuan

to abandon silver coinage forever. In another notable milestone, the Mongols created ingots

out of the silver acquired during their expedition to the eastern frontier in 1286–87.38 As

this coincided with the first clear appearance of silver by weight in Korean history, the Mon-

gol army may have brought their silver ingots to Korea. Meanwhile, archaeological excava-

tions from Xinjiang (East Turkistan) demonstrate that these khanates kept silver coins with

Arabic inscriptions.39

Another major change was the issuance of official paper currency, initially known as

zhongtong chao. Statistics in the official history of the Yuan show a steep increase in the

issuance of paper money in the latter half of the 1270s. According to contemporary mem-

oirs, paper money became non-convertible at this time, for the Yuan dynasty began to issue

a new kind in 1287, the zhiyuan chao, which was not redeemable for metal.40 In Korea, the

circulation of silver ingots and the usage of zhiyuan chao coincided in 1287.

35 Spufford, Money and its use, pp. 178–9.

36 An ingot inscribed with the term ‘confiscated’ (sougua) is dated from 1276: M. A. Whaley, ‘An account
of 13th century Qubchir of the Mongol ‘‘Great Courts’’’, Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum
Hungaricae, 54, 1, 2001, p. 59.

37 Ibid., p.52, for dachao tongbao. For tamgha in Sarai, see R. S. Lopez and I. W. Raymond, Medieval trade
in the Mediterranean world: illustrative documents, New York: Columbia University Press, 1955,
pp. 152–3.

38 Tao Zongyi, Nancun chuogeng lu (Notebooks of the dull agricultural season), Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju,
1959, p. 377.

39 Wang Hailin and Zhong Changwen, ‘Duishufu xian faxian Chahetai hanguo jiaocang yinbi de yanjiu
(A study of Chagati khanate silver coins from Duishufu hoards)’, Neimengu Jinrong Yanjiu Qianbi
Zengkan, 1, 2007, pp. 16, 23.

40 Von Glahn, Fountain of fortune, pp. 61–63.

252 j
j
A K I N O B U K U R O D A

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022809003143 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022809003143


As long as official paper monies were available in China, abundant silver ingots could

more easily be released for transport beyond Chinese territory and could circulate freely

along Eurasian trade routes. According to a recent study, based on primary sources written

in Uyghur, Turkistani commercial contracts, formerly expressed in terms of cloth or copper

cash, underwent a drastic change to uncoined silver under Mongol rule.41 Transactions us-

ing somo, a form of uncoined silver, thus led to unprecedented changes in the Central Asian

caravan trade. Pegolotti noted the dominance of somo in transactions ranging from the

Black Sea to northern China.42

Central Asian caravan routes did not monopolize the movements of silver, for Figure 2

shows a peak of silver issuance by Bengali sultans around 1350. After a small surge in the early

fourteenth century, numbers remained low until 1339 (AH 740), then increased rapidly, only

to collapse in 1360 (AH 761). These statistics are based on museum catalogues and reports of

unearthed hoards containing silver rupees issued by Bengali sultans. The trajectory around the

mid fourteenth century appears generally to coincide with that of European mints, although

Karim only identifies whether silver rupees with the inscription of a particular hijri year exist

or not, and it is often unclear how many coins of each year are contained in a particular cata-

logue or hoard. My count is near the minimum, and thus real frequencies would probably be

higher than those shown in Figure 2.43 The sharp fall of 1359–60 is of particular interest, as it

coincided with the disappearance of silver from Egypt in 1359, noted above.

Bengal had no indigenous silver mines with significant production, and an important

numismatic clue suggests origins in China. A hoard containing a large quantity of rupees,

issued mainly during the mid fourteenth century, was found in Sylhet, inland in eastern

Bengal. As the eastern frontier of Muslim rulers at that time, Sylhet was the gateway to

Figure 2. Silver coinage issued by Bengal sultans, AH 695–810 (1295–1407 CE) (by fre-

quency). Data taken from Abdul Karim, Corpus of the Muslim coins of Bengal (down to

A.D. 1538), Dacca: Asiatic Society of Pakistan, 1960, pp. 9–65.

41 Moriyasu T., ‘Sirukur�odo t�obu ni okeru ts�uka (Currencies on the eastern part of the Silk Road)’, in
Moriyasu T., ed., Ch�u�o Ajia shutsudo bunbutsu rons�o (Papers on the pre-Islamic documents and other
materials unearthed from central Asia), Kyoto: H�oy�u, 2004, pp. 16–19, 30–1.

42 Lopez and Raymond, Medieval trade, pp. 356–8.

43 Deyell, ‘The China connection’, arrived at a similar figure, based on Abdul Karim, Corpus of the Muslim
coins of Bengal (down to A.D. 1538), Dacca: Asiatic Society of Pakistan, 1960.
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Yunnan, in south-west China, by a trade route that passed through Burma. Other material

evidence supports the hypothesis of a close relationship. Sylhet depended heavily on cowry

shells as the main medium of exchange until the early nineteenth century, even for tax col-

lection.44 Yunnan was also famous for its cowry usage, with contracts for land purchases

and other purposes drawn up in terms of cowries.45 The prevalence of cowries, originating

from the Maldive islands, shows that Yunnan and Bengal had strong economic connections.

The apparently synchronized output of silver coins in Bengal and London suggests the

possibility that silver from China lay behind the phenomenon. As shown in Figures 1 and

2, silver coinage in the Bengali sultanate surged in 1339 and fell in 1360, while the silver

output of the London mint increased in 1342 and plummeted in 1363. There is no evidence

for a direct connection between Bengal and England but the overall historical circumstances

suggest that this was more than a coincidence.

Furthermore, in the 1340s, at the very time that the issuance of silver in Bengal soared, a

particular silver coinage, the gigliati, became popular in eastern parts of the Mediterranean,

in places such as Rhodes, Miletus, and Adalia.46 The weight of a gigliat is one-tenth of a

Chinese liang (37.3 grams), and one hundredth of a somo, a popular silver ingot in the

Kipchak khanate. The average weight of gigliati from Naples in the British Museum collec-

tion is 3.716 grams, whereas imitation coins from Rhodes in the same collection weigh only

3.475 grams.47 The lightness of the imitation coins might have reflected both strong demand

for the original article and short supply. However, genuine gigliati are thought to have been

made from Sardinian silver.48

Seventy years ago, Blake remarked on the westbound flow of silver from China under

the Mongol empire. According to his argument, new silver coins minted in the Mediterran-

ean region in the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries shone white, unlike the darker silver pre-

viously in circulation. Silver coins issued in Trebizond and Cyprus were literally called

‘white’ in local languages, owing to their appearance. Blake believed that the whiteness

did not result from higher fineness but from trace amounts of antimony. The whiteness of

these coins is thought to reveal their origin in Chinese mines, which produce ores containing

antimony. Regrettably, Blake left no citation allowing us to trace the basis of his remarks.49

However, a number of points support Blake’s assertions. First, metallurgical science

proves that alloys of silver and antimony are white and brittle.50 Second, silver ingots

brought to Yemen in Chinese ships at the time seem to have been thought to be softer,

44 N. G. Rhodes and S. K. Bose, The coinage of Assam, volume 1: pre-Ahom period, Kolkata: Guwahati,
2003, pp. 61–2.

45 A contract with the date, 15th day, 4th month, 1577, found by Christian Daniels in Yunnan, priced the
land at 3,000 strings of cowries.

