
THE FIRST ISSUE OF BANK OF ISRAEL NOTES  PROVED 
UNPOPULAR WITHIN THEIR COUNTRY OF  ISSUE 

    Carlson  R.  Chambliss 
 
 In my opinion the 1955 issue of Israeli banknotes, which was the first of the note issues 
of the Bank of Israel, is by far the most attractive of the various issues of Israeli paper money.  
This series had been preceded by issues of the private Anglo-Palestine Bank (in 1948) and Bank 
Leumi Le Israel (in 1952).  Both of these were products of the American Bank Note Co. in New 
York, and for designs they made use of a rather unimaginative combination of guilloches that 
were taken from stock designs that the ABNCo had on hand.  Indeed the 1948 series was 
produced under emergency conditions, but the designs proved to be popular with Israelis, and so 
the same basic designs were continued with the 1952 series that very closely resemble their 
counterparts of 1948. 
 The Bank of Israel was organized in 1954, and it soon acquired total control over the 
production and distribution of all coins and banknotes in the State of Israel.  The executives of 
this organization turned to the venerable British firm of Thomas de la Rue & Co. for the design 
and production of their first issue of banknotes.  All of these notes carry a date of 1955 or 5715 
in the Jewish religious calendar.  They also carry two signatures, those of David Horowitz as 
governor of the Bank of Israel and that of Siegfried Hoofien, who was then serving as Chairman 
of the Advisory Council to the Bank of Israel.  Mr. Hoofien was no stranger to the production of 
banknotes for Israel.  During the 1940s he was the general manager of the Anglo-Palestine Bank 
and had overseen the production of both the 1948 and 1952 issues of banknotes that were still 
issued by the private Anglo-Palestine Bank, which was re-named the Bank Leumi Le Israel 
(National Bank of Israel) in 1950.  His signature had appeared on both of these series of notes 
and also on the emergency series of notes that were clandestinely printed in Israel during the 
spring of 1948 but were never issued.   
 The Series 1955 Bank of Israel notes are often referred to as the Landscapes series, since 
their faces do indeed depict landscapes or historic scenes from various parts of Israel.  All are 
printed by high relief intaglio which contrasts rather sharply with the low relief intaglio that was 
employed by the ABNCo on the 1948 and 1952 issues.  Lithography as also used to produce the 
underlying pastel shades on these notes, and the overall effect is most attractive.  All of the notes 
also display an image of a flower and a menorah watermark in their upper right corners along 
with a vertical security thread.  So far as I know, these notes were never counterfeited.  The 
denominations were the same as those used for the 1948 and 1952 issues, viz., a half lira (500 
prutah) together with 1, 5, 10, and 50 lirot. 
 By the mid-1950s the Israeli economy had finally achieved a degree of stability, and the 
multiple exchange rates that were characteristic for the Israeli currency during the first few years 
of independence were now a thing of the past.  During the period in which these notes were in 
use the exchange rate stood at about 1.80 to the US dollar, thus making each Israeli lira worth 
about 56 cents.  Thus the face values of these notes ranged from some 28 cents to about $28 in 
US currency at that time.  By the 1970s inflation was again to become a serious problem in 
Israel, but for the time being in the late 1950s a degree of stability did prevail. 
 The 500 prutah note is predominantly red in color.  There is also an underprint in light 
bluish green on its face, and its back also includes a vivid underprint of greenish blue.  It depicts 
the ruined Bar’am Synagogue in northern Galilee that dates from the third or fourth century AD.  
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This note measures 130 x 71 mm, and a cyclamen flower is depicted in its upper right along with 
a menorah watermark.   

The one lira note is somewhat larger, measuring 135 x 74 mm.  It depicts a landscape 
from upper Galilee with the Jordan River in the foreground.  It is predominantly blue in color but 
with shading in rose and yellow-orange.  The flower depicted is an anemone.   The 500 prutah 
note was first issued on August 4, 1955, although the one lira note was not released until October 
27th of that year.  

One might expect that the half lira and one lira notes would have by far the largest 
printings for this issue, but my research indicates that only about 18 million of each were printed.  
In terms of face value less than 5% of the total value for this series was printed for these two 
denominations.  Today these notes are scarce when in uncirculated grade, and they are less 
common than one might think when in VF condition or better. 

