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Clothing Walter Shirlaw’s ‘indecent’ design

A rare, unissued 1897 design, or essai, was the subject for a
Bureau of Engraving and Printing (BEP) souvenir card that was
issued in 1990 for the Florida United Numismatists (FUN)
Show.

Until this engraved design was made available, I had seen
only one example in addition to the specimen at the BEP (shown
below). This was traced to its owner, the late Thomas F. Morris,
II, the son of the artist and designer Thomas F. Morris, who
designed the back and made some alterations to the original
issued version of this note dated 1896.

The face design of the $5 Silver Certificate on the souvenir
card at first appears to be the same as the one dated and issued in
1896. Under closer
scrutiny, however, one
will find other changes
in addition to the new
date. Contemporary
artists praised the design
work of muralists Will
H. Low, Edwin H.
Blashfield and Walter
Shirlaw, who had been
commissioned to design
the $1, $2 and $5 notes
respectively.

Most modern col-
lectors consider these three bank notes to be among the most
artistic of all United States paper money.

The $5 Silver Certificate entered circulation in August
1896. By early 1897 the U.S. Treasury Department had received
complaints about each denomination---primarily from bankers.
The Washington Times printed the following on May 1, 1897:

The Bureau of Engraving and Printing is
engaged in making plates for the five and two dollar
bills of the last series. These bills when printed were
too dark and the number denominations too indis-
tinct for rapid use at the banks, and the Treasury
received many complaints concerning them. To
remedy this evil, new plates are being made, which
will make the bills much lighter in color, and the
figures in the corner of the bill will be plain and
distinct.

During the week of May 4, the New York Times erroneously
reported that Secretary of the Treasury Lyman J. Gage was
recalling the three denominations.

Although the 1897 $5 note, as seen on the souvenir card is
an incomplete design, one can see there was an attempt to make
the numeral “5" in the upper corners less “creative.” In addition,
more “white space” was added to the background; this also was
done on the unissued $1 and $2 notes dated 1897. (These two
denominations and altered essais also appear on souvenir cards.)

The diary of engraver G.F.C. Smillie records alterations
done by him on April 16, 1897.

Design elements were deleted or generally simplified.
However, something was added to the central figure, Electricity
Presenting Light to the World. By comparing the figures of Fame
(with her trumpet), and Electricity, the central figure, with those
on the 1896 note, you will notice that both figures garments
resembling a negligeé have been added. Most often these cloth-
ing alterations are linked, correctly or not, with Anthony
Comstock. He generally is considered to be the forerunner of
those among us who think (believe it or not) that some animals,
out of decency, should be clothed.

Comstock, who served as Secretary of the New York Society
for the Suppression of Vice at the turn of the century, was a cru-
sader who led protests against publishers and sellers of books
and pictures that he and his followers considered immoral. He
condoned book burning and just about anything else that would
protect the public morals from being corrupted.

When I lived in New York City I decided to investigate the
premise that Mr. Comstock had indeed pressured the U.S.
Treasury Department to clothe the two figures on the 1896 $5
Silver Certificate. At the main branch of the New York Public

Library I found
and read the
published min-
utes for the
Society for 1896
and 1897---I
found nothing.
Nor could I find
any correspon-
dence from Mr.
Comstock or the
Society in
T r e a s u r y
D e p a r t m e n t

records at the National Archives. The only reference was from a
young lady who wrote to the Treasury Department to say that
she and her friends thought the “indelicate” figures on the $5
bill were “a distinct insult to our sex.” That one letter was not
what prompted the Treasury Department to order the BEP to
alter this beautiful design.

There is no paper trail that would link Anthony Comstock
and his Society to this subject. Nevertheless, he continues to be
considered the culprit who created enough concern to have the
design altered.

After revisions were made, on August 15, 1897, the New
York Times reported that the entire 1897 series was “doomed to
be retired before it [was] fully completed. The whole series has
proved unsuccessful from the point view of handlers of money.
The first objection to them was that they were new [in design].”
Change is difficult for some to accept. Souvenir cards of the orig-
inal designs and the altered versions of the $1, $2 and especially
the $5 notes make interesting additions to a collection.
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