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GENE HESSLER

This is the first in a three-part series that will briefly cover the lives of Edwin H.
Blashfield, Will Low and Walter Shirlaw, the three artists who designed the silver
certificates of 1896 — the educational notes.

Each artist was a painter and muralist. In the opinion of this writer it was
thought that perhaps some of you might be interested to know where the art work of
these gentlemen can be seen.

Consequently, at the end of each part there will be a list of works by title and
location. It is possible and even probable that urban renewal in some cities has
caused the destruction of some buildings that contained murals by these artists. In
some instances, publications are listed that include illustrated examples.

EDWIN H. BLASHFIELD
and His Work

"Mr. Blashfield has long been known as one of the most
scholarly of our living artists; but as a painter, in the concep-
tion and the presentation of this great tribunal, 'where the
light is silent all,' he has risen to heights which he has not
before attained." ' These words refer to a mural in the auditor-
ium of the College of the City of New York. Scholarly is the
term that most often describes Edwin Howland Blashfield.
This painter and muralist was more than an applied artist, he
was a lecturer, author and an intellectual.

The mural-like design for the $2 silver certificate of 1896
introduced the name of Blashfield to many of those interested
in the history of U.S. paper money. John La Farge who stud-
ied in Paris and became interested in the pre-Raphaelite move-
ment during the 1870s was the founder of mural painting in
America. The Successor to La Farge was Edwin Howland
Blashfield.

On 15 December 1848 as hopeful prospectors rushed to
California, Blashfield was born in New York City. From a
very early age he was interested in drawing; later, travel and
reading. By the age of four he was seldom found without pen-
cil in hand as he sketched the world around him. When the
Civil War began, Blashfield was momentarily obsessed with
the need to sketch soldiers in uniform.

His early schooling came at the Boston Latin School. 11
was assumed that he would become an engineer, and a relative
took Blashfield to Europe to receive the necessary training.
Three months later, with no one to look after the boy when the
relative died, Edwin returned home to pursue the subject at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. The year was 1865,
and the 17 year old Blashfield was one of 15 who took classes
as the doors of MIT opened for the first time.'

Sometime before the end of 1866, the overwhelming need
to paint prompted Blashfield to make the decision to go to
Paris. The French capital was the place to be during the latter

Edwin H. Blashfield (Courtesy of Thomas F. Morris, II, deceased)
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part of the 19th century, if you were a painter.In 1867, at the
age of 19, the young American hurried to the art capital to
learn from Gerome, Chapu and Leon Bonnat, who was con-
sidered Blashfield's master.

Many years earlier Blashfield had adopted Giotto and
Van Eyck as his gods. As he developed his technique the Flor-
entines impressed him; later it would be the Venetian Renais-
sance painters. Ultimately he became an eclectic. These
influences are obvious when one views the work of Blashfield.
"Glorious Venetian patterns hide away and reveal themselves
in the stately folds of velvets and damasks or spread their
amplitude of design frankly across the deep bosoms of em-
blematic ladies in regal costume. Drama, history, art, with
their multitudinous complications in an old world civilization
which he reproduced in the easy mood of rich familiarity."'
Blashfield became a master at choosing and mixing colors with
the change of light in mind that would fall on the domes and
walls he would paint. "Of course, in painting, temperature is a
matter of color, and as Mr. Blashfield's color is never cold his
allegories are never called upon to shiver."' He wanted to and
succeeded in telling stories in his murals. It was St. Augustine
who said "pictures are the books of the ignorant." Most often
murals acquaint the spectator with historical events.