The ruined synagogue at Bar’am in 
northern Galilee is featured on the 500 
prutah value of this issue.  In this 
specimen set the word “Specimen” 
appears in sans serif capital letters, but 
specimen notes are also known with 
double-lined letters.   

The one lira note depicts a settlement in Upper Galilee with the Jordan River in the foreground.  The De La 
Rue ovals and the word “Specimen” appear on both sides of the specimen notes.  The wording “no value” 
refers, of course, to the legal tender or face value of these notes.  Their numismatic value, of course, is quite 
substantial. 
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The five lirot note measures 140 x 78 mm and is predominantly brown in color.  The face 
design also includes substantial toning in light blue, and vivid shading in yellow and light blue is 
used on the back side.  Depicted is a landscape from the mostly desert Negev region which 
shows signs of agricultural development.  The flower depicted at the upper right is an iris.  As is 
the case with the two lower values the serial numbers are printed in black, and by my estimate 
the total number of notes printed was about 20 million.  This note was released at the same time 
as the one lira value of this issue. 

The ten lirot note depicts an agricultural scene in the Jezreel Valley region of southern 
Galilee.  Much of this valley lies below sea level, but it is a rich agricultural zone.  This note 
measures 150 x 82 mm in size and it is predominantly green in color.  Subtle shading is done in 
light green, orange, and rose.  The flower depicted at the upper right is a tulip.  This note was 
printed in larger quantities than were any of the other denominations, and it remains the most 
abundant of the notes of the 1955 issue.  Since there are 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet, 
apparently 22 million of these notes were printed with red serial numbers.  Then a new sequence 
of these notes was printed with black numbers and letters.  This sequence was also largely 
completed, and my estimate for the total printing of ten lirot notes for the 1955 issue is about 42 
million notes.  This also makes this denomination the most abundant in today’s market for notes 
of the 1955 series.   This note was released at the same time as the 500 prutah note of this issue, 
but notes with black serial numbers did not appear until June, 1958. 

The five lirot note depicts a scene in the Negev region of Israel.  Under Israeli management some of this 
mostly desert region has been turned into productive agricultural land.  The specimen notes of the 1955 issue 
always have serial numbers beginning with the Hebrew letter aleph followed by six zeros. 

The ten lirot note depicts a settlement in the 
fertile Jezreel Valley in southern Galilee.  This is 
the only denomination of this issue to have the 
serial numbers and the word Specimen 
overprinted in red rather than black.  The notes 
with black serial numbers appeared later and 
were not produced in specimen form. 
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The fifty lirot note had a face value of about $28 at the time of its issue, and this was high 
enough to restrict its circulation.  Only about 1,400,000 of these notes were printed with the first 
million having black serial numbers and the last 400,000 having these printed in red.  The note 
measures 160 x 87 mm in size and is predominantly dark blue-green in color.  Much use, 
however, is made of underprints in rose and yellow. The flower depicted at the upper right is an 
oleander.  This note was not issued until September 18, 1957 for notes with black serial numbers, 
and notes with red serial numbers did not appear until May, 1960.  Thus the issue of some notes 
of the 1955 types overlapped to a considerable extent those with the new designs that were 
introduced in 1958-60.   Notes of the four lower values of the 1958 issue are identical in size 
with those of the 1955 series, but for some reason that new 50 lirot note issued in 1960 was made 
even larger than its series 1955 counterpart.   

Some Israelis criticized the landscapes depicted on the faces of the 1955-type notes as 
resembling too much typical picture postcards, but the criticism that the face designs drew was 
trivial in comparison with the numerous adverse comments that were made concerning the back 
sides of these notes.  In her book on modern Israeli money Sylvia Haffner referred to these 
designs as resembling an old fashioned gramophone, a sea shell, a snail, a starfish, and a group 
of flying saucers for the 500 prutah, and 1, 5, 10, and 50 lirot notes, respectively.  Usually they 
are just referred to as abstract geometric designs.  So far as I know, these designs were prepared 
by the technical staff of Thomas de la Rue apparently without too much consultation with 
officials of the Bank of Israel.  .Admittedly these designs had little to do either with the nation of 
Israel or with the traditions of the Jewish people.  The new designs for notes that were introduced 
between 1958 and 1960 combined the portraits of modern Israelis with vignettes of early Jewish 
artifacts, and these proved to be far more popular than the 1955 designs as circulating notes 
among most Israeli citizens.  Incidentally the 1955 notes along with all other Bank of Israel notes 
denominated in pounds or lirot were demonetized on March 31, 1984. 

