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The

I 9 1 Educational Notes
By Gene Hessler, NLG

$2 Design Newly

Discovered

Those who were qualified to judge, including
Augustus St. Gaudens, considered the silver certificates
of 1896 a triumph in banknote design; by many others,
these beautiful notes were considered a failure. In an
announcement to the public, the Treasury Department
stated the intent of the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing, with the assistance of the country's most
famous muralists as designers, to produce aesthetically
pleasing notes that would rival all other currency.

On 13 January 1895, 18 months before the first of the
new notes were released, a reporter for The New York
Times commented on the aesthetic intentions of the
Bureau of Engraving and Printing: "To most men the
beauty of a United States note depends less on the
artistic value of the picture engraved upon it than the
size of the plain number stamped on the face." Perhaps
the reporter shouldn't be criticized too much for his
poignant observation during a depression when at least
two million were unemployed and 1,300 strikes were
called during the previous year. This was the time of
William Jennings Bryan, leader of the Democratic
Party, who advocated bimetallism, freeing silver and
abolishing the gold standard. "You shall not press
down upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns, you
shall not crucify mankind on a cross of gold."

Money was scarce, especially small denomination
notes. The entire 1896 silver certificate issue, for all
three denominations, totaled 112,928,000 notes. On a
per capita basis that is about one and a half notes for

each of the 70 million people in the U. S. in 1896. Today,
one Federal Reserve District in one year might release
400 million or more notes.

The average weekly salaries of those employed
amounted to a few dollars. And, true, those on the lower
end of the economic scale probably did not have
banknotes in their hands long enough to ponder their
aesthetic qualities. Notwithstanding, there is no reason
for not making a functional item beautiful, if it can be
done, be it a chamber pot or a banknote. This was most
likely the reasoning within the U. S. Treasury
Department. So, work began on the exquisite but short-
lived educational notes.

The new $1 note was released in July of 1896; the $2
and $5 followed in August. On the 15th of the following
month, Secret Service men reported that the
denomination on the "1"s had been altered to "5"s. One
of the first published criticisms of all three notes was
printed in the New York Sun, on 23 January 1897:

The elaborately designed new silver certificates have
not won the popular success that was hoped for by the
authorities in Washington ... The first objection is that
the different denominations...are not nearly so readily
distinguishable as in former issues. In the matter of the
five-dollar certificate this criticism is serious...it can
easily be mistaken for a two-dollar...unless great care is
exercised...
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Proof of the $1 1896 educational note as issued.

Essay for the 1897 design, note the change in all numeral "l's," and the addition of two small
"1's" in upper border.

The second objection is that the great mass of
engraving...adds much to the difficulty of deciphering
the different denominations. This is the most serious
objection urged against the new certificates.

"The new certificates," said the cashier of a big bank
downtown, "are an absolute nuisance when they get
soiled from use. It is next to impossible to decipher the
numerals when the certificates are completely worn. It
is a constant and bothersome eye strain when one has to
count the worn ones by the thousands daily."

Still another complaint...is that they are not nearly so
durable as the former issues, and that they tear very
readily after they have been folded up a number of times
and carried in a pocketbook. The creases of the folds...are
not so easily removed as in the former issues.

(A softer paper which was more receptive to the new
design did prove to be less durable.)

By 15 August 1897 1 , the new $1, $2 and $5 notes had
been in circulation for over one year. On the
aforementioned date The New York Times reported that
this series is "...doomed to be retired before it is fully

completed. Higher denominations were forthcoming.
The whole series has proved unsuccessful from the point
of view of the handlers of money." The article continues
by saying that judges of good workmanship liked the
new notes, and agree they are the best example of
banknote engraving.