46 Spufford, Money and its use, pp. 284–5.

47 These averages were calculated from twenty-six coins of Robert of Sicily (1309–43) and twenty-nine
coins of Elion de Villeneuve (1319–46).

48 Spufford, Money and its use, p. 155.

49 Blake, ‘The circulation of silver’, p. 328.

50 Wang Chung-yu, Antimony: its history, chemistry, mineralogy, geology, metallurgy, uses, preparations,
analysis, productions, and valuation; with complete bibliographies, London: Charles Griffin, 1919,
p. 152.
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also suggesting the presence of antimony.51 Third, silver ore from China probably contained

more antimony than elsewhere, as silver and copper ore were often found together. Thus,

the districts where the Northern Song imposed copper tribute mostly overlapped with those

paying in silver.52 After the seventeenth century, Yunnan became the principal supplier of

domestic copper for casting cash, as well as a supplier of silver. Chemical analysis shows

that the mean content of antimony in coins fluctuated by period, with high-concentration

coins bearing the era names of Shunzhi (1644–61), early Kangxi (1662–1722), and late

Qianlong (1736–95). Years of low-antimony content closely coincide with the period

when copper came mostly from Japan, and the chemical composition of these coins is

very similar to that of Japanese copper ingots recovered from a Dutch wreck. In contrast,

Shunzhi-era coins issued by the Yunnan mint contain a higher proportion of antimony,

and Yunnan became known for its antimony deposits in the early twentieth century.53

Thus, silver from Yunnan probably tended to be whiter and softer than other silver.

Mongol interest in Burma may have reflected the importance of trade to the Bay of Ben-

gal, although the Mongols failed to maintain control over the country after toppling the

Pagan dynasty in the late thirteenth century. The Mongols in China were generally in crisis

towards the middle of the fourteenth century, and yet in 1338 they temporarily succeeded in

establishing a garrison, the Bangya ‘Pacification Office’, at Pinya in the Shan States.54 It was

in that year that the Shan ruler of Pinya first sent an embassy to pay tribute to China.55

Moreover, Bawdwin, later known for its silver production, was located along the caravan

route from Dali in Yunnan to Pinya.

Change in China coincided, in part, with change in Bengal. From 1339 CE (AH 740)

numismatic evidence from the Sylhet find confirms the continuous issuance of silver rupees.

Those bearing the inscription of Mubarak Shah were issued in consecutive years from 1339

to 1349 CE (AH 740–50).56 Mubarak Shah was the ruler who expanded his territory to-

wards the south-east and the coast.57 Thus, political and military developments in Yunnan

and Bengal seem to have caused a flow of silver from China to India, via Burma, from 1339.

Conversely, the decay of Shan rule in Burma, and the collapse of the Mongol empire in

China, appear to have shut off the stream of silver in the early 1360s. By then, rebels against

Mongol rule had already occupied the middle of China. In the first month of 1359, the same

51 Yajima Hikoichi, Kaiiki kara mita rekishi; Indo-y�o to Chich�ukai wo musubu k�ory�ushi (A maritime
history of connections between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean), Nagoya: University of Nagoya
Press, 2006, p. 578.

52 Wang Lingling, Songdai kuangye yanjiu (A study of mining industries in Song China), Baoding: Hebei
University Press, 2005, pp. 37–42.

53 M. Cowell and Helen Wang, ‘Metal supply for the metropolitan coinage of the Kangxi period (1662–
1721)’, Numismatic Chronicle, 158, 1998, pp.193–5; E. Halse, Antimony ores, London: John Murray,
1925, p. 70.

54 Fang Tie, ed., Xinan tongzhi (A complete history of China’s south-west borderland), Zhengzhou:
Zhongzhou Guji, 2003, p. 497.

55 Song Lian, ed., Yuan shi (The official history of the Yuan), Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1976, p. 846. For
the Bangya xuanweisi, see Shiratori Y., Kanan bunkashi kenky�u (Ethno-historical studies of southern
China), Tokyo: Rokk�o, 1985, pp. 240–2.

56 Karim, Corpus of the Muslim coins, p. 36.

57 Deyell, ‘The China connection’, p. 122.
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year that the scarcity of silver began in the Middle East, the rebel Chen Youliang occupied

the region of Xinzhou, recorded as the district producing the largest volume of silver.58 Even

though actual causality is not proven, this is highly suggestive.

Yemeni sources accord with such changes in the flow of silver. Aden, guarding the

southern entrance to the Red Sea, certainly transmitted silver from the East, believed to

be from China, to the north during this period.59 The export of ‘Arabian’ horses to the

East brought goods, including silver, in the opposite direction.60 Throughout the period,

there are eyewitness accounts of Chinese ships reaching Aden, and the Rasulid ruler of

Yemen sent an embassy with gifts to China in 1271. Crucially, though, silver coinage in

Aden became lighter in 1359, the very year that silver became so scarce in Egypt.61

All the information concerning money during this period suggests that a massive influx

of uncoined silver after the 1270s bridged the gap between West and East, and that this

influx suddenly ceased in the 1360s. The only hypothesis that can sufficiently explain all

the facts is the rise of the Mongol empire, connecting both ends of Eurasia, followed by

its collapse within less than a century. As protection costs in Central Asia seem to have

been far higher than transportation costs, Abu-Lughod is probably correct in asserting

that the Mongol peace contributed to creating ‘an environment that facilitated land transit

with less risk and lower protective rent’.62 The Mongol dynasty in China adopted silver for

its administration systems far more positively than previous dynasties, so that attributing the

flow of silver to the Mongol peace seems quite persuasive.

