Schraubtaler
by Peter E. Lewis

View of Augsburg in 1493. (Wikimedia Commons) Inset: inside a schraubtaler.

CHRAUBTALER’ is a German word
meaning ‘screw-thaler’. A thaler was
a large silver coin, and the two halves
of a schraubtaler could be unscrewed to
reveal a space inside. ‘Thaler’ is the
modern spelling of ‘taler’. Our English
word, ‘dollar’, is derived from ‘thaler’, via
the Dutch word ‘daaler’. ‘Thaler’ is an
abbreviation of ‘Joachimsthaler’, which
was a large silver coin first minted in
about 1519 at Joachimsthal, a place in
central Europe where there were silver
mines that produced a lot of silver.
Another German word is ‘schraubmedaille’, which means ‘screw-medallion’;
and another is ‘steckmedaille’, which
means ‘plug-medallion’. The two halves
of a steckmedaille do not unscrew but
are stuck together like a plug in a sinkhole, and you just pull them apart.
Schraubtalers and schraubmedailles have
been manufactured since the second half
of the 16th century, but most of them
were made in the 17th and 18th centuries.
The contents can vary greatly. Often
there is nothing inside because whatever
was there has been removed. This would
be the case if it was a secret message, and
what a clever way to send an important
message, especially if you were a diplomat and had to travel long distances on
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dangerous roads! If you were on a business trip you could use one of them to
conceal a gold coin worth many thalers.
Another function was to exchange pictures with the person to whom you were
betrothed. In Europe at this time marriages between members of aristocratic
families were arranged, and often the
couple had never seen each other before
the wedding. Obviously you would be
anxious to see what your future spouse
looked like, and if possible you would send
a trusted servant to exchange schraubtalers containing portraits. If you did not
like what you saw you could make a
fuss and beg your parents to choose another partner for you. If you were happily
married you could have a schraubtaler
made containing pictures of yourself and
your beloved. If you were religious or you
wanted one for a Christening or a special
occasion you could have one made with
holy pictures inside. (Figure 1)
Early schraubtalers had pictures
painted with oil paints on the inside of
one or both halves. (Figure 2) Sometimes
the pictures were engraved on the metal.
(Figure 3) Subsequently pictures were
painted on thick paper with watercolours
and then glued to the inside of the
halves (Figure 4) or just left free inside

the schraubtaler. Often there were many
pictures inside, joined by strips of paper
or silk, and when they were unfolded
they formed a pattern. Instead of having
a lot of paper pictures it became popular to include thin pieces of mica (a
transparent, naturally occurring rock)
and paint whole pictures on them or more
often paint partial pictures which you
could overlay on a paper picture glued
to the inside of the schraubtaler. In this
way you could put different costumes on
people (Figure 5) or change the scene in
a progressive way. These pieces of mica
are in German called ‘glimmerbildchen’,
which means ‘glimmer pictures’. Up to
24 glimmerbildchen have been found
inside a schraubtaler.
Schraubmedailles became popular from
the beginning of the 18th century. Because the space inside was larger, thicker
paper could be inserted, and this made
it possible for copperplate engraving to
be used to make the pictures as prints.
Parts of the black-and-white picture could
then be coloured by hand with watercolours. The use of copperplate engraving
meant, of course, that schraubmedailles
could be manufactured more quickly and
in larger numbers.
I suppose you are wondering, “How

Figure 1 – Schraubtaler made from écus of Louis XIV (1643-1715) minted at Bayonne in 1664. (Fritz Rudolf Künker GmbH & Co., Auction 246, Lot 2599)

Figure 2 – Schraubtaler with an oil painting of Christ inside.
It was made from thalers minted at Augsburg in 1658. Preβler 167. (Dr Busso Peus Nachf., Auction 412, lot 1759)

on earth were the makers of schraubtalers able to split a thaler into two
halves?” Well, they didn’t. They used two
thalers and ground away at one side of
both coins until a cavity was created when
they were screwed together. The threads
were carefully made on the edges of the
coins so that they fitted together perfectly. Although the talers had exactly
the same diameters they might not be
identical otherwise, and this sometimes
resulted in the obverse and the reverse
being unrelated, i.e. they were from different coins.
Many of the thalers used to make
schraubtalers were minted at Augsburg,
which was where schraubtalers were

first made. Augsburg is a city in South
Germany about 60 kilometres north-west
of Munich. It is an ancient city, having
been founded as a Roman colony (Augusta
Vindelicorum) by the brother of Tiberius
in 15 BC. In the 16th century it was a
major commercial centre largely because
of the wealthy merchants (the Fugger
and Welser families) who lived there. Its
prosperity attracted artists and artisans,
including silversmiths, from all over
Europe, and the arts blossomed. Hans
Holbein, the famous artist who painted
Henry VIII, worked there in the 16th
century.
Augsburg was greatly affected by the
Reformation, which was initiated by