The World's Columbian Exposition of 1893 which was
held in Chicago gave us our first U.S. commemorative coins.
It was also the test for some American painters who were
called upon by Francis D. Millet to decorate the Manufactur-
ers and Liberal Arts Buildings at the fair. Blashfield, recently
back from Paris, was joined by Kenyon Cox, George W.
Maynard, Gari Melchers, Charles S. Reinhart, Walter Shirlaw,
Edward Simmons and Alden Weir; none had any real ex-
perience at mural painting. The artists were given a mere six
weeks to complete their murals. This as one would imagine,
created a certain amount of consternation. Years later
Blashfield commented on the extreme conditions to which the
mural painters were subjected: "In Chicago, at the World's
Fair we mural painters wore sweaters, the wind blew the
turpentine out of our cups and stiffened our fingers; in
Washington, under a summer sun beating upon the dome of
the Library of Congress, we worked in gauze under clothing
only, and drank a bucketfull of ice-water a day.... " 5

There was criticism from the art world, as one would sur-
mise, for the way "the great white city" of the Chicago
Exposition was decorated. Those who approved of
Blashfield's work deluged him with commissions to decorate
public buildings and private homes all around the country.
Later, when fire destroyed the buildings and the work of
Blashfield which remained from the Chicago Fair, he
demonstrated no sorrow. He obviously shared some of the
same criticism that the art world had expressed.

A large workshop was necessary to create the larger than
life cartoons needed for the preliminary work on murals, a
procedure Michelangelo had practiced centuries before. A
studio 50 feet in length in the upper regions of Carnegie Hall -a
realm familiar to this writer - in New York City was where
Blashfield and his assistants Alonzo Forringer and Vincente
Aderente did their work. Both assistants went on to gain in-
dividual recognition in the art world. Aderente later executed a
lunette in the U.S. Mint in Denver. When Forringer and Ader-
ente contributed significantly to a work of their master, Blash-
field insisted their names join his as creators. Artists are not

always this considerate of those who assist. "Everything about
Blashfield was fine-grained, his art and his talk, his courtesy
and his thought for others in all the relations of life.... " 6

A letter in Blashfield's hand in which he comments on his
Library of Congress Decorations.

Two years after the Columbian Exposition opened, Blash-
field received a commission from the U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment to design the $50 silver certificate. Claude M. Johnson,
Chief of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing thought it best
to use the design for the $2 educational note; a problem had
developed with Will Low's design for the lower denomination.
Blashfield was unhappy about this alteration and expressed his
disfavor in a letter to Chief Bureau engraver G.F.C. Smillie:

In regard to changing [the] denomination of my fifty, please
tell Mr. Johnson that in addition to my other reasons given
before and which are the same today as then, I also object
distinctly on artistic grounds to the change from fifty to a two.
You can easily see that the 50 is an important compositional fac-
tor in the building up of my design. I have arranged a pyramid
[effect] which a two cannot possibly supplement ....

It could be changed to a twenty or a ten, without any injury
to the balance of the composition but not to any denomination
expressed by a single numeral. The result of such a change would
be that from a design which is my work and which I endorse as
the best I was able to do at the time, it would become a design
not mine compositionally and which I could not endorse.'

It was in 1876, nine years after he came to Paris, when Ed-
win H. Blashfield had his first painting hung at the Paris
Salon. When asked about this later in life he replied, ". . . by
Jove it was an awful looking thing, too!" He exhibited works
in the Paris Salon until 1892. The public also saw his works at
the Royal Academy in London. His many awards include the
gold medal of honor from the Architectural League of New
York in 1911 for his work in the State Capitol in Pierre, South
Dakota, and the Court House in Youngstown, Ohio. In 1923
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he received the gold medal from the National Institute of Arts
and Letters in New York City and served as the Institute's
president from 1915-1916. When New York University be-
stowed an honory Doctor of Fine Arts on him in 1928 it was
said at the ceremony that, "Edwin Howland Blashfield, [was]
an artist whose genius has been recognized in the art centers of
Europe, and whose work has enriched and adorned not only
his native city, but numberless public buildings and private
homes throughout the United States."'

The National Academy of Design, also in New York City,
awarded the artist their medal in 1934; he also served as their
president. When presenting the medal, H.W. Watrous said:
"You are the dean of American mural painters and we, the
members of the academy, are the undergraduates. We love you
for yourself and for your achievements. You are a gallant
gentleman and a great artist whose genius has raised the stand-
ard of decoration in our public buildings, making many of
them a lasting [thing of] beauty for our benefit and an inspira-
tion for future generations."' Until that time the only other
recipients of this medal were Elihu Root, Nobel Prize winner,
and Samuel F.B. Morse.