However, Abu-Lughod’s hypothesis requires significant modification, for the Mongols

had conquered the Silk Road long before the 1270s, and were already collecting taxes in

silver. In addition, the temporal frame of the silver flow does not fit a hypothesis that con-

siders only peaceful trade. The statistics suggest that military campaigns and political events

generated the flush of silver. Only the acquisition of stored silver from the Southern Song in

1276, and the development of the Burma trade route through military means in 1339, can

explain surges of silver in the late thirteenth and mid fourteenth centuries. The direct causes

of the sudden changes in the flow of silver must be kept distinct from underlying factors

such as the Mongol peace.

Silver: commensurable but multiplied

Currencies did not move only because of trade, for armies carried large amounts of coins,

ingots or plates of precious metals.63 A flow for military purposes was rarely balanced in

58 Song, Yuan shi, p. 946; Wang, Songdai kuangye, pp. 37–40.

59 Nayef Abdullah al-Shamrookh, The commerce and trade of the Rasulids in the Yemen, 630–858/1231–
1454, Kuwait: State of Kuwait, 1996, pp. 196, 256–7, 304–5.

60 Ranabir Chakravarti, ‘Horse trade and piracy at Tana (Thana, Mahrashtra India)’, Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient, 34, 2, 1991, pp. 170–4, 179.

61 Shamrookh, The commerce, p. 304; see R. E. Margariti, Aden and the Indian Ocean trade, Chapel Hill,
NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2007, pp. 65, 137, for Chinese pottery of the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries found around Aden.

62 Abu-Lughod, Before European hegemony, pp. 154, 177.

63 Spufford, Money and its use, p. 157, for the Euro-Mediterranean.
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the short term by a stream in the opposite direction, although military missions might return

with precious metals as booty, as Mongol troops did coming back from China in 1276. The

armies of the Mongol empire were of unprecedented size and they seem to have carried sig-

nificant quantities of silver with them, to maintain their logistics. A find of dachao tongbao,

a Mongol silver coinage, from the Tianshui hoard (which contained no other coin) suggests

that it was used in military camps.64 Westbound movement of silver of this type might have

made it easier for Euro-Mediterranean merchants to purchase products of Eastern origin. At

the same time, the demand for products from the East, including porcelain, silk, and pepper,

caused silver to flow from Europe to the East. Descriptions by contemporary witnesses such

as Francesco Balducci Pegolotti suggest such an eastbound movement of silver.65

That said, the reality might not have been so simple. According to a document written in

Venetian dialect, merchants brought linen to Sarai, the capital of the Kipchak khanate, some

time after 1345. There it was exchanged for somo, a silver ingot weighing almost 0.37 kg,

or ten liang in Chinese weight. They continued eastwards to China, and converted their sil-

ver into paper money to purchase silk and other products.66 The region surrounding the

Black Sea was known for good horses, demand for which surged in India after battles

against Mongols and Turks in the early fourteenth century.67 Their export may well have

brought silver to southern Russia.

With the exception of horses and cowry shells, we rarely find descriptions of the goods

that were transported eastwards during the first silver century, but material evidence

suggests that cobalt was among them. This mineral is essential for the manufacture of

blue-and-white porcelain, which became popular in China and was exported as far as the

eastern Mediterranean during the fourteenth century. Although China, especially Yunnan,

produced cobalt, chemical analysis proves that Yunnan cobalt was only used for local

production after the fifteenth century. The particular mineral used for finer blue-and-white

porcelain in official workshops in Jingdezhen under the Yuan is thought to have been

imported from abroad. Chemical analysis has identified the cobalt used in such porcelain

as the same as ores from Germany and Italy, as well as from Xinjiang and Gansu in

north-western China. Cobalt of the same chemical characteristics has been detected in

Chinese porcelain found in Delhi, and the usage of finer cobalt in Jingdezhen seems to

have begun only after 1325, peaking around 1350.68 Cobalt may thus have moved east-

wards to China’s official porcelain industry.

64 Whaley, ‘An account’, p. 53; Sheng Guanxi, ‘Dachao tongbao yinqian kaolü (A study of the Dachao
tongbao silver coin)’, Zhongguo Qianbi, 3, 1995, pp. 18, 21.

65 H. Yule, Cathay and the way thither, vol. 3, London: The Hakluyt Society, 1914, pp. 148–9, probably
reflecting the situation in 1310–40; P. Grierson, Later medieval numismatics (11th–16th centuries),
London: Variorum, 1979, XI, p. 485.

66 Lopez and Raymond, Medieval trade, pp. 152–3.

67 H. A. R. Gibb, The travels of Ibn Battuta A.D. 1325–1354, Cambridge: The Hakluyt Society, 1962,
p. 478; Yajima, Kaiiki kara, pp. 563–4; Yokkaiichi Y., ed., Mono kara mita kaiiki Ajia shi (Asian
maritime history seen through material evidence), Fukuoka: Kyushu University Press, 2008, pp. 139–40.

68 John Carswell, Blue and white: Chinese porcelain and its impact on the western world, Chicago:
University of Chicago, David and Alfred Smart Gallery, 1985, pp. 27–8; Sir Harry Garner, ‘The use of
imported and native cobalt in Chinese blue and white’, Oriental Art, new series, 2, 2, 1956, p. 48; Chen
Yaocheng, Guo Yanyi, and Chen Hong, ‘Sources of cobalt pigment used on Yuan blue and white
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One cannot assume that only newly mined silver was placed in circulation at this time.

Even though silver did not play a leading monetary role in China until the twelfth century,

huge quantities of the metal are thought to have been stockpiled. One chronicle records

that, before the collapse of the Northern Song in 1127, its imperial store kept eight million

bars of silver.69 If a bar weighed 23 liang, the stock amounted to 200 million liang, or

roughly 7,000 tons.

There are several reasons why we should not view this figure as exaggerated. From the

viewpoint of the Chinese dynasties, the stockpiling of silver was the result of their pursuit

of copper. The Northern Song issued an astronomical number of copper coins, recorded

as six billion coins per year at its peak in the eleventh century.70 This amounted to

15,000 tons of copper. Finds of numerous Song coins in China and surrounding countries

such as Japan suggest that this figure was not far from reality. As copper-bearing ore in

China generally also contained silver in varying amounts, and as both peak periods and

main regions of silver production approximately coincided with those of copper, the surge

of copper-cash production would have been accompanied by an increased acquisition of

silver.

The Song left more frequent records of silver, and more artefacts made of silver, than

any earlier dynasty.71 This dynasty also appears to have produced more silver ingots than

any before the Qing (1644–1911).72 Without this enormous quantity of silver, the Song

could not have fulfilled the terms of their peace treaties, which stipulated an annual silver

tribute to rival northern dynasties. Thus, the Southern Song paid 250,000 liang (nearly 10

metric tons) to the Jin. This gives substance to the claim that the Jin acquired thousands

of tons of silver when they raided the city of Kaifeng, the former capital of the Northern

Song, in 1127.73 Significantly, the Jin were the first regime in Chinese history to collect

taxes in silver.

