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The $2 Educational Note
By MIKE CARTER

A tong Creation and A Quick Death

"To most men the beauty of a United States note de-
pends less on the artistic value of the picture engraved
upon it than on the size of the plain number stamped
upon its face".

THIS quotation from a report in the New York Herald
of January 13, 1895 would come to haunt the fam-
ous "Educational Series' . of 1896 and its truth

prove to be both their demise and that of the future of
artistically attractive United States currency.

The series of 1896 Silver Certificates, better known to
most syngraphists as the "Educational Series," is prob-
ably the best known and one of the most popular issues
of all United States paper money, and well it should be.
The beautiful allegorical designs of every note in the
series, which distinguish them from every other U.S.
issue, along with a relatively short circulation life, have
created a mystique which has added to the collector
appeal. No other issue of United States currency has
received more criticism at issue or more praise today
than these notes.

This article will deal with the $2 note, which perhaps
had more problems during design and plate manufacture
than the other two notes of the series I three if you
count the unissued $10).

In 1893, when Thomas F. Morris reported to the
Bureau of Engraving and Printing as its Chief of En-
graving, the artists who would submit the designs for
the new issue of Silver Certificates had already been
chosen. The subjects for the new notes had also been
somewhat determined in a general sense. but had not
yet been laid out in design.

The artists had been chosen by the Treasury Depart-
ment not by open competition, but by their prominence
in the field of art. The Treasury Department chose this
method of designer selection because it was felt that
experienced artists could do a better job of creating the
allegorical designs for the new certificates. The fee
paid these artists was $800 a design.

Will H. Low was selected to design the $1 and $2
denominations, Walter Shirlaw the $5 and $10, and
Edwin Howland Blashfield the $50 certificate. All of

these artists had proven records in the field of allegorical
painting. In the end. however, it would be Thomas F.
Morris who would have the major hand in the final de-
signs.

The choice of Will H. Low for the $1 and $2 designs
had been influenced by the fact that he and Edwin Blash-
field had been working on decorative murals for the
new Library of Congress, Mr. Low was very happy
to receive the commission for designing two of the new
Silver Certificates. He saw the move by the Treasury
Department as one to "better the quality of designs on
our paper currency," as a chance to "put a work of art
in the hands of every man who buys a loaf of bread."
He also realized the design must be practical and meet
Treasury Department standards. These standards were
imperatives of bank note design which would prove to
be the major factor in both design problems and friction
between Mr. Morris and the artists.

The major function of paper money is not to display
art but to be a medium of exchange. To be a successful
medium of exchange it must meet the standards to com-
bat counterfeiting, which is the major reason currency
has art on it at all. Art is a deterrent to successful
counterfeiting. Too much art of the wrong kind can
lend itself to easing the counterfeiting process by mak-
ing changes in the design on counterfeit notes unrecog-
nizable, or better put. lost in the shuffle of design. Also,
too much art can upset the second standard, that of being
easily recognizable as to denomination. This last stan-
dard would prove to be a major complaint of the public
regarding the Educational Series.

With 25 years experience in banknote design I Ameri-
can Banknote Company and other prominent private
banknote companies ), Thomas F. Morris knew that
mural art had to be reduced to note size without too
much distortion and also had to conform to the tech-
niques of engraving. transfer, and plate manufacture.
This all had to be accomplished without changing the
original design. Mr. Morris realized the difficult posi-
tion in which he was. He would be between artists and
their intended designs, and the Bureau of Engraving
and Printing's "musts" for currency production.
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Will. H. Low's design for the $2 note was not used;
instead Edwin H. Blashfield's $50 design was substituted
for this denomination. Probably one critical factor in
favor of the Blashfield design being used for the $2 de-
nomination was a letter written by Alfred Jones to
George F. C. Smillie.

Alfred Jones was probably one of the most respected
and admired late 19th century engravers, staying at the
top of his field for more than forty years. One of his
best known pieces of work was the engraving of the
1887 Franklin one-cent stamp designed by Thomas F.
Morris.

George F. C. Smillie was a long-time friend of Thomas
F. Morris and came to the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing with his high recommendation as a pictorial and
portrait engraver. During the design and engraving
period for the new certificates, Mr. Smillie and Mr. Mor-
ris had many disagreements, partly because Morris
felt that Claude M. Johnson, Chief of the Bureau, valued
the opinion of Smillie more than his own on design
problems and ideas. Also, Smillie had tended to side
with the artists when Morris had differences with them.

The above-mentioned letter dated April 3, 1895, ex-
pressed Jones' admiration for the Blashfield design of
the $50 note. In the letter he stated that "it would be
a pleasure to engrave the one (the $50 design) I saw
on his easel today." This letter probably prompted
Smillie to suggest to Johnson that the $50 design be
placed on the $2 denomination. I personally feel that
the letter, along with the facts that Low had already
designed the new $1 note, that it had been decided to
hold production on a new $50 note, and that both
Blashfield and Morris respected the opinions of Alfred
Jones, led to the $50 design being placed on the new
$2 Silver Certificate.

