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Connecticut Painter
Elevated Currency

to an Art
BY FRED REED

Detail from "Changes of Time"
by John Haberle

MONG THE BYWAYS OF PAPER MONEY COLLECTING,
one that I particularly enjoy are depictions of bank notes, scrip and
other items in the arts. Representations of currency in the manner of
rompe l'oeil (French for "fool the eye") paintings flourished in the

19th century, especially among up-and-coming businessmen who commissioned
these representations of wealth for their offices, homes and social clubs.

I first came to appreciate this collecting side road many years ago when I
worked for Margo Russell, then Editor at Coin World. Mrs. Russell made collect-
ing artistic renderings of money in all its forms a specialty. She often spoke on
this topic to numismatic and non-hobby audiences alike. In her enthusiastic way,
she made this area appealing, and I have collected items such as those shown here
for two decades. Many of these pieces decorate my office.

Among the artists who worked in this manner were William Harnett and
his disciple John Peto, who became famous for such paintings. Others included
Victor Dubreuil, N. Allen Brooks, F. Danton Jr. and Jefferson Davis Chalfant.
However, the foremost "paper man" of the trompe l'oeil movement was undoubt-
edly John Haberle.

This Connecticut painter combined depictions of currency, postage stamps,
clippings, postal covers, card photographs and other paper objects in a delightful
series of paintings beloved by collectors for the past century.

Haberle was trained at the Academy of Design in New York. After becom-
ing a Yale University museum curator, he painted on the side. His most success-
ful and famous currency painting, "Changes of Time," has become an icon of the

currency school of painting. Accomplished in 1888,
the precision of Haberle's craft is amazing.

The painter combines a fistful of currency,
along with stamps, coins and other everyday objects
in a masterful tour de force. Haberle highlights a
Series 1886 $5 Silver Certificate in this assemblage.
The note is so realistic with its vignette of Ulysses S.
Grant, red Treasury Seal, serial numbers, counters
and signatures that it begs to be lifted off the paint-
ing and spent.

Haberle also depicts several Colonial notes,
pieces of Fractional Currency, and Confederate
notes, numerous U.S. and Confederate stamps, sev-
eral coins and tokens, a magnifying glass, pho-
tographs and an artfully crafted letter with its enve-
lope addressed to himself. A small newspaper clip-
ping poses an excerpt of a critic's review of the
artist's great illusionist skill.
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The whole is surrounded by a trompe l'oeil
frame portraying medallion busts of the Presidents,
and a U.S. silver dollar surmounted by the self-repre-
sentational title, "Changes of Time."

This painting long belonged to a private collec-
tor in Michigan. However, it was leased for a famous
jigsaw puzzle by the Manoogian Collection in associa-
tion with the Founders Society of the Detroit Institute
of Arts. This puzzle became a featured commodity
with numismatists. A popular item at museum gift
shops a decade ago, it may still be available through
that source or on the secondary market.

A lesser known Haberle currency work, "A
Bachelor's Drawer," depicts currency, stamps, playing
cards, ticket stubs, cartes de visite, a French postcard,
clippings, a booklet and the other accoutrements of single male life. This has
been reproduced by Ft. Worth's Amon Carter Museum, which owns the original.

In paintings such as these, Haberle raised ordinary objects to an almost
mystical level with his precision and technical skill. His compositions also
embodied humor, which yields to patient examination of his works.

Haberle's technical virtuosity, however, did not find universal applause in
his own day. He was denounced by none other than famed painter Eastman
Johnson, who claimed that Haberle's notes were not painted, after all. That
charge was seconded by a Chicago art critic who also accused Haberle of faking
his currency images by actually pasting real notes on his paintings. In response,
the incensed, devil-may-care artist decamped for the Windy City. There, he
forced a retraction of the critic's libelous misstatements in the Chicago Tribune.

Among the painter's favorite motifs were renditions of everyday articles.
He was so accurate with his depic-
tions of U.S. currency that these
paintings became especially prized
by the men of means for whom he
painted. Haberle was popular with
nouveau riche business types who
commissioned his work. He
would insert into their paintings
depictions of his patron's pipe or
other personal effects. This
would truly make the painting "all
theirs." Guests would marvel at
such hyper-realism.

Haberle's success was both popular and financial. As the popular, "painter-
laureate" of the American people many commissions followed. A Detroit saloon
keeper commissioned a trompe l'oeil mantel and fireplace for his barroom. The
work took the painter two years and was eminently successful. It kicked off a
flurry of copycat images. Other saloonkeeps wanted similar realistic murals.
This work increased Haberle's fame, and also netted him princely sums.

Unfortunately for collectors then and now, Haberle's fascination with
trompe l'oeil lasted only about a decade. Failing eyesight forced the painter to
broader, less precise still life works.

Haberle remains popular with collectors today. His paintings can bring
more than $100,000. Even his drawings bring a thousand dollars or more.
Fortunately prints of his works have been reproduced by various museums to
meet the public's continuing appetite for his work.

Detail from "A Bachelor's
Drawer" by John Haberle.
This painting features a realis-
tic depiction of a Series 1880
$5 United States Note
(Friedberg 72) and a remnant
of the reverse of a $1 Legal
Tender issue.

No, this is not a real Series
1886 $5 Silver Certificate
(Friedberg 260). It is a trompe
l'oeil painting by John Haberle.
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