Unlike silver ingots from the Northern Song, inscribed with names of officials, those

from the late Southern Song mostly have the inscriptions of private shops and individuals.74

In wealthy southern China, silver ingots were well distributed but they did not extend far

beyond the sphere of circulation of silk, also used as a kind of currency and to pay tribute.

In addition to eight million liang of silver, the Jin found forty-five million bolts of silk

porcelain wares, Shanghai institute of ceramics, Chinese Academy of Sciences’, Oriental Art, 40–1, 1994,
pp. 14–19.

69 Yuwen Maozhao, Dajinguozhi xiaozheng (A history of the Great Jin), Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 1986,
pp. 454–455.

70 Shen Kuo, Mengxi bitan (Brush talks from dream brook), juan 12, Yangzhou: Jiangsu Guji, 1999, p. 5.

71 Wang Wencheng, Songdai baiyin huobihua yanjiu (A study of the monetary development of silver in the
Song period), Kunming: Yunnan University Press, 2001, pp. 38–46. I am grateful to Richard von Glahn
for bringing this important study to my attention.

72 Tang Guoyan, Zhongguo lishi yinding (Silver ingots in Chinese history), Kunming: Yunnan Renmin,
1993, pp. 376–411; Wang Xuenong, ‘Youguan songjin guanzhu yinding xingzhi tedian he dengji
biaozhun de jige wenti (Some comments on the appearance and standard of silver ingots cast by the Song
and Jin dynasties)’, Zhonguo Qianbi, 1, 2000, p. 10.

73 Peng Xinwei, Zhongguo huobi shi (A monetary history of China), 2nd edn, Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin,
1965, pp. 514–15.

74 Wang, ‘Youguan songjin guanzhu yinding’, p.12.
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among the treasure of the Northern Song.75 Silver ingots thus worked as a supplemental

instrument for long-distance payment, and as a measure for storing wealth.

The Mongols not only employed silver for administrative payments but also encouraged

its use in long-distance trade across the whole of Eurasia. Figure 3 shows the multiple strata

of monies in use from the 1270s, with 100 liang, 10 somi, 2000 asper, 1000 gigliati, and

50 gold florin as roughly equivalent.

Silver ingots, typically ding of 50 liang weight, were already popular in the tenth cen-

tury.76 They were compatible with the somo, another unit of uncoined silver, which

weighed 10 liang in the Kipchak khanates, and which were also minted in Genoa and

Venice for the Black Sea trade.77 Silver coins such as the Neapolitan gigliat, containing

3.7 grams of silver, or one hundredth of a somo, also played an important role in linking

the Mediterranean and Central Asia. According to Pegolotti, two Trebizond asper were

exchanged for one Neapolitan gigliat in Rhodes.78 Silver coins with inscriptions from the

late thirteenth century, found in the Chagatai khanate and weighing 1.8–2.0 grams (almost

half a gigliat, or one twentieth of a liang) may well have been asper.79 Thus, a standard of

roughly 37 grams (one liang, or one-tenth of a troy ounce) appeared established in many

parts of Eurasia, where silver served for long-distance trade and taxation.

However, silver was not the only currency to widen its sphere of circulation at this time.

In Japan, the payment of manorial tributes in copper cash, instead of rice, increased espe-

cially rapidly in the latter half of the thirteenth century.80 This is shown by archaeological

Figure 3. Multiple strata of monies.
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75 Yuwen, Dajinguozhi xiaozheng, p. 454.

76 Michael Flecker, The archaeological excavation of the 10th century Intan shipwreck, Oxford:
Archaeopress, 2002, pp. 84–5.

77 Spufford, Money and its use, p. 219.

78 A. Evans, ‘Some coinage systems of the fourteenth century’, Journal of Economic and Business History,
3, 3, 1931, p. 494.

79 Wang and Zhong, ‘Duishufu xian’, pp.17–18.

80 Takizawa T., Nihon no kahei no rekishi (A monetary history of Japan), Tokyo: Yoshikawa K�obunkan,
1996, pp. 74–7.
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findings of more than three million Song copper coins in Japan to date.81 A Javanese copper

epitaph, inscribed around 1350, stated that contracts for land purchases were now

expressed in terms of copper coins, unlike previous custom.82

The usage of cowry shells also increased. Ibn Battuta, travelling around the Indian

Ocean, recorded that large quantities of cowries collected in the Maldives islands were

shipped to Bengal in exchange for rice.83 As noted above, many contemporary observers

witnessed the use of shell monies in Yunnan. Indeed, the Mongols tried in vain to restrict

the import of new cowries, to encourage the circulation of official paper money.84

This all suggests that an increasing supply of silver was part of an overall transformation

of monetary circulation, occurring far beyond the control of Mongol regimes. When copper

cash was exported from China, the policy of promoting paper money and discouraging

coins seems to have roughly coincided with demand in Japan. �Ota found that copper cash

began to be used there when the Chinese adopted a policy of employing only paper money,

resulting in bans on copper cash, especially by the Jin in 1215 and by the Yuan in 1270.85

Chinese coins had begun to circulate in Japan by the 1170s, and the circulation of huizi

(paper money) became stabilized from the late 1160s to 1190 in the Southern Song.86 How-

ever, Japanese demand for Chinese copper coins may initially have been for the casting of

Buddhist statues, and only later for manorial payments.

Copper cash and cowries had a complementary relationship with silver when they circulated

side by side, but silver circulated exclusively in the upper levels of the economy. Throughout the

first silver century, silver neither appeared on lower-level markets, nor established close links

with small denomination currencies in local markets. In England around 1300, when the

mint recorded the largest issuance before the eighteenth century, the denominations of silver

coins were typically not fractional enough for daily transactions by ordinary people. While fin-

ancial administration was conducted in terms of silver by weight under the Mongols, contracts

of the Huizhou region, written in the period, reveal that actual payments in former Southern

Song territory were made in zhongtong chao, a paper money that was denominated in copper

cash.87 The Yuan tended to prohibit dealing in silver and gold by domestic private traders, to

promote the circulation of official paper money.

Multiplicity of monetary usage was ubiquitous. In Yunnan, only official paper monies

were issued and circulated domestically, while two major currencies – silver in the upper

circuit and cowries from the Maldives in the lower circuit – independently formed

81 Suzuki K., Shutsudo senka no kenky�u (A study of unearthed copper coins), Tokyo: Tokyo Daigaku
Shuppankai, 1999, p. 80.

