
Money and the Artist 
by Terry A. Bryan 

As a group, we know quite a bit about paper currency.  Collectors look at items of 
interest in a certain way.  Sometimes there is something to be learned by looking at money 
through the eyes of a non-collector.  If a piece of old currency speaks to us in a certain 
vocabulary, maybe it speaks a different language to an artist. 

The Museum of American Finance in New York and other galleries have hosted 
exhibitions of flag art by Emily Erb.  The works are large silk flags with meticulously detailed 
paintings of currency.  The flags are highly decorative, but as modern works of art, there is a lot 
more to be said about them. 

Money as the subject of art is not a new concept.  Trompe l’oeil paintings in the 19th and 
20th centuries often included coins and paper currency.  William Michael Hartnett (1848-1892), 
John Peto (1854-1907), and particularly John Haberle (1856-1933) are three artists associated 
with including realistic money in their paintings.  The groupings of objects in the finely detailed 
paintings were meant to set a mood, arouse sentiment, and to deceive the viewer, all in addition 
to the decorative nature of the pictures.  Close study of some of the painted groupings might 
also reveal some political or topical context. 

Many articles in the numismatic press have detailed the controversial career of J. S. G. 
Boggs (Steve Litzner)(1955-  ).  Boggs practiced a form of “performance art” by using hand-
drawn currency to purchase items.  The purchased items, the change, the receipt, the 
persuasion needed to convince the seller to accept this “currency”, and Boggs’ description of 
the transaction comprised the whole of the “performance”.  Ideally, the seller, store clerk or 
whomever, would accept the artwork at “face value”, and deliver the change to Boggs in United 
States currency.  Boggs became so well-known among money collectors that his detailed 
money drawings have become widely collected. 

Boggs and other artists have run afoul of the Treasury Department.  Their art is too close 
to resembling real money.  Interpreted as works of art, these pieces still violated regulations 
about actual-size reproductions of real currency.  When attempts at prosecution have failed, the 
authorities have watched the goings-on closely, and the artists are warned. 

Other talented artists were involved in blatant crime.  Emmanuel Ninger (1845-1924) 
was “Jim the Penman”.  His 1890s fakes were done on Crane papers using a variety of art 
techniques.  They were not particularly deceptive if examined closely, but his victims apparently 
did nothing but glance at them.  Murray Teigh Bloom in a 1984 issue of American Heritage 
relates the story of Ninger’s arrest after a bad note bled ink on a bar top.  The stories of the 
artists enslaved by the Nazis are also well-known in history and collecting circles.  Fake Pound 
Notes and other currencies were circulated as part of wartime strategy to undermine the 
enemy’s economy. 

Professor Michael O’Malley, a historian at George Mason University, looks at money 
paintings as an interesting and novel connection between skilled hand labor and relative value. 
He finds it significant that artists would choose pieces of money as their subjects, and he draws 
conclusions about the place of money in society.  Of course, a price can be placed on art in the 
marketplace, irrespective of the labor and material that go into the work.  Professor O’Malley is 
not referring to collector value; he is interested in the absolute value of labor, and how it 
changes with time, and how people look at money in a given era.  In contrast to accurate 
paintings of money in pictures on the wall, artists like Boggs have inverted the definition as 
“money… a mutually agreed upon medium of exchange”.  His medium is the transaction.  What 
he can do with a hand-drawn bill shows us a new perspective on how money functions in 
society. 
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 A brief glance at the pages of Paper Money or of any other numismatic publication will 
show the reader that a lot can be said about a single piece of currency.  At the time of purchase, 
the condition, rarity, and market value are perhaps the main considerations by most collectors.  
Experienced collectors gain knowledge about the pieces, enabling them to appreciate the 
overall beauty, the designs, the signers, the designers, the symbolism, the history of the 
particular series, and the minutiae of production.  All of these insights represent appreciation of 
the paper note as an object in itself, divorced from its use as a medium of exchange.  Currency 
in a collection loses its status as circulating “legal tender”, and it becomes merely a symbol of 
value, inasmuch as there is only a specialized marketplace for trading the collectible for current 
dollars. 
 The money of a nation, particularly the large canvas of paper currency, is used as an 
advertisement of the country’s ideals, famous citizens, scenic beauty, and history.  The social 
attitudes and chauvinism of the time are often typified in the designs chosen for the currency.  
The complex interrelationships of money to society are of wide interest to academics and artists, 
completely aside from actual economics. 