Everyone involved in the production of the
educational notes, designers, engravers, Bureau Chief
Johnson and Secretary of the Treasury Gage, must
have been saddened by the public reaction to their
masterpieces. In an attempt to win the public over,
alterations were made in the designs and new plates
were made for an 1897 series. 2

I. This date is given incorrectly as 18% for the same quote in The Life and Work of
Thomas F. Morris 1852-1898, by Thomas F. Morris, II, published by the author, p.
115.

2. The $1, $5 and $10 designs were illustrated in this author's U.S. Essay, Proof
and Specimen Notes; however, the $2 design was only discovered recently by the
author, and is illustrated here for the first time.

On the face of the $1 design, a new style numeral "1"
in white stands out on a dark counter. Clouds were
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The 1896 $2 note as issued.

An incomplete essay for the 1897 design, newly discovered by the author.

removed from the sky. The $2 design, represented here
by an incomplete proof, appears to be much the same as
the 1896 version with the exception of counters to frame
the numeral "2." Perhaps this change was to make it
easier for those would not distinguish a "5" from a "2."
The new $5 notes would be "lightened," according to the
New York Times of 4 May 1897. The numeral "5,"
although smaller, was placed on a darkened counter,
and one ribbon was removed from both left and right
borders.

The most obviously change in the $5 design can be
traced to Anthony Comstock, self-appointed keeper of
the public morals. As president of the Watch and Ward
Society, he complained vociferously to the Treasury
Department that the figure of Electricity was lewd and
immoral. On the 1896 version she revealed more vital
flesh than she concealed. There is no absolute proof that
the government withdrew these notes because of the
outcry of Mr. Comstock, but they are now scarce in
uncirculated condition. That the Treasury Department
obviously made an attempt to assuage Mr. Comstock
and his followers, the 1897 version bears witness; the
proof is in the putting on of an additional flimsy
raiment to cover the upper portion of Electricity.

The 1896 $10 notes were never issued, and a proof with
"series of 1897" is known. There is no noticeable artistic
change on the latter.

New plates were made from the altered designs, but
all for nought. Secretary of the Treasury Gage decided
to cancel the entire issue. The numerals on the $1, $2,
and $5 notes stand out more on the 1897 essays and may
very well have pleased the bankers and newspapers.
For the collector it would have meant a type II
educational note.

There could have been another reason for the
Secretary's decision to discontinue the educational
series. According to an item in the New York Times of 23

October 1897, Secretary of the Treasury Gage made a
presentation to the Cabinet, that a consistency of
design be adopted for each denomination regardless of

The 1980 $5 note as issued.



Page 328 	 Whole No. 90

An incomplete essay for the 1897 design. Note the additional garments on Fame and
Electricity.

Essay for the 1897 $10 eductional note. The 1896 design, also unissued, is exactly the same.

the type of note. This would mean that $1 notes, whether
they were silver certificates, gold certificates or United
States notes, would all bear the same design. The other
denominations would follow the same pattern. The only
difference would be the type of note and the obligation
statement printed thereon. To demonstrate his plan,
examples were shown to the Cabinet.

The Annual Reports of the Bureau of Engraving and
Printing3 yield no information concerning these essays.
Upon examination of die and plate proofs at the Bureau,
I was not able to find any physical examples of the
designs Secretary Gage put before the Cabinet for their
consideration.

Unfortunately the artistic educational notes quickly
succumbed to the laissez-faire philosophy of the
newspapers and the public. No silver certificates with
completely new designs were issued until the series of
1899 made its appearance. In the next issue of this

journal, that design will be discussed but as an essay for
a Treasury note.

3. An unexpected entry under miscellaneous appropriations for fiscal year 18%

was noted: 12 violin strings, 88C. Following World War I, employees at the Bureau

formed a concert band. Perhaps the precursor of this larger group was a string
quartet.

SUPPORT YOUR SOCIETY

The Society of Paper Money Collectors has an
informative handout brochure available for the asking.
Contained in the brochure is information on the Society
and paper money in general. Take some with you to the
next coin club meeting or show. Write S.P.M.C.
secretary Del Beaudreau.
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