
Paper Money Whole No. 138
Page 182

JOSEPH KELLER
ENGRAVER

by GENE HESSLER

. . . who would have expected the son of a shoe-
maker; the youngest of six children of a poor, Ger-
man, immigrant family; a young man whose formal
education ended with the 8th grade" . . . would
make "a difference to all" . . . who knew him?
(Eulogy: Eilene Bertsch, daughter of Joseph Keller)

"I behold his eyes caressing those whom he loved —
as with a touch — as if with each glance he framed a
`still-shot' that was permanently etched in his mem-
ory." (Eulogy)

James Whistler, Paul Gauguin and Camile Pissarro died in
1903; in that same year, on 19 May, artist-to-be Joseph Keller
was born in the Bronx, New York. Following graduation from
Immaculate Conception grammar school in 1918 he immedi-
ately went to work at American Bank Note Co (ABNCo) as a
burnisher (plate cleaner). "In those days, a high school diploma

was not required to get a job and the $10 salary I got was badly
needed." In 1918 it was customary to accept any type of em-
ployment in a particular company and hope for advancement to
the position you ultimately wanted.

A 1949 self-portrait.

J OSEPH KELLER is this man, a man who made the world a
better place because of his existence and his contribu-
tions—artistic and humane.

Without knowing of the delicate state of his health, I began
corresponding with Mr. Keller in January 1987. After six
months of exchanging letters I decided that I wanted to meet this
warm, interesting and humorous man. Due to an encounter
with pneumonia, on my part, it was necessary to cancel a
scheduled September meeting. In November my only meeting
with this kind and gentle man took place. One month later, on

14 December 1987, Joseph Keller died at the age of 84. It was
truly my good fortune to have known him.

At age 14, Joseph Keller made this drawing; it was based on a
magazine illustration.

Drawings that the youthful Joseph Keller submitted when he

applied for the job at ABNCo went into a file. Five years later

they were shown to legendary Robert Savage, head of the Pic-

ture Engraving Department at ABNCo. Five minutes later the

aspiring engraver was told he would begin his apprenticeship as

an engraver the following morning. "The drawings that got me

the job were done at Morris High School in the Bronx. The

teacher's name was Wilks. I loved his way of teaching. The stu-

dents took turns posing for the class. Occasionally we chipped in

and hired a model. We were all poor kids. If there wasn't
enough cash in the box, Mr. Wilks took care of the rest."
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These same drawings were submitted when Joseph Keller ap-
plied for study at the National Academy of Design about 1919.
About three years were spent in the academy that had also
served as the training ground for engravers Asher B. Durand,
Alfred Jones, Joseph I. Pease, John F. Prud'homme, Mosley I.
Danforth and Peter Maverick, Jr.; the latter two were also
founders of the National Academy of Design. We all have our
personal heroes; these and other engravers were probably the
artists_ emulated by Joseph Keller.

In the early 1920s, "ABNCo engaged Mr. George Bridge-
man, a man from the Art Students League [who also instructed
Norman Rockwell] .... I spent 5 years with him. He was one of
America's greatest anatomists." Bridgeman compiled a book,
Fifty Figure Drawings, " . . .to show by definite examples the
best work produced by students of the leading Art Schools" in
the United States. One of Mr. Keller's drawing was selected for
this publication.

During my visit with Mr. Keller he brought out some of his
early sketches including a self-portrait. At the bottom of each
was a numeral, i.e., 18, 25, 32, etc. These, he said, were the
number of seconds allowed to make the particular sketch.

Walter Major, brother of engraver James Parsons Major, was
a vice-president at ABNCo and headed the Design Department
in the mid-1920s. A photograph of his surburban home was the
subject of a practice engraving by Joseph Keller. This apprentice
engraving was executed in 1927 with less than five years exper-
ience; it demonstrates greatness and the promise of the young
artist. The detail of the engraving of the home of Walter Major
undoubtedly alerted supervisor Edwin Gunn, another superior
engraver, to the potential of Joseph Keller as an engraver cap-
able of executing all types of work, especially postage stamps.