82 Reid, Southeast Asia, p. 96.

83 Gibb, The travels of Ibn Battuta, p. 827.

84 Fang Guoyu, ‘Yunnan yong bei zuo huobi de shidai ji bei de laiyuan (The period when Yunnan used shell
monies, and their origin)’, Dianshi Luncong, vol. 1, Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin, 1982, p. 271.

85 �Ota Y., ‘J�uni-j�ugo seiki shoki Higashi Ajia ni okeru d�osen no rufu (The circulation of copper currency in
East Asia from the twelfth century to the early fifteenth century)’, Shakai Keizai Shigaku, 61, 2, 1995,
pp. 20–48.

86 Takizawa, Nihon, pp. 56–7; von Glahn, Fountain of fortune, p. 51.

87 Ichimaru T., ‘Gendai kahei no kanmon j�ory�o tan’i no betsu ni tsuite (The distinctive use of two monetary
units – the guanwen and the dingliang – in Yuan China)’, Shakai Keizai Shigaku 68, 3, 2002, pp. 3–24.
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inter-regional streams beyond the rulers’ jurisdiction. In the case of Tana on the Sea of

Azov, the somo was used to purchase goods in long-distance trade, while the mint coined

almost 200 aspers from a somo for local use. A Genoese statute of 1304 reckoned the

Kipchak asper as equivalent to ten Genoese deniers.88 A copper coin, the Byzantine folleri

valued at a sixteenth of an asper, was employed to purchase vegetables and small items

for urban use.89

Thus, as indicated in Figure 3, money moved in multiple strata, and silver appeared to

flow only along the upper stratum across Eurasia. Some circuits dynamically extended their

connections beyond political units, but no local ruler could link them at a stable rate at will.

In this sense, the commensurability of currencies with silver worked only in the highest tier

of the trade circuit.

Silver actually circulated in a striking diversity of forms. Whereas the asper was issued in

Tana, the Kipchak khanate, with its capital in Sarai in the lower Volga, minted the tamgha,

another silver coin, of which 120 equalled a somo, according to Venetian merchants.90 In

Cyprus, Pegolotti stated that silver coins of various origins were commonly found to-

gether.91 Not only coins, but also uncoined silver displayed significant variation. Ingots

with the same inscription of 50 liang varied considerably in actual weight.92

Most importantly, somo or ding represented conceptual monies of account, as well as

concrete lumps of silver. Although uncoined silver moved along the trade routes, inter-

regional business was generally conducted in terms of imaginary units, rather than actual

ingots. Thus, unity across the continent was established according to conceptual units of

account, while coined or uncoined silver itself was seriously diversified. If transactions

had depended solely on real silver, shortages would repeatedly have led long-distance trade

to the edge of collapse. This division between conceptual calculation and actual circulation

worked to the greatest extent with paper monies.

At the eastern end of the continental trade routes, under Yuan rule, paper monies seem

to have been denominated in terms of silver. According to documents unearthed from the

Khara Khoto ruins in Inner Mongolia, official paper monies, particularly zhongtong chao,

served for private contracts as well as official payments in the fourteenth century. Docu-

ments referring to zhongtong chao were recorded in units of silver by weight, for example

a contract made in 1338 CE and another in 1341 CE. Payments of official salaries and offi-

cial spending also appear to have been made in terms of zhongtong chao, or else referred to

grains, such as wheat.93

However, numismatic evidence suggests that paper monies actually had their face

values denominated in terms of copper cash. Thus, zhongtong chao excavated from Inner

Mongolia and Ningxia have denominations of 10 wen, 300 wen, and 500 wen. Zhiyuan

88 Lopez and Raymond, Medieval trade, p. 356.

89 Yule, Cathay, p. 159.

90 Lopez and Raymond, Medieval trade, pp. 152–3.

91 Grierson, Later medieval numismatics, p. 491.

92 Flecker, The archaeological excavation, pp. 84–5.

93 Da La, Du Jianlu, and Gao Guoxiang, eds., Zhongguo cang Heishuicheng hanwen wenxian (Chinese
documents in Chinese possession, excavated from the Heishuicheng remains), Beijing: Guojia
Tushuguan, 2008, pp. 1240, 1243.
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chao found in tombs in central China are also denominated in copper cash.94 The contracts

found in Huizhou, central China, suggest that transactions in southern China were made

according to the denominations of currencies actually in circulation. Some rents inscribed

on stone in Ningbo, the most important port for maritime trade in central China, were

recorded in terms of paper monies, with the denomination given in silver by weight.95

Archaeological evidence thus reveals that, despite denomination in another monetary unit,

transactions relating to business in south-east littoral areas, as well as along caravan routes,

and governmental spending were deliberately expressed in terms of conceptual silver by

weight.

The usage of official paper money in the northern periphery of Yuan territory also

reveals a contrast with silver usage at the western end of the caravan routes. If typical,

the contracts unearthed from Turkistan under the Chagatai, and from Inner Mongolia un-

der the Yuan, corroborate Pegolotti’s observation that merchants from the West had to con-

vert silver into paper money when entering China. With coinage and paper money alike, it is

significant that both were linked to conceptual measures of silver by weight. It was com-

mensurability across currencies, rather than actual movements of metal, that maintained a

flow of trade across the continent.

This explains why supplies of silver across the continent contracted in tandem with the

collapse of paper monies in the east. Ultimately, it was the availability of paper monies that

encouraged silver to spread along the upper circuit (see Figure 3), as the successful limitation

of silver usage among domestic private traders accompanied the popularity of paper money

in China. Through imaginary money, the unit of silver by weight, a link could be main-

tained between silver coinages in the West and paper monies in the East, even when the sup-

ply of silver itself was far from meeting monetary demands at either end. As long as the

export of silk and porcelain from the East succeeded in limiting the actual use of silver in

domestic transactions, the West could ease the tensions arising from silver shortage. How-

ever, as soon as paper money ceased to be accepted, this pulled silver down from high to

low market levels in the East, and the silver highway crossing the continent ceased to

function.

The early Ming, having expelled the Mongols from China in the late fourteenth century,

were apparently reluctant to depend on precious metals. In the early fifteenth century, the

Yongle and Xuande emperors reacted negatively to proposals to exploit productive silver

mines in the southern provinces.96 The emperors criticized dependence on commercial

profit, rather than lamenting metal shortages. It was not the exhaustion of silver ore that

ended the first silver century but rather the collapse of the mechanism moving silver along

long-distance trade routes.

Silver, once elevated to a high circuit, did not return to the previous position it had

enjoyed under the Song. After the failure of incompatible paper currencies in Ming times,

China gradually introduced uncoined silver into landtax payments in the fifteenth century.