           Philadelphia artist Emily Erb, B.F.A., M.F.A. (1982-) 
(www.emilyerb.com) is interested in the stories told and 
the feelings elicited by the currency.  Since flags are 
identified with nationhood, United States currency 
displayed in the form of a flag is significant to the overall 
intention of the work.  Walking among her flags on display, 
the viewer can consider the meanings of money in their 
individual lives and think about the historical issues.  
Among other influences, artist Erb was moved by the 
Occupy Wall Street protests.  She considered the 

iconography of national symbols and portraits on various notes, and her first money/flag project, 
an enlarged current dollar bill, was intended to stimulate complex interplay between the art and 
the viewers.  We all know what money is, but what is its meaning? 
 As collectors know, the money of an age is created under the esthetic sensibilities, 
biases and social standards of its time.  Emily Erb points us toward some of the jarring, 
uncomfortable images of a warlike United States, slavery, attitudes toward women, and 
mistreatment of Native Americans.  Most of us view these aspects of our collections as merely 
vignettes and portraits.  The artist asks us to look at these under a different light.  Modern 
political themes, such as the unregulated excess of the financial industry are also subtexts of 
her exhibition of flags. 
 Socially conscious individuals may make charitable donations, or are active in fund 
raising or protest, and often utilize their particular talents for the cause.  What might an artist 
do?  It may seem natural to such a person to seek an art medium that allows expression of 
deep personal meanings. 
 Emily Erb’s currency works are fine silk cloth, treated to receive paint.  She finds that silk 
itself connects her to the roles of women of the past in society.  Photocopy enlargements create 
a mosaic that results in upwards of a 20-fold magnification of a note.  Tracing through the silk 
provides a sketch, which is painted over in fine detail.  Faces and backs are on separate pieces 
of cloth which are stitched into one whole.  Walking among the flags hung at eye level allows 
the back designs to show through, much like a back-lit real paper note.  The flags move in the 
breeze of your passing.  Superficially, it seems absurd that the artist would expend the time and 
effort on this work.  Silkscreen prints could be as detailed, much cheaper to produce, and 
equally decorative.  Emily Erb fully recognizes this reality.  The viewer is being asked to place a 
value on Erb’s talent and effort, and, presuming that you value it highly, to think about what 
would drive a person to create the paintings.  This is intended to lead you deeper into 
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consideration of your feelings about the images.  Irrespective of the artist, the medium, or the 
subject, this is what separates art from craftsmanship. 
 Ms. Erb used numismatic reference books to select the currency thus pictured.  
Confederate and Obsolete material is represented, but most of the notes are United States 

large size currency.  A Ten Dollar Greenback, the 
Series of 1875 Ten and Twenty Dollar National 
Currency, the 
Educational Series, 
a Ten Dollar 
1901Bison note, 
and the Five Dollar 
Indian Chief Silver 
Certificate are 
prominent.  The 
Confederate One 

Hundred Dollars has the familiar poetic eulogy for the 
Confederacy on the back (“Representing nothing on God’s 
earth now/And naught in the waters below it/As the pledge of a 
nation that’s dead and gone,/Keep it, dear friend, and show 
it…”).  The slaves in the cotton field vignette on the face is still 
resounds in today’s news. 
 Her choices of which currency to depict are made 
based on her intellectual and emotional reaction to the 
symbolism on the particular note.  For her, issues involving 
Native Americans, women in society, enslavement and 

genocide represent 
the language that the 
currency is speaking to her.  We may choose other 
conversations with pieces in our collections.  The point 
here is that the viewers of the art can formulate their 
own personal dialogs.  As said before, there is a lot 
that can be said about a single piece of currency, and 
the numismatic literature has not exhausted the 
possibilities yet. 
 Even a single piece of currency in our collection 
contains more subtext, detail and history than could be 
easily written down.  The reason that we covet a 
particular item may be completely different from the 
reasoning of another collector.  Each of us has 
something different to think and to say about the piece.  
We can be grateful to the art world for allowing us to 

see our cherished collectibles through different eyes.   
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