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The Murdoch
Treasury Note Essays

by David Booth

IGURES HJ20F, FIJ20B, HJ1TF, HJ1TB,
HJ5TF and HJ5TB are part of a series of
Treasury note essays produced by an enigmatic
artist by the name of John Murdoch (or

Murdock). Hessler (2004, P.74) attributes these essays
(and gives pictures of what are believed to be the entire set)
to the time of the Act of March 3, 1863. He also notes
that there are not extant records requesting the designs or
indicating that the designs had been received by any gov-
ernment official. The designs themselves are attractive
and hand drawn on heavy card. Each of the designs (most
of which reside in my collection) bears the artist's signa-
ture, John Murdoch, in the lower left corner of the face.
The question then is who was John Murdoch?

There are two contrasting points of view on the
answer to the question of who was John Murdoch? There
appear to have been two possible candidates for the posi-
tion by the names of John _Murdoch and John Murdock.
Groce and Wallace (1957) believe the two artists to have

been different individuals. They report that John Murdoch (1836-1923) was an architect and civil engineer. This
Murdoch was active in Baltimore, Maryland, from after the civil war. They describe him, as an artist, as a water col-
orist. They further observe that the Maryland Historical Society owns two of his watercolor drawings, one of which
is a bridge (1867), and the other a Baltimore residence (1868), which matches his description as an architect and
engineer. They note that this Murdoch died on November 16, 1923.

The picture becomes murky however because there was another artist, John Murdock, working at about
the same time. Details of this Murdock are more sketchy. Groce and Wallace (1957) list this Murdock as a portrait
painter working in St. Louis in 1854 and San Francisco in 1856. Further Falk et al. (1999) argue that both of these
artists were the same individual, basing their conclusion on research reported by Hughes. As reported in Falk, the
possibility that the two men are indeed one is a strong possibility, and is made possible because Murdock was active
in the west in 1854 and 1856 while Murdoch was active in Baltimore and Philadelphia from 1862. In fact, Falk et
al. report that Murdoch was at this time active with Thomas W. Richards in creating views of buildings.

Given that the essay notes are signed as John Murdoch, it seems clear that Baltimore individual produced
them. We are a bit less sure that the California Murdock was the same person for two reasons. First, Murdock
painted portraits while Murdoch did mostly engineering structures. Second, the spelling of the names is different.
One wonders why that should be the case if both artists were the same. On the other hand, Hughes (as cited by
Falk et al. (1999) does have evidence suggesting that they were one. While we may never know for sure whether
the California Murdock and the Maryland Murdoch are the same, it is virtually certain that the Maryland Murdoch
produced these very interesting essay designs. Perhaps further research may indicate why he did so.
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