94 Wu Chouzhong, Zhongguo zhibi yanjiu (A study of Chinese paper monies), Shanghai: Shanghai Guji,
1998, pp. 17–20.

95 Zhang Quoqing, Tianyige: Mingzhou beilin jilu (Stone inscriptions from the Tianyige, Mingzhou),
Shanghai: Shanghai Guji, 2008, pp. 36–7, 42.

96 Yu Jideng, Diangu jiwen (Records of historical facts), Beijing: Zhonghua Shudian, 1981, pp. 130, 169.
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However, while the popularity of silver increased in tax payment and in business among

merchants, monetary usages at the local level became more diversified. A memorial from

1503 states that Yunnan used shells, Jiangxi and Huguang rice, silver and cloth, and Shanxi

and Shaanxi hides. Relatively few regions still employed copper coins, though the regions

along the Grand Canal connecting Beijing and wealthy Jiangnan were an exception.97

Though the situation was somewhat confused, it is clear that silver, by mediating

between other currencies, became a key player among complementary monies in domestic

transactions.

Western Europe suffered a serious shortage of silver in the fifteenth century. Allen esti-

mates that silver circulation in England fell from between £700,000 and £900,000 in

1351, to between £150,000 and £200,000 in 1422.98 Despite a certain increase in gold sup-

plies, merchants in large cities thus developed a sophisticated payment system for long-

distance trade. The network of exchange by bills facilitated long-distance trade without

the need to transport precious metals. Lyon, in France, prospered as the hub of these net-

works until the first half of the sixteenth century. The bill of exchange was not written in

terms of any existing currency but in terms of the écu, an imaginary unit. From the

fourteenth to the sixteenth century, local silver coins issued by princes dominated western

Europe.99 Due to profiteering by seigniorage, silver coins in circulation became consi-

derably diversified. For example, in late sixteenth-century France, 180 kinds of coins,

belonging to more than twenty different sovereign areas, were in circulation. Here again,

there was a clear contrast between a commensurable payment system in upper-level mar-

kets, based on a conceptual unit of account, and the diversity of actual currencies in

lower-level markets.

All in all, the horizontal movement of silver along the highways crossing Eurasia did not

result in vertical convection of currencies between strata. Commensurability in the high cir-

cuit across the continent was possible only when accompanied by a multiplicity of local

usages of currency. The massive high-level silver flows in the first silver century resulted

in the stratification of monetary usages, in both eastern and western Eurasia. In contrast,

the second silver flood, two centuries later, laid the foundations for another episode in

world history.

Multiple accounts with currency circuits or a
single account cemented with credits

The following sentence by David Ricardo reveals the origin of the price-specie flow theory,

which formed the theoretical basis for international trade in classical economics: ‘But the

diminution of money in one country, and its increase in another, do not operate on the price

of one commodity only, but on the prices of all, and therefore the price of wine and cloth

97 A. Kuroda, ‘Copper-coins chosen and silver differentiated: another aspect of the ‘silver century’ in East
Asia’, Acta Asiatica, 88, 2005, p. 67.

98 Allen, ‘The volume of the English currency’, p. 607.

99 M-T. Boyer-Xambeu, C. Deleplace, and L. Gillard, Private money and public currencies: the 16th
century challenge, trans. Azizeh Azodi, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1994, pp. 31, 61.
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will be both raised in England, and both lowered in Portugal.’100 This excerpt confirms that,

in the establishment of political economics, the interstate movement of money was already

believed to influence the price levels of a country, and an increase or decrease in the price of

a commodity was thought to affect its internationally traded volume. Within this frame-

work, it would be impossible to accept multiple strata of monies, even across national

boundaries, of the sort that existed in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

Miskimin, trying in vain to show that Ricardo’s theory actually worked in the fourteenth

century, was forced to conclude that the increase or decrease in the issuances of English and

French mints had no effect on the movement of wheat prices. He supposed that the recipi-

ents of new money from the mints had an inelastic demand for grain, so the increased silver

supply was first spent on the purchase of manufactured and luxury goods in international

trade before it was transferred to the vast majority of the population, and could thus affect

the price of wheat.101 Miskimin’s observation was not shared by other specialists because,

taking an average over a longer period, price movements by and large followed the total

output of mints more closely.102 However, even if domestically valid, Ricardo’s theory

does not appear to be applicable to interstate relationships in the fourteenth century. Apply-

ing the findings of this study, silver could flow horizontally along interstate circuits but

could not sink vertically to lower levels of the market. From this perspective, it was not at

all strange that the grain market for commoners did not fluctuate according to the amount

of silver supplied by the mints.

A brief survey of developments following the second silver century explains the gap

between the actual monetary workings of the fourteenth century and Ricardo’s theory.

Unlike the first silver century, the second one was followed by a century of small denomina-

tion currencies, copper coins, cowries, and the like. From the seventeenth to the eighteenth

century, Asian countries increased domestic supplies of copper coins, and European states

also began to issue them, with Sweden and Japan as the main suppliers of copper for Europe

and Asia respectively.103 For example, between 1654 and 1656, French mints issued copper

coins to the value of 7,281,144 livres, equivalent to almost 40% of total coinage in these

three years.104 With this exceptionally large issue, the money of account finally found

material expression in a copper coin.

As both precious and non-precious metals prevailed in markets across Eurasia, the differ-

ence in monetary usage at the two ends of the continent appears finally to have ended, to be

replaced by fluctuations between small denominations and large ones. However, a new

distinction emerged in the relationship between precious metal currencies and others. While,

in Euro-Mediterranean societies, small denomination currencies depreciated within a monetary

100 D. Ricardo, On the principles of political economy and taxation, ed. P. Sraffa, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1951, pp. 139–40.

101 Miskimin, Money, prices, p. 118.

102 J. H. Munro, ‘Mint outputs, money, and prices in late-medieval England and the Low Countries’, in
E. Van Cauwenberghe and F. Irsigler, eds., Münzprägung, Geldumlauf und Wechselkurse, Trierer
historische Forschungen 7, Trier, 1984, pp. 31–122.

103 R. Shimada, The intra-Asian trade in Japanese copper by the Dutch East Indian Company during the
eighteenth century, Leiden: Brill, 2006, pp. 11–13, 69–70.

104 F. C. Spooner, International economy and monetary movements in France, 1493–1725, Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1972, p. 339.
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unit expressed in terms of silver or gold, in India and China small currencies kept their own

monetary account, independent of silver, and sometimes appreciated against precious metals.