We find however, in a letter dated April 18, 1895, from
Blashfield to Smillie, that Blashfield strongly opposed
the change in denomination of his design. He stated
that his pyramid design would become unbalanced with
a change from a double denomination (50) to a single
digit denomination (2). He did write that a change
to a 10 or 20 was feasible and would not upset the bal-
ance of the composition. The letter went on to say
that if a change were made to a $2 then it would not
be his design compositionally and he could not endorse
it. Blashfield's letter continues:

"I cannot now insist too emphatically upon the artistic
principle that figures and groups cannot be considered
as separate from numerals, labels and other integral
portions of a note; there must be absolute interdepen-
dence or you will not have a good design. Certain
changes within certain limits, it would be always pos-
sible to make so that an artist could furnish a design
which could at will be suited to three or four different
denominations if the need arose but the limits would
exist.

"I am sorry to occasion delay but delay seems to me
better than an imperfect design."

In a letter dated June 23, 1895, from Blashfield to
Smillie, he sends his recommendations for the locations
of the seal, signatures and serial numbers and once
again speaks of denomination:

The original design for the $2 note by Will H. Low.

The Blashfield design for the $50 Educational Note
which, in the end, was used for the $2 denomination.

"In what I hope will be full satisfaction of the count-
ing necessity, I have placed two numerals in the upper
corners in shields. I have used fifties simply because
it was all I could think of. I have declined the two as
you know and I do not wish to in any way infringe upon
the wishes of Shirlaw, and if he admits a change to
a ten it will be easy for the Bureau to change the
numeral. Otherwise I hope my note will be reserved
till later."

(Note: Shirlaw was originally chosen to design the $10
note)

Eventually however, Blashfield had a change of mind
and his $50 design was used for the new $2 note. This
was the first of a long line of problems to come con-
cerning the new $2 Silver Certificate. There were prob-
lems with leafage design being too small, borders being
too dark and bold, shading too dark and incorrectly
done, scrollwork and corner design lacking, and too
much lettering. Morris, noting that Blashfield was not
a banknote designer but an artist, went to Johnson with
that argument and his own proposed design for the
face surrounding Blashfield's vignette. Johnson pre-
sented the design to Blashfield, but the artist was very
much opposed to Morris making the design. Johnson.
however, told him that the design he had so far presented
was unsatisfactory and that if he could not come up
with something better, then they would use the Morris
design. He went on to say that the vignette was beau-
tiful but as in the case of the Shirlaw design for the
$5 note, they had let Shirlaw have his way with the
borders and he kept piling on the color until it was
too - dark. The design thus- - had.' to . be done all_ over
again, but if they had listened to Morris' suggestions
about the borders, it would have been all right. - He
did not want the same thing to happen to the $2 design.
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Finally Blashfield accepted the Morris design for the
borders, but he asked Johnson if he could take it to
the studio to use as a pattern and see what he could
come up with. When Morris heard this he objected,
saying that Blashfield just wanted to use his design and
take the credit for it. Johnson decided to go ahead and
let Morris finalize the design for the $2 face.

The finalized design for the face of the $2 Series of
1896 Silver Certificate consisted of five female figures
representing "Science Presenting Steam and Electricity
to Industry and Commerce." It was engraved by Charles
Schlecht and George F. C. Smillie. The back bore the
portraits of Robert Fulton and Samuel F. B. Morse,
probably engraved by Lorenzo Hatch. The remainder
of the back was designed by Thomas F. Morris. Even
at the time of issue Morris was still unhappy about the
light and shade on the face of the note, but wishing to
avoid a confrontation with Mr. Johnson he ignored the
problem.

In the end we find that Blashfield was extremely happy
with the finished product. In a letter dated January
28, 1896, after the issue of the $2 note, he expressed
his gratitude for the cooperation of the Bureau and
praised it for the engraving work. He closes with a
postscript asking if it would be possible for the Bureau
to supply him with a proof of the note.

From the day of issue the $2 as well as the other
two denominations of the new Silver Certificates received
an unfavorable reception. An article from the August
7. 1896 issue of the New York World stated that the new
$2 and $5 Silver Certificates would be released to the
public on Monday August 10th. and described Blash-
field's design as "five partly nude females in graceful
poses" (this had been one of the fears of Thomas Mor-
ris—that the public would feel that the figures were too
scantily clad).

Other problems soon came to light: The different de-
nominations were too hard to recognize. One denomina-
tion could be easily mistaken for another, particularly
in the case of the $2 and $5. The public as well as the
newspapers blamed this on the fact that the notes had
too much design as well as engraving. Another com-
plaint was that the new certificates were not nearly as
durable as other issues. They wore out too quickly
and after they were folded a number of times and car-
ried in a pocketbook they were easily torn. Bank em-
ployees complained that the creases and wear made it
almost impossible to read the numerals.