Joseph Keller eventually engraved bank notes for Brazil,
French Indochina, Guatemala and Venezuela as well as a con-
siderable number of vignettes for stock certificates, but his stamp
engravings outnumber both.

One stamp that Mr. Keller took particular pride in engraving
was the 5 gourdes of Haiti (Scott A61). The repetitive grill, or
lattice work, around the figures appears to have been machine-
engraved—it is, remarkably, all engraved by hand.

Joseph Keller and daughter
Eilene ca. 1940.
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One particular bank note called for monotonous repetition—
the back of the French Indochina 50 piastres (Pick 77). It's un-
fortunate that the figures could not have been reproduced me-
chanically; each was individually engraved. Mr. Keller called it
"a heart-breaking, tough piece that showed nothing." William
Adolph, a senior engraver who Mr. Keller admired, studied the
subject and said "what a waste of time and talent . . .."

In my correspondence with Mr. Keller he mentions the en-
gravers he worked with; with fw exceptions all received words
of admiration and praise. Edwin Gunn, Warrell Hauck, Elie
Loizeaux, Harold Osborn, Robert Savage and Arthur Vogel are
just some who could be described here, but, this is Mr. Keller's
story. Notwithstanding, there is one brief incident, related in a
letter, that demonstrates his lasting sense of humor.

Writing about Harold Osborn, Mr. Keller related the follow-
ing: "He told us of the time he went to a movie about gorillas.
The place was crowded. The woman in front of him had a little
boy who was constantly asking questions. Finally Harold
touched the woman on the shoulder and told her he hadn't
come to the theatre to hear her boy, would she try to keep him
quiet. In a loud voice she said to the boy, 'Did you hear that?
The man in back wants to hear what the monkies have to say."'
Yes, Joseph Keller was known as a story-teller. There were
many in his letters and I heard a few during our meeting.

"I know him as the master story teller—such a won-
derful sense of humor! with a delicate, gentle, intui-
tive understanding of what makes us human. How
many of us have been at a gathering with him, with
family, friends, neighbors, golfers, artists? Inevit-
ably, someone said, 'Joe, tell a story!"' (Eulogy)

It is not uncommon for artists to have favorites among their
creations. One of Mr. Keller's was his engraving of a shoemaker.
This engraving, for the Melville Shoe Corporation, was done
with his father in mind. The senior Mr. Keller came to the United
States about 1875 from Germany. "When he was about 12
years old the village he lived in needed a shoemaker, so he was
sent to another village" to learn the craft. "He was a shoemaker
but not an ordinary repairman; he was able to make complete
shoes by hand . .." Referring to the shoemaker vignette Mr.
Keller said, "It might have been a picture of my father."

Joseph Keller, daughter Eilene and wife Diane.
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Philipp Kell,er l,
BOOTS'
Made to

Repairing done

A damaged, but treasured, advertising card for the father of Joseph
Keller.
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Another vignette of which the engraver spoke fondly, and
justifiably proudly, is Agriculture No. 5. He did the etching work
and Sidney Smith began the engraving. Then, due to the death
of Mr. Smith, the young Joseph Keller completed the engrav-
ing. This magnificent example of the engraver's art was never
used; it was probably intended for a stock certificate. "Mr.
Smith," said Mr. Keller, "was one of the most intelligent people I
ever met."

Joseph Keller was one of the most sensitive, kind and gener-
ous human beings I have ever met. From our correspondence
and one-time meeting, he sensed my sincere interest in the his-
tory of the security engraving and specifically in his work. He
gave me one of four examples that he had of Agriculture No. 5.
I will treasure it along with the bittersweet memory of a man
who, during his professional career, created engravings that re-
main for all of us to enjoy and appreciate.

"I recall vividly the many hours (into the last weeks of
his life) that we spent discussing his 50 years as a pic-
ture engraver with the American Bank Note Company.