Although these notes can become expensive when in fully uncirculated condition, they 
are relatively cheap when in only VF or XF.  I see little point in acquiring notes of this series 
when they are less than a full VF grade, since almost all serious collectors should be able to 
afford attractive notes in VF or better.  Naturally the fifty lirot note is the most expensive in all 
grades.  A note in strictly CU condition will probably sell for more than $500, but decent notes in 

The old road to Jerusalem is depicted on the fifty 
lirot note.  The dominant color is deep blue green, 
but this note also features shading in yellow and in 
light red that makes the overall impression quite 
attractive.  The issued notes exist with both red 
and black serial numbers, but all of the specimen 
notes have black overprints only. 

___________________________________________________________Paper Money * November/December 2015 * Whole No. 300_____________________________________________________________

406



VF-XF should sell for not much more than $100 to $150.  Watch out for edge tears on these large-
format items, and graffiti can also be a problem.  The four lower denominations in strictly CU will 
probably sell for rather more than $100 for the 500 prutoah, 1 lira, and 10 lirot notes.  The five lirot is 
the scarcest of this quartet, and a price nearer $200 is to be expected for one of these in CU. 
Aattractive examples in VF or XF should cost quite a bit less with typical examples of the four lower 
denominations costing in the $20 to $40 range..  Usually the ten lirot note is the cheapest and most 
available of the set.  An example in VF or somewhat better should probably not cost more than $20 
or $25.  Since its face value was $5.60 at a time when the note was in active circulation, clearly it 
would not have been a very good idea to have held sizeable number of these in average grades from 
the time when they were in active circulation given the decline in the value of money, etc. 

For a truly extreme case of this we can consider two Israeli items from the 1950s.  In 1949 
Israel released the so-called Tabul souvenir sheet (a philatelic item), and these proved to be fairly 
good as investments.  In 1957 at another stamp exhibition Israel sold the so-called Tabil souvenir 
sheet for one lira (or 56 cents in 1957 money).  These items were way oversold, and today they can 
be purchased either unused or as first day covers for about 16 cents each (in 2015 money). 
Obviously this has proven to be a truly lousy investment.  In 1957, however, one could also have 
obtained CU packs of the 500 prutah and one lira notes of the 1955 issue for 28 cents per note for the 
former issue and 56 cents for the latter.  Today as singles in CU condition these notes would be 
priced at about $100-125 each.  Clearly either of these items would be worth many hundreds of times 
the value of the 1957 souvenir sheet that was then highly touted while the banknotes were ignored.  

Since there is an active market in these notes I feel that a short table that summarizes their 
values should be of some interest.  These prices represent fairly conservative estimates as to the 
values of these notes, but they should prove useful to the collector desiring to acquire them from 
auctions, at numismatic shows, or by electronic or postal sales.  

  F-12  VF-35     AU-50    CU-63 
500  Prutah   10.   30.       55.      125. 
1  Lira    10.   30.       50.      110. 
5  Lirot    12.   35.       75.      200. 
10 Lirot, red #    10.   25.       45.      110. 
10 Lirot, black #    8.   20.       40.      100. 
50 Lirot, black #  35.   90.     275.      500. 
50 Lirot, red #   40.             100.     300.      600. 

These estimates, of course, are in US dollars.  I have leaned a bit to the conservative side, but I feel 
that these notes would be fairly decent buys at these prices.  Incidentally, I do not have these notes 
for sale. 