Blashfield was chosen as the president of the Federation
of Fine Arts and the Society of American Artists. In June
1912, President Taft appointed him as a member of the Na-
tional Commission of Fine Arts.

The numerous literary works of Blashfield, some written
with his first wife Evangeline, also an artist, who died in 1918
further demonstrates the sensitivity and articulateness of the
man. In Italian Cities the Blashfields wrote poetically of their
impressions of the cities where Donatello, Ghiberti and Ver-
rocchio walked; the doorways which led to the studios of
Michelangelo, Raphel and Brunelleschi where the artists found
refuge to create their timeless works of art. Not all the art the
man and wife wrote about was created for the aristocracy like
the Medicis. Much of it was " . . democratic, municipal; 'of
the people, by the people, for the people;' stooping to the
humblest offices; carving the public fountain, where good
wives washed their cabbages and filled their clashing metal
buckets, and rising heavenward on the broad curves of

Brunelleschi's dome." 10 Ten years after the death of
Evangeline Edwin married Grace Hall.

Edwin Howland Blash field was equally at home executing
a small sketch or a mural 44 x 70 feet, the size of the Waldorf
ceiling. A contemporary artist and friend said Blashfield "has
probably produced as much important work as any two of his
fellows.""

The $2 educational note was issued in August 1896. Forty
years later, on 12 October 1936, the prolific Blashfield died at
a summer home at South Dennis, Cape Cod.

The list of works compiled from many sources which
follows will allow those who live in or near the cities where the
paintings and murals are located to view them personally.
Washington, D.C. is a popular tourist city, and it is in the
Library of Congress where Blashfield, who agreed, did some
of his best work.

The position of Mr. Blashfield's decorations in the Collar and
Lantern of the dome is the noblest and most inspiring in the
Library. They are literally and obviously the crowning glory of
the building, and put the final touch of completion on the whole
decorative scheme of the interior. The visitor will see how,
without them, not a painting in the building would seem to re-
main solidly and easily in its place, for they occupy not only the
highest, but the exact central point of the Library, to which, in a
sense, every other is merely relative.

The work in the Library of Congress is another example
of the artist's insistance that his assistant be acknowledged.
"On the base of the dynamo, Mr. Blashfield has signed his
work in an inscription which recalls also the name of the artist
who assisted him in laying it upon the plaster: 'These decora-
tions were designed and executed by Edwin Howland Blash-
field, assisted by Arthur Reginald Willett, A.D. MDCCCLX-
XXXVI."' "

Incidently, the original painting of Science Presenting
Steam and Electricity to Industry and Commerce, the subject
for the $2 ($50) educational note which hangs in the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing is absent from every list of Blashfield
works. It is one piece of art, the engraving of which has been
seen and handled by millions. It is undoubtedly the artist's
most recognizable work.

The painting was accepted as the design for the $1 educational note on
10 July 1894. (Courtesy of the Bureau of Engraving & Printing)
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THE ART WORK OF
EDWIN HOWLAND BLASHFIELD

TITLE

Academia*

Allegro*

Alma Mater*

Angel of the Flaming Sword

Anthony Drexel Memorial
Chapel

A Poet

Autumn

Bells*

Books*

Carry On

Chemistry*

Commodus*

Dance

Decorations

Decoration*

Decoration of semi-dome &
choir

Detroit at the Meeting of the
Land and Water Ways*

Dome Collar: Egypt (Written
Records), Judea (Religion),
Greece (Philosophy), Rome
(Administration), Islam
(Physics), The Middle Ages
(Modern Languages), Italy
(Fine Arts), Germany
(Printing), Spain (Discovery),
England (Literature), France
(Emancipation) and America
(Science)"

Evangeline Wilbour Blashfield*

Florentine Festival

Four Pendentives to the Main
Dome

Fuga*

Genius of Art

Graphic Arts

Human Understanding

In the House of the Carpenter*

Inspiration

Justice*

Life

LOCATION/PUBLICATION

Church of the Ascension, NY
City

Church of the Savior, Philadel-
phia, PA

American Art, S.K. Koehler,
Cassell & Co., N.Y., 1886

Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn,
NY
Residence of E. Morss

Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York City

Williams College, Williams-
town, MA

Residence of Adolph Lewissohn

Residences of: G.W.C. Drexel,
R.I. Gammell, Adolph Lewis-
sohn, H. Siddons Mowbroy, H.
McK. Twombly, W.K.
Vanderbilt