He took such pride in his work: in the beauty of en-
graving as an art form; in the special gifts of the great
masters who preceded him and in whose company he
wished to be remembered: Mr. Jones, Mr. Savage, Mr.
Loizeaux, Mr. Gunn." (Eulogy)

At retirement in 1970 Joseph Keller was the senior engraver at
ABNCo. He is a vital link in the security engraving tradition that
can be traced from Peter Maverick, who taught John W. Casilear,
who guided Louis Delnoce through his apprenticeship, who in-
structed Marcus W. Baldwin, who was the first to employ Robert
Savage, who ultimately recognized the artistic talent of Joseph
Keller.

Tradition, not just for the sake of it, but tradition that keeps alive
those developed talents, if lost—just as the loss of an endangered
species weakens the ecosystem—can reduce the potential contri-
bution of mankind. Within the tradition of security engraving
there is an honored position that is held by Joseph Keller.



Female, untitled (figure by E. Loizeaux) (I)
Female for TYCO Laboratories stock certificate (I)
Female in helmet for St. Paul Union Depot Bond (1941) (I)
Grand Canyon (Indian at left) for Arizona Public Service Co.
Home of Walter Major (I)
Indian Chief facing right, untitled (1962) (I)
Kin Tze Prov. Shansi""
Kuangyuanhein-Wu Hou Tze"" (I)
Locomotive (stamp-size) for W. Jersey & Seashore Railroad

bond
Marble Gate at Chu Yung Kuan * "
New York Stock Exchange"
Santa Fe"
Scotsman with bagpipes (entirely etched)
Shoemaker for Melville Shoe Corp. (I)
Swift Company (view of plant)
Telephone and map of four states for Northwestern Bell Tele-

phone Co. (1949)
The Alamo for Southwestern Bell Telephone Co. (I)
Tower and Sound Waves for AT&T
Trinity Church (ABNCo Archive Series, Vol. II) (I)
Wealth (finished by Joseph Keller due to death of engraver

R. Savage)* (I)
Women with Globe (1964, used with different backgrounds)
Wuchoufu Prou. Kuangsi"

(I) Illustrated
• Story of American Bank Note Co.

* * No record that this was used

Sources
Correspondence from Joseph Keller to the author.
Cummings. W.W. (Ed.). (1988). Standard postage stamp catalog.

Pick A. (1986). Standard catalog of world paper money. 2 Vols., Iola,

WI: Krause.
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Stamps Engraved by Joseph Keller
Canada 	 A 79

A 95
A111
A 132
A141

Columbia AP19 (C122)
AP39
A 155

Costa Rica A109 (C127)
AP15

Ecuador AP 9
AP30
A171
A186 (C479 & 480)

Haiti 	 AP20 (C60)
A 61

Hondoras AP 6 (C80)
AP27
AP64
A 51 (C330)

Nicaragua AP14 (C236)
AP20 (C248)

Panama AP 9 (C23)
A 67 (C282)
A 99 (similar)

Paraguay AP35
Philippines A 79
Surinam A 29 (C189 & 190)

Stamp-size advertising piece.

Bank Notes Engraved by Joseph Keller

Pick 
Brazil 	 132 & 150 (back)

133 & 151 (back)
134 & 158 (back) (I)
174 	 (back)

Dominican
Rep. 	 25	 (face)
French
Indochina 	 77	 (back) (I)
Guatemala 96 	 (back)
Venezuela 	 49	 (face) Founding of Caracas (I)

S189 	 (face) female
etched by J. Keller,
engraved by W. Adolph
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Some Additional Engravings by Joseph Keller
ABNCo Building for letterhead (I)
Agriculture*
Agriculture No. 5 (I)
Chinese Gateway' * (1931)
Eagle for Coors stock certificate (1965)
Federal Hall (ABNCo Archive Series, Vol. II)


	Joseph Keller, Engraver