Figure 3 – Schraubtaler with engravings on metal inside, partly gilded. It was made from
thalers minted at Augsburg in 1639. The images are of Gustav II Adolf, King of Sweden, and
his wife. Preβler 70. (Dr Busso Peus Nachf., Auction 412, Lot 1755)

Figure 4 – Schraubtaler made from thalers
minted at Hall in 1623. Diameter 40 mms. Inside
are two paper pictures: a preacher and a view of
Augsburg. In the foreground of the latter, there
is a pine cone, the symbol of the city. Preβler 590.
(Dr Busso Peus Nachf., Auction 412, Lot 1771)

Martin Luther in 1517 when he nailed
his 95 theses onto the door of the castle
church at Wittenberg. In 1530 the imperial Diet was held at Augsburg and
the Confession of Augsburg (a major
Protestant statement of faith) was read
out there. Consequently, the contents
of schraubtalers made in Augsburg in
the 17th and 18th centuries are largely
concerned with these matters. (Figure 6)
Regarding the making of Schraubtalers
and Schraubmedailles, it is not only the
silversmiths who are remarkable, but
the artists who painted the miniatures.
In Figure 6 there are six tiny pictures

Figure 5 – Schraubtaler made from thalers minted at Augsburg in 1642. Inside there is a
paper picture of a woman with 12 hand-painted mica overlays. Only 4 of the overlays are
shown here. (Classical Numismatic Group, Auction 96, Lot 1115)

Figure 6 – Schraubmedaille made from medallions commemorating the 200th anniversary of the
Augsburg Confession (1530). Diameter 45 mms. On the obverse Gustav II Adolf, King of Sweden,
on horse-back tramples a man personifying the enemy. Augsburg is in the background. On the
reverse Emperor Charles V presides at the Diet of Augsburg. Inside is a picture made up of six tiny
scenes from the life of Martin Luther. Preβler 201. (Dr Busso Peus Nachf., Auction 412, Lot 1761)

Figure 7 – Detail of the picture in Figure 6. It
shows Martin Luther nailing his 95 theses to
the door of the castle church at Wittenberg.
This scene is only 18 mms in diameter. Apart
from Luther’s slight nosebleed, it is an amazing
achievement.

You can buy with confidence when you see this sign

When you make a numismatic purchase (small or large)
it’s a good feeling knowing that you’re dealing with someone
who believes in fair and ethical trading.
ANDA (The Australasian Numismatic Dealers’ Association) was formed in 1995 and now has over 70 member
Companies. Membership ranges from the smallest independant dealers to the largest dealers in the country.
ANDA has stringent requirements for membership.
When you deal with ANDA Members, you know you’re

dealing with companies who subscribe to an agreed code
of conduct and who are prepared to place themselves and
their methods of trading under ANDA’s scrutiny.
Does this mean that non-ANDA members are not
ethical? Of course not. What it does mean is that a dealer
displaying the ANDA sign is making a clear statement of
an intention to treat customers fairly and that the dealer
is prepared to be responsible to a major industry association in the event of any disputes or complaints.

ANDA also encourages the hobby with National Coin,
Banknote and Stamp Fairs throughout each year. These
ANDA Shows provide the opportunity for collectors to
meet dealers face-to-face, buy and sell, obtain valuations and
to learn more about the hobby. Check the ANDA website
for details of forthcoming ANDA Fairs.
How do you locate ANDA Members? A full listing of
membership is posted on the ANDA website. The listing is
published also in every second issue of CAB Magazine.