Union League, NY City

Church of the Savior, Philadel-
phia, PA

Library of Congress, Washing-
ton, DC

Residence of Adolph Lewissohn

Essex County Court House,
Newark, NJ

National Academy of Design,
NY City

Residence of Adolph Lewissohn

Detroit Public Library

Lantern Crown, Library of
Congress, Washington, DC

State Capitol, St. Paul, MN

Elks Memorial Building,
Chicago

"American Art Annual,"
1898-1932, Vol. 10.

TITLE

Medieval Art*

Minnesota, The Granary of the
World

Mural

Music*
Music

Music

Music*

Music*

Music and the Dance

Ornamental decorations, super-
vised by E.H. Blashfield

Panel in Dining Room

Panel in Governor's Room

Panel in Gymnasium Trophy
Room

Patrae

Pittsburgh

Pittsburgh Offering Its Steel
and Iron to the World

Poets and Musicians*

Prose Writers

Prudence Binding Fortune

Prudencia

Rain

St. Ann and the Virgin*

St. John the Evangelist

Science Presenting Steam and
Electricity to Industry and
Commerce

Sisters

Strains of Grey

Suspense, The Boston People
Watch from the Housetops the
Firing at Bunker Hill

The Calling of St. Matthew the
Apostle

The Edict of Toleration of Lord
Baltimore

The Evolution of Civilization

The Fifth Minnesota Regiment
at the Battle of Corinth

LOCATION/PUBLICATION

National Academy of Design,
NY City

State Capitol, St. Paul, MN

Appellate Court Building, NY
City

Detroit Public Library
Art and Artists of Our Time,
Selmer Hess, 1888, Vol. 3.

Representative Works of Con-
temporary American Artists,
Scribner's Sons, 1887.

Residence of Adolph Lewissohn

Residence of R.I. Gammell

Astor Ballroom Ceiling, the
Waldorf Astoria, NY City

Hudson County Court House,
Jersey City, NJ

Lawyer's Club, NY City

State Capitol, Pierre, SD

Mercersburg Academy, Mer-
cersburg, PA

Baltimore Court House, Balti-
more, MD

American Mural Painting, Paul-
ine King

Bank of Pittsburgh

Detroit Public Library

Detroit Public Library

Appellate Court, NY City

Prudential Insurance Building,
Newark, NJ

Church of St. Matthew, Wash-
ington, DC

Bureau of Engraving and Print-
ing, Washington, DC

"American Art Annual," Vol.
14.

History of American Art, S.
Hartmann

"American Narrative Paint-
ing," Los Angeles Museum of
Art, (Oct. 1 - Nov. 17), 1974

Church of St. Matthew, Wash-
ington, DC

Baltimore Court House, Balti-
more, MD

Rotunda Dome, Library of
Congress, Washington, DC

State Capitol, St. Paul, MN



The Good Shepherd

The Good Shepherd*

The Graduate

The Joining of the Ways

The Law

The Law

The Law of Classical Antiquity

The Law of Modern Times

The Law of the Middle Ages

The Law of Remote Antiquity

The Martyrdom of St. Matthew
(designed by E.H. Blashfield)

The Organist

The Power of the Law

The Spirit of Civilization Lead-
ing the Discoverers and Colo-
nists to the Sources of the Mis-
sissippi

The Progress of Civilization
(mural study)

The Uses of Wealth*

Thrift Driving the Wolf from
the Door

Triumph of Minnesota

Washington Inaugural Centen-
nial Booklet, 1889

Washington Laying Down His
Commission

Westward

Wisconsin in the Past and
Present*

Wisdom*

Church of Bethesda, MD

Church of St. Luke, Atlanta,
GA

Auditorium of the College of
the City of New York

Detroit Public Library

Court House, Cleveland, OH

Luzerne County Court House,
Wilkes-Barre, PA

Mahoning County Court
House, Youngstown, OH

Mahoning County Court
House. Youngstown, OH

Mahoning County Court
House, Youngstown, OH

Mahoning County Court
House, Youngstown, OH

Appellate Court (court room),
NY City

State Capitol, St. Paul, MN

William's College Museum of
Art, Williamstown, Mass.