In China, whenever peasants bought products after the harvest, copper cash appreciated

in terms of silver. The Arcot rupee, used by artisans and peasants, did likewise against the

Sicca rupee in Bengal.105 Though taxation in terms of official silver units had adverse

affects, it added another fluctuation, rather than offsetting the appreciation of currencies

for petty producers. A number of investigations of modern Chinese peasant households

clearly show the seasonality of their sales and purchases. For example, in Changli (Hebei),

peasants sold their crops at once after the harvest in the ninth month (roughly October)

in 1942, and some of them attributed their selling to the need to pay tax and rent. Though

the area was under Japanese occupation at the time, the author observed that the situation

was almost the same as it had been before.106

Logically, one would expect that the conversion of local currency into the official one

would ease the shortage of the former, if payments of tax occurred simultaneously with the

sale of peasant products in rural markets. Instead, the remittance of tax to upper-level offices

added another fluctuation in the opposite direction at different periods. The peak season of

remittances to the Board of Revenue in Beijing was the twelfth month (roughly January),

although the arrival in provincial treasuries must have happened earlier than that.107

Even excluding seasonal fluctuations, small currencies tended to appreciate over the long

term in eighteenth-century India and China, as rural markets expanded in both societies.108

In societies such as China where small currencies reached rural markets, the difficulty in

collecting dispersed fractional currencies discouraged the re-floating of these currencies in

upper-level markets. This gap between markets created complementary relationships among

currencies.

Complementarity often took the form of currency circuits, which meant a coupling of a

particular currency and a trade circuit.109 Reports from 1770 on local markets in Bengal

reveal that, even within one region, different monies were used commodity by commodity.

Thus, the silver coin for trading rice was different from that for cloth.110 Copper coins and

cowries were preferred in business dealings with peasants and artisans.

Although Asian empires had standard monies for taxation, such as the kuping liang in

China and the sicca rupee in India, some silver currencies worked as inter-regional curren-

cies to knit together circuits of local currencies. Examples were the Spanish dollar in the

eighteenth century, the Mexican dollar in East Asia, and the Maria Theresa dollar in the

105 A. Kuroda ‘Currency circuits concurrent but non-integrable: complementary relationship among monies
in modern China and other regions’, Financial History Review, 15, 1, 2008, pp. 19–21.

106 Xiao Honglin, Kahoku n�osanbutsu k�oekijo ni kansuru ichik�osatsu (A study of an agricultural-products
market in northern China), Beijing: Kahoku Gassaku Jigy�os�okai, 1943, pp. 20, 52–4.

107 Shi Zhi-hong, Qingdai hubu yinku shouzhi he kucun tongji (Statistics of silver flow and the stock of the
Board of Revenue in the Qing period), Fuzhou, Fujian Renmin, 2008, pp. 127–47.

108 P. R. Mahapatra, ‘Currency system in medieval Orissa’, Quarterly Review of Historical Studies, 9, 2,
1969–70, pp. 76–7, for cowries in India; Kuroda A., Chuka teikoku no k�oz�o to sekai keizai (The
structure of the Chinese empire and the world economy), Nagoya: University of Nagoya Press, 1994, pp.
40–60, for copper cash in China.

109 Kuroda, ‘Currency circuits’, p. 21.

110 J. C. Sinha, Indian currency problems in the last decade (1926–1936), Delhi: University of Delhi, 1938, p. 4.
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Middle East after the mid nineteenth century.111 In the eighteenth century, the heterogeneity

of silver usages was a striking feature in China and India, which were the main destinations

of global silver flows.

In 1789, a Resident of Dacca, in his reply to queries from the English East India

Company, stated that as many as fifty-two kinds of coins, of different weights and fineness,

circulated in the town.112 Importantly, the exchange rates among silver units fluctuated

according to supply and demand. The same situation was found in China. The Shanggu

Bianlan (‘Guidebook for merchants’), published in the latter half of the eighteenth century,

shows that silver units differed by region. After the opening of the treaty ports in the nine-

teenth century, the situation became even more complicated. In early twentieth-century

Hankow, more than forty kinds of silver liang might be used exclusively for a particular

commodity, and the exchange rates fluctuated constantly.113 Not only were there various

currencies but even the same trader used plural units of account.

In terms of varieties of currencies, Europe did not appear to be very different from Asia.

For example, throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, lower-level markets in

England were filled with a variety of small token coins. In the middle of the seventeenth cen-

tury, at least 2,600 shop-owners privately issued tokens in dominations of quarter, half, and

one penny.114 In extreme cases, ‘the circulation of each token was limited geographically to

a few streets’.115 In the late eighteenth century, tight restrictions on the legal tender supplied

by the Bank of England induced metal manufacturers to produce local tokens.116 However,

despite their heterogeneous appearance, tokens were convertible to legal tender available

over a broader area, for the unit of account was unified nationally.

Broadly speaking, the increasing supply of small denomination currencies in Euro-

Mediterranean societies was for urban residents, rather than for peasants. Within cities, as

Carlo Cipolla writes, ‘while the workers were paid with small coins, the big merchants

and entrepreneurs selling their products usually wanted to be paid with the gold coins’.117

The ‘mysterious’ depreciation of small coins during times when they were in short supply

suggests the dominance of non-cash transactions in rural markets in Europe, regardless of

credit or commodity currencies such as grain or cloth. Indeed, Luca Fantacci recently sug-

gested that the continuous depreciation of small currencies in Europe was encouraged to

avoid deflation.118

111 A. Kuroda, ‘The Maria Theresa dollar in the early twentieth-century Red Sea region: a complementary
interface between multiple markets’, Financial History Review, 14, 1, 2007, pp. 89–110.

112 D. B. Mitra, Monetary system in the Bengal presidency, Calcutta: K. P. Bagchi, 1991, p. 54.

113 Kuroda, ‘Copper-coins chosen’, p. 84.

114 T. S. Willan, The inland trade: studies in English internal trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1976, pp. 83–8.

115 Sargent and Velde, The big problem, p. 267.

116 G. A. Selgin, Good money: Birmingham button makers, the Royal Mint, and the beginnings of modern
coinage, 1775–1821, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2008, pp. 34–5, 124–6.

117 C. Cipolla, Money, prices and civilization in the Mediterranean world: fifth to seventeenth century,
New York: Gordian Press, 1967, p. 34.

118 L. Fantacci, ‘The dual currency system of Renaissance Europe’, Financial History Review, 15, 1, 2008,
pp. 55–72.
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In western Europe after the thirteenth century, gold coinage reappeared whenever silver

coins became scarce and depreciated. The combination of physical scarcity and depreciation

of silver may seem a contradiction. However, it expressed a complementarity with a less

movable coin, for silver gradually lost its advantage against gold as the physical distribution

of currencies became less important. In other words, a lesser dependence on currency in

commercial activities enabled the less movable gold coin to become a real standard.