In addition to the regularly issued notes the 1955 banknotes are available as specimen notes. 
I own a set which is a typical product of the Thomas de la Rue (TDLR) firm.  Each note features the 
well-known TDLR ovals on two of the corners.  The word SPECIMEN also appears in boldface sans 
serif capitals on both sides of each note.  The notes all have serial numbers of the letter aleph 
followed by six zeros.  The sets themselves were individually numbered, and the notes in my set are 
either no. 41 or 90.  Specimen sets also exist that lack the TDLR ovals, have drilled holes, have 
hollow letters in the word Specimen, etc.  These specimen sets are not for the faint hearted, however, 
since a typical set sells for $2000 or so.  For Israeli banknote issues, specimen sets exist for the 1948, 
1952, 1955, 1958-60, and 1968 issues.  Of this very difficult quintet the 1955 specimen set is perhaps 
the most readily obtainable.  The 1948 set is especially popular, since it contains an example in 
specimen form of the ultrarare 50 pound note of the Anglo-Palestine Bank, a note that is all but 
impossible to obtain in regularly issued form.    

Collecting Israeli banknotes by serial number blocks might become more popular if more 
data were available to collectors on what blocks do exist, but the ranges of serial numbers and block 
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letters do shed considerable light on what possibilities exist for these.  All notes of this series were 
printed in blocks of up to one million notes each, and the serial number of each note was preceded by 
an initial letter of the Hebrew alphabet.  One might assume that the 500 prutah or one lira notes 
would have had the largest productions, in actual fact it was the ten lirot note that had the maximum 
usage and that remains the most abundant note of this series today.  I do not have actual production 
data on the numbers of notes that were issued for each denomination, but these can be estimated by 
studying the serial numbers of the rather large numbers of these notes that are currently available on 
the market. 

For the 500 prutah and one lira notes it appears that serial number blocks with initial letters 
of aleph through tsadeh were used.  This would involve a total of 18 letters, and so I am assuming 
that 18 million of each of these notes were issued.  I haven’t seen notes with two of these initial 
letters, but I don’t see any reason why they would have been skipped.  For the five lirot notes it 
appears that the initial letters ran from aleph through resh for a total of 20 initial letters.  Thus the 
printing total for this denomination was 20 million.  For the ten lirot notes the initial printings had red 
serial numbers, while the latter ones had black serials.  Presumably all 22 possibilities (aleph through 
tav) exist for notes with red serials, while the notes with black serials appear to exist with initial 
letters of aleph through resh.  Thus there should have been a total of 20 million of these.  All of these 
notes have the block letter following rather than preceding the serial number, and these always 
terminate with the notation /1.  Notes with black serials appear to be more abundant than those with 
red serials, but probably many of the ten lirot notes with black serials were printed to replace earlier 
printings of these notes that had worn out.  For the 50 lirot notes the total printings were much more 
limited.  The first million notes all had serial numbers in black, and these were always preceded by 
the letter aleph.  I haven’t seen any with serial numbers exceeding 900,000, but a total printing of one 
million of these would seem logical.  In the later printing of these notes the serial number was in red, 
and it was preceded by the letter gimmel.  Judging from the highest serial number that I have seen, it 
seems that the total printing of this block was about 400,000 examples. 

Thus in terms both of numbers printed and in terms of face value the ten lirot note was the 
largest of this issue with some 68% of the total face value of the 1955 series in that denomination. 
The total face value of the entire 1955 issue was about 620 miilion lirot, a value that can be 
compared with total face values of about 225 million lirot in the 1952 Bank Leumi issue and about 
120 million lirot (denominated as Palestine pounds) for the 1948 Anglo-Palestinian Bank issue. 

Although Series 1955 Israeli notes can be expensive when in top condition, they are certainly 
not rare when in only VF or XF condition.  Very few collectors attempt to collect all of the possible 
serial number blocks for this issue, but this would be an interesting project to undertake.  For the fifty 
lirot notes, there are only two varieties, viz., the black number and the red number varieties, always 
with aleph and gimmel, respectively, as their initial block letters.  For all four of the lower values I 
believe that there are a total of just under 100 possible serial number block varieties.  If one settles 
for average grades of VF-XF or thereabouts, these notes are not very expensive.  Completing this 
issue by serial number blocks would be an interesting project, but in grades of VF or XF all notes 
with values of a half through ten lirot should cost on average well under $50 each, and sometimes 
these notes can be picked up in such grades for not much more than $10 per note.   

Although many Israelis chose to reject this issue after only some three or four years of use, I 
find these items to be by far the most attractive of the modern Israeli issues.  If you want to form a 
collection of these notes, good luck in whatever approach you decide to take in forming your 
personal holding of these items.   
Reference: 
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