Visit the ANDA website: www.anda.com.au

THE AUSTRALASIAN
NUMISMATIC DEALERS’ASSOCIATION INC.
PO Box 1172 MT GRAVATT QLD 4122 • Phone: 0418 745 975 • Fax: 07 3216 8622 Email: email: admin@anda.com.au

Figure 8 – Steckmedaille made of tin in 1873 to celebrate the International Exhibition in
Vienna. (Dorotheum GmbH & Co. KG, Auction 47, Lot 1145)

illustrating the life of Luther, and when
one of these pictures is magnified (Figure
7) the great skill of the artist is apparent.
Steckmedailles were easier to make and
the first examples were made in Nürnberg at the beginning of the 19th century.
Many of the pictures in them relate to
the Napoleonic Wars. For the International Exhibition held in Vienna in 1873
a large tin Steckmedaille was produced.

(Figure 8) Schraubtalers and Schraubmedailles were still popular in the first
half of the 20th century, and many were
produced during the First World War
when the pictures were often of German
generals or related to the war. (Figure 9)
Collecting these fascinating objects is
delightful as well as educational. But
there can be problems. First, most of them
were made in Germany and almost all

Figure 9 – Steckmedaille made from silver-plated bronze Bayernthalers of Ludwig III of Bavaria,
dated 1914/16. The 30 coloured pictures inside show war scenes and military leaders. Preβler
244. (Collection of St John’s Cathedral, Brisbane)

the literature about them is in German.
They are generally for sale or auction
only in Germany and the auction catalogues are in German. The excellent
catalogue, Schraubtaler und Steckmedaillen, by Ernst Preßler (pronounced
Pressler) is in German. It was published
in 2000 and has 362 pages. It lists and
describes 1056 items, and illustrates
many of them, some in colour. It has an
Introduction that contains a lot of information about schraubtalers, schraubmedailles and steckmedailles. Much of
the content of this article comes from
Preßler’s book. Fortunately the language
problem can be overcome by using a free
translation service on the Internet, e.g.
translate.google.com/ Just type in the
German text and it translates it instantly,
although sometimes the English translation does not make much sense.
Second, and this is a problem that
could have you pulling your hair out!
The schraubtaler or schraubmedaille may
have been screwed together so tightly
that you cannot open it. This happened
to me with my first schraubmedaille.
Having paid a lot of money for it at a
German auction, I could not open it. I
tried everything, short of hitting it with
a hammer. Fortunately when I took it to
a professional jeweller he was able to
open it with his special equipment. What
a relief!
✩ ✩ ✩

Baldwin’s Hong Kong Coin Auction Achieves US$2,513,400
Gold British Trade Dollar sold for
US$236,000 at the Hong Kong Coin
Auction 57 last week, bringing the auction
total to US$2,513,400, almost three times
the pre-sale estimate. A. H. Baldwin &
Sons Ltd and local auction partner Ma
Tak Wo Numismatic Co Ltd saw prices
rocket to new heights during this most
recent specialised offering, which contained several significant collections.
Trade Coinage was issued by Britain to
facilitate the lucrative trade of exotic and
luxury goods with Mainland China following the two Opium Wars. Produced for
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circulation in silver, an Eastern preference, the coinage was innovative as it
included three languages, English, Malay
and Chinese.
This superb Gold example of the Trade
Coinage is a special striking for presentation purposes, of which as few as six are
thought to exist. This Dollar, produced at
the Bombay Mint, is the best preserved
coin of its type known to exist. As a result
it initiated a bidding battle between several room bidders who were left to spectate as two keen live internet bidders
drove the price from US$120,000 to
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US$236,000 from the comfort of their
homes. [Lot 1052]
The coin was from the collection of exacting buyer Johanna Austin. She had a
particular interest in trade coins, with her
collection spanning all the nations who
produced them. The proceeds from the
sale of Austin’s collection will go to support
the Museum of East Asian Art in Bath,
England.
Prices also soared over estimate for
the Chinese coins in the Åke Lindén
collection. One prized coin from his collection included the Silver Pattern 10Cents CD1900, from the Peking Mint. An
old restrike from original dies, this example was in a PCGS holder, graded
SP61 and it sold for US$82,600 [Lot 284].
Highlights from the lots entered in the
auction by other collectors include a Tsao
Kun Gold Dollar from 1922 that sold for
US$88,500 [Lot 505] and a Hsu ShihChang Gold Dollar, 1921, that sold for
US$82,600 [Lot 494].
The auction was on Thursday 21 August
2014 in Hong Kong. The catalogue and
results are available to view online at
www.baldwin.co.uk.
Prices achieved include the hammer price plus buyer’s premium.

✩ ✩ ✩