The Brooklyn Eagle had still further observations and
complaints. It stated that the notes were so over-en-
graved that they were easily counterfeited. It pointed
out that the more simply designed issues of the past
were much better for use in transactions and much
harder to counterfeit.

There was great pressure on Secretary of the Treasury
Carlisle from banks, businesses, and the general public
to withdraw the notes from circulation. In response
to the public outcry he set plans in motion for the Bureau
to correct the major problems of over-black faces and
insufficient light and shadow contrast. Because of the

just-completed national elections, he decided to leave
the fate of the new notes to the new, incoming Secretary
of the Treasury, Lyman J. Gage.

Thomas Morris had at other times been commissioned
to make revisions, but none gave him the satisfaction as
that of redoing a whole new series of currency. The Wash-
ington Times of May 1. 1897, stated that new plates were
currently being made at the Bureau to remedy the
problem of the notes being printed too dark and the
number too indistinct. But, the same day the Phila-
delphia Inquirer stated that the notes would be called in.
On May 3rd a Washington news release to all metropoli-
tan newspapers was headlined, "Gage Cancels Certifi-
cates." and then went on:

"Secretary Gage has determined to cancel the new one-
dollar, two-dollar, and five-dollar silver certificates out-
standing as they come into the Treasury. The total
foots up $16,280,000 in ones, $8,144,000 twos, and
$30,000,000 fives-$54,424,000 in all. It may take years to
wipe out the entire issues and substitute bills.

"It can be said authoritatively, however, that no more
of the so-called 'new certificates' will be printed.

"Neither will fresco painters be called in to make designs
for the substitutes. The Bureau of Engraving and
Printing had been endeavoring to force these certifi-
cates into circulation."

Engraver's proofs of the progressive steps taken to
reach the final design. These proofs were offered for
sale in the auction of the Thomas F. Morris, II collec-
tion by William P. Donlon (see March/April issue of

Paper Money page 82).

As a eulogy to these beautiful notes, I offer the fol-
lowing words from Thomas F. Morris, II's book entitled
The Life and Work of Thomas F. Morris 1852-1898:

"In retrospect it seems just to attribute to the artists
themselves a heavy share of the responsibility for the
failure of the silver certificate issue. As talented and
widely recognized authorities in fresco painting the
artists thought it unnecessary to study the miniature
medium in which rich designs in oil must ultimately
appear, and the processes by which they were produced.
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In the case of the 1896 certificates the artists not only
rejected the counsel of a bank note designer who knew
production techniques; they actually insisted on adapt-
ing the bank note to their esthetic standards, oblivious
to the pitfalls in engraving, transfer, and printing.
Enamored of the beauty of their designs, they acted
as if people were going to stand around admiring them,
as they would a mural, rather than put them to use in
the market place."

Today the 1896 Educational Notes hold a place in
stature and beauty that no other issue of U. S. currency
can claim. Prices for specimens climb higher and high-
er with each passing year (see March/April 1975 issue
of PAPER MONEY page 82). Where will it end? My
guess is it will not. The future is today bright for the
1896 Certificates and holds many record-breaking prices
for this issue. In any condition the notes are a good
investment, a beautiful piece of workmanship, and quite
a conversation piece in the world of paper money his-
tory and collecting.
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"A MOST INTERESTING BLOCK"
By GRAEME M. TON, JR .

They must have liked him. They used him for about
everything.

He was used for the most famous experimentals of
all, the "R" and "S" issue.

He changed his blue seal for a wartime issue of brown.
They tacked the surcharge HAWAII on his back and
sent him to circulate in the Pacific.

About the only thing they didn't do with him was to
mule his plates, but he was a bit far back in the pack
for that to happen.

Yes, they issued him into regular production also.
Probably a Westerner, as he's found on several of the
"short snorter" notes picked up in the Pacific during
WWII.

He's a most interesting block—the $1 Silver Certificate
1935A SC block!

He had 1,184,000 notes issued of the Experimental
"R" for regular paper content, and another 1,184,000
of the Experimental "S" for special that signified the
paper content being tested. Then he had 15,000,000
printed with the brown seal HAWAII used throughout
the Pacific—much more than any other block; about
40% of HAWAII's are in the SC block.

This left him with 82,632,000 for regular circulation,
minus the error notes replaced by star notes. Surely

not a short-run issue, but today he is a bit difficult to
find in any grade.

It's significant that he's the ONLY block that carries
his own identity SC for Silver Certificate Maybe that's
why they liked him so much. . . .

He's my choice for the Type note in the Silver
Certificates.

Multicolored Money for U. S.?

At the- 1975 ANA convention, James A. Conlon, Director
of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, said in regard
to multicolored currency: "We have done much research
and experimentation, but we have not produced any de-
signs, simply working models."
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