Citizen's Bank, Cleveland, OH

Appellate Court, NY City

State Capitol, St. Paul MN

The Confident Years, American
Heritage Pub., Co.,

Baltimore Court House, Balti-
more, MD

Iowa State Capitol (main hall)
Des Moines, IA

State Capitol, House of Repre-
sentatives, Madison, WI

Essex County Court House,
Newark, NJ
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2. Confirmed by a letter dated 29 March 1983 from the MIT Alumni Associa-
tion.

3. Elisabeth Luther Cary, "The Scholarship of Edwin Howland Blashfield,"
The American Magazine of Art, Vol. VIII, No. 1, p. 5.
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5. Edwin Howland Blashfield, Mural Painting in America, Scribner's Sons,
New York, 1913.

6. The Works of Edwin Howland Blashfield, Introduction by Royal Cortissoz,
Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, 1937, p. 13.

7. Gene Hessler, U.S. Essay, Proof and Specimen Notes, BNR Press, Port
Clinton, Ohio, 1979, p. 104.

8. The New York Times, Obituary of E.H. Blashfield, 13 October 1936, p. 27.

9. Ibid.

10. Edwin H. and Evangeline Blashfield, Italian Cities, Vol. 1, Scribner's Sons,
New York, 1900, p. 171.

11. Kenyon Cox, Concerning Painting, Charles Scribner's Sons, New York,
1917, p. 257.

12. Herbert Small, Handbook of the New Library of Congress, Curtis and
Cameron, Boston, 1901, p. 71.

13. Ibid, p. 72.

14. "The decoration of the collar consists of a ring of twelve seated figures, male
and female, ranged against a wall of mosaic patterning. They are of colossal size,
measuring, as they sit, about ten feet in height. They represent the twelve coun-
tries, or epochs, which have contributed most to the development of present-day
civilization in this country. Beside each is a tablet, decorated with palms, on
which is inscribed the name of the country typified, and below this, on a contin-
uous banderole or streamer, is the name of some chief or typical contribution of
that country to the sum of human excellence." Small, p. 72.

* Reproduced in The Works of Edwin Howland Blashfield.

Additional Sources

Brochure of the Mural Painters - A National Society Publication, pub. by The
Society, New York, 1916.

Pauline King, American Mural Painting, Noyes, Platt & Co., Boston, 1901.

Thomas F. Morris, II, The Life and Work of Thonzas F. Morris, 1852-1898, ed.
Barbara R. Mueller, pub. by the author, 1968.

Isabel S., and Kate M. Munro, Index to Reproductions of American Paintings,
The H.W. Wilson Co., New York, 1948.

Newspaper clippings in the New York Public Library.

Esther Aileen Park, Mural Painters in America, Kansas State Teachers College,
Pittsburg, Kansas, April, 1949.

Lyn Wall Smith and Nancy Dustin Wall Moure, Index to Reproductions of
American Paintings, The Scarecrow Press, Inc., Metuchen, N.J. & London,
1977.

Grace Whitworth, "The Work and Workshop of Edwin Howland Blashfield,"
Fine Arts Journal, Vol. XXIII, No. 5, November, 1910.

Who Was Who in America, Vol. I, 1897-1942, A.N. Marquis Co., Chicago,
1943.
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Correction. In the W.S. Dewey article in PM No. 108, p. 273,
the reference in the fourth paragraph should be "See Jan/Feb
1983, pp. 28 & 29) not (see Figure 5).

Correction. Three notes that relate to the "Analysis of the
14000... Charters ," which appeared in PM No. 111, pp.
116-120 have not surfaced and were incorrectly listed. They
are:

14026 Owenton, Ky. 	 $20
14033 Woburn, Mass.	 5
14121 Mt. Wolf, Pa.	 10

Please correct your records accordingly.
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