In some aspects, less currency-dependent societies appear to have been less anonymous.

A strong characteristic of local markets in early modern England was their dependence on

personal credit, mostly made only by oral agreement. The frequency of litigation

among ordinary people in local market towns reveals that business was conducted more

often personally than anonymously. The inventories show us that traders accumulated their

assets not in cash but in commodities or credit.119 A general tendency to rely on orally pro-

mised debts could already be found in local towns of late fourteenth-century England.120

A lesser dependency on currency at the bottom of the market hierarchy made an auto-

nomous monetary supply unnecessary. As far as the dependence on local credit was con-

cerned, northern France shared the same tendency.121 Generally speaking, French society

resorted to payments by credit, or otherwise in commodities such as salt.122 Dependence

on credit meant that local transactions were easily expressed in terms of a monetary stand-

ard. Early modern Germany was divided politically into hundreds of sovereignties, and each

city had its own monetary unit and settled all transactions with it. Though currencies of

foreign origin could circulate, they could not be valued on their own terms.123

A currency-independent economy such as England did not evolve in a linear manner out

of a currency-dependent one such as China, as commercial activities developed. The differ-

ence between the two patterns represented divergent paths for societies that faced serious

liquidity crises. Towards the end of the eighteenth century, China further developed local

market activities, while preserving multiple market hierarchies. In contrast, countries such

as England, which had been dependent on local credit rather than local currencies, advanced

to markets where a single monetary unit dominated. In this very period, political economics

was born, with the assumption that a single money should mediate all transactions under

the same sovereign political authority.

Conclusion

History shows that silver had a higher propensity to localize than gold, and yet arguments

about the global circulation of silver from the sixteenth century have overlooked this point.

119 C. Muldrew, The economy of obligation, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1998, p. 100.

120 Britnell, Colchester, p. 103.

121 P. T. Hoffman, Growth in a traditional society: the French countryside, 1450–1815, Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1996, pp. 70–7.

122 J. Meuvret, ‘Monetary circulation and the use of coinage in sixteenth and seventeenth-century France’, in
Peter Earle, ed., Essays in European Economic History, 1500–1800, Oxford: Clarendon, 1974, p. 93.

123 H. J. Gerhard, ‘Frühneuzeitliche Preisgeschichte: historische Ansätze und Methoden’, in E. Schremmer,
ed., Wirtschafts- und Sozialgeschichte: Gegenstand und Methode, Stuttgart: F. Steiner, 1998, pp. 73–87.
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Local markets had strong seasonality in demand for money. Cyclical patterns in demand, and

the depth of the gap between the busy and slack seasons, differed region by region and com-

modity by commodity. Compared with gold, silver was easier to disperse, and could reach

lower circuits of the market, and was thus more easily adaptable to local needs. Some silver

coins deteriorated sufficiently to supply the needs of petty traders, while others, keeping their

original quality and appearance, circulated beyond national borders. Examples of the latter

case were the Maria Theresa dollar in Africa and the Mexican dollar in East Asia, which

remained popular until the early twentieth century. In short, although silver needed to be

complemented to some extent by copper, cowries, and so on, it could supply the multiple

demands of the market, which gold could not do until the eighteenth century.

However, silver’s flexibility in the face of various demands made it difficult to link its

units of account with existing coins. A monetary unit of account denominated in silver

tended to detach itself from coinages, in order to keep its ‘neutrality’. After the sixteenth cen-

tury, the two giant absorbers of the metal, China and India, created multiple uses for silver,

when governments and merchants created their own monetary units to keep their accounts.

Such plurality had already emerged under the Mongol empire, on an even wider scale.

Whatever the extent of the contribution of Chinese silver to the boom from the late thir-

teenth to the mid fourteenth centuries, the circulation of silver across Eurasia heralded the

emergence of a world economy, which was to follow the next silver flood, two centuries

later. Without the widespread penetration of silver in the first silver century, the dependence

on silver taxation in Asia and the strong desire for silver to purchase Asian products in Eur-

ope would not have ensued. In this sense, only the combination of these two tendencies

could ignite the global flow of silver from South America in the second silver century.

However, the differences between the two periods remain significant. The first silver

century discouraged borders, while the second one encouraged the building of clear territor-

ial barriers. To be sure, artificial boundaries did not always succeed in excluding foreign

currencies during and after the second silver century, but the crucial development was

whether a country established a single unit of account with its territory. The dependence

on credit in concluding transactions in local markets enabled the cementing of local monet-

ary units to a standardized national unit. Currency-dependent societies encouraged the knit-

ting together of horizontal networks among large cities, while credit-dependent societies

created ladders between upper- and lower-level markets. In some nation-states, which

depended on local credit instead of creating currency circuits, multiplicity in monetary cir-

culation gradually disappeared. By contrast, Asian empires retained a wide variety of cur-

rencies, including ones of foreign origin. Consequently, monies became stratified, as they

had done in the first silver century, when a combination of continent-wide commensurabil-

ity in account and local diversity of currencies applied.

The contrast between currency circuits and a single monetary unit enhanced by credit

reached a climax in the eighteenth century. As China continued to absorb silver, due to

favourable trade balances under the Qing, the silver stock in the Board of Revenue in Beijing

increased. The stock amounted to 84 million liang in 1783, which was six times larger than

the annual receipts of the Board for the year.124 However, the silver stock in China’s top

124 Shi, Qingdai hubu, pp. 141, 174.
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circuit was not linked to the monetary circulation in lower circuits. Meanwhile, Britain, the

largest importer of Chinese tea, accrued an increasing public debt due to warfare.125 In

1783, the total public debt reached £245 million, which was almost twenty times as high

as the annual tax revenue of £12 million. This huge debt is estimated to have been twenty

times the expenditure of the Chinese state, with Qing expenditure around 35 million liang,

with and a pound sterling equivalent to 3 liang.126 However, all British transactions, from

the public debt to daily purchases, were settled in a single unit of account, at least in prin-

ciple. It might appear ironic that a country with such a tremendous debt was about to exer-

cise world hegemony, but debt led to the significant development of the country’s long-term

capital market, from which the government could continue to borrow.

The contrast did not represent a linear evolution from an economy dependent on a metal

currency to one oriented towards credit. It was rather the result of different historical paths,

one based on an autonomous currency supply and the other on a debt-based single unit of

account. It has been argued here that the sprouts of these divergent movements were to

be found in the first silver century, at the time of the Mongols’ Eurasian continental empire.

Akinobu Kuroda is Professor of East Asian Economic History,

University of Tokyo.
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