
Chapter One                                          Money Has No Value  

One September day in 1859, Joshua Norton, a San Francisco businessman who had recently lost his fortune 

and apparently his mind, issued an edict in which he declared himself Emperor of the United States. Norton, 

who as a younger man had emigrated from Britain with $40,000 in capital, had rapidly amassed a quarter of 

a million dollars in real estate and imports, then gambled and lost, sinking most of his money into a ship full 

of Peruvian rice. It could have been a shrewd calculation that, given the Asian population of his adopted city, 

the prices of the commodity were poised to rise dramatically. Demand for rice did indeed spike. But what 

Norton did not anticipate was the unexpected arrival in San Francisco harbor of two other ships filled with 

rice. With the supply ample, demand decreased and Norton, whose venture had been backed by a number of 

banks, went bust.

Curiously, when the self-proclaimed Emperor Norton donned a used uniform with silver epaulets, 

festooned his cap with exotic bird feathers and began issuing numerous decrees such as one that dissolved 

the nation’s bickering Democratic and Republican parties, his fellow San Franciscans did not shun him. To the 

contrary, newspapers published his 

proclamations. The best theatre 

seats were routinely reserved for 

him and his two dogs, Lazarus and 

Bummer. When Lazarus was picked 

up by a dogcatcher, public 

outrage demanded his release. When the dog later died, he was given a well-attended public funeral. 

Policemen saluted Emperor Norton when he walked by. And, most curiously of all, local printers even issued 

currency in his name meant for his personal use. These bonds, printed in denominations from fifty cents to 

ten dollars, signed by the Emperor himself and promised as redeemable in gold coin at an interest rate, were 

then honored in San Francisco restaurants and other establishments. It didn’t matter that Norton had lost his 

fortune. His city liked him and therefore his money was good. When he died, tens of thousands attended his 

state funeral. The notes, issued by “The Imperial Government of Norton” have become collector’s items. 

 The story of Joshua Norton underscores my point that money has no value except that which we give 

it. Yes, we can and do give it quite a lot of value indeed. But it’s important to grasp, if for no other reason 

than to free ourselves to behave differently than we have, that in and of itself the stuff has no inherent 



value. The people of San Francisco, for example, did not tell their local madman, “Your money’s no good 

here.” Instead, they felt free to honor and enjoy a beloved fellow citizen, uninhibited as San Franciscans can 

be by conventional ideas, even conventional ideas about money. Sure, maybe if Norton had wanted to buy a 

million dollar home with his “money,” the seller would have balked. But his demands were relatively modest 

and, it seems, most of his fellow citizens were happy to humor him. It could even be argued that, because he 

was so popular, his patronage of a local business brought in more revenue than was lost by honoring his 

notes. Whatever the reasons his society agreed to honor his tender, the point is that his money had value 

because people around him agreed to give it value. 

This is really true of all money. Even the Almighty dollar issued by the United States Treasury has no 

intrinsic value. Once tied to the gold standard, which means it was redeemable in an actual substance we 

could stick on each other’s ring fingers and into the holes in our teeth, money is no longer tethered to 

anything real beyond social agreement and government backing. It means what we agree it means, and 

what our government declares it means. Money’s raison d’etre? The promise to pay. 

While to date in the United States, the government’s promise that the money it issues is good has 

been pretty reliable, we need only imagine ourselves in Yugoslavia in the early nineties (ever seen a dinar?) 

or Bolivia in 1985 to grasp that governments can only do so much to create the value of money. The rest is 

up to us!

A Brief and Admittedly Wildly Incomplete History of Money
According to Me

Way Back in the Day BCE

Before money, there is barter. In Agrarian societies, the most common thing to barter? Cattle. (Pecus in Latin 

means “cow” from which is derived pecunia, money). Cows don’t fit in your purse, but at least they can walk 

alongside you on the way to the market. Still, barter is inefficient, relying as it does on a “double coincidence of 

wants” (the guy you’re trading with has to want exactly what you have, at the exact time you want exactly what 

he has). 

3,500 BCE

Debts are recorded on Mesopotamian clay tablets. The tablets are dried, and come to represent an amount to 

be paid, a ceramic IOU if you will. This is representative money, in which an object is used to represent a 



value. The Carthaginians used leather money, a reference to the skins of the once most valuable commodity, 

animals, as a promise to pay in gold and silver.

600 BCE

Coins are minted in Lydia. The first currency used iron, silver, or the most precious metal—gold. The first 

known coins came from a country in Asia Minor known as Lydia. This type of money is commodity money in 

that it contains its own value (until recently, a British Pound was a pound of silver).

1023 AD

The Song Dynasty in China issues the first paper money. The notes were valued at a certain rate of exchange 

for gold, silver, or silk, but in practice, the dynasty never allowed people to convert the currency. The notes 

were initially to be replaced every three years by new notes for a service charge, but as more of them were 

printed without notes being retired, inflation became rampant and the notes stopped being used.

1100 AD

King Henry I of England declares “tally sticks” legitimate payment for tax debt. These notched wooden staffs 

split in two lengthways come to be, by the time of Henry II, widely accepted as payment for goods and 

services since the bearer could present them to the government to prove taxes had been paid. The King and 

his treasurer soon realized they could issue tally sticks as a form of “emergency money” when they needed to 

fund ventures like war. This is an early form of fiat money, money that has value not because it carries its own 

worth in weight or represents a certain amount of a valuable commodity, but because, essentially, the 

government says, “Make it so.” Fiat money is what we have today (see below), and many would argue that 

because of this, our money is no longer a store of any real value, but only a medium of exchange. 

1971 AD

Richard Nixon, known to many of my generation as “Tricky Dick,” does away with the gold standard, the 

international monetary system which had theoretically allowed all holders of cash to turn it into gold. 

Theoretically, because the gold standard was not really about redeeming your paper into gold. Even in the best 

of times the amount of gold was only a fraction of the paper money in circulation. The gold standard was really 



more about how each country could agree to exchange gold to settle their accounts with each other given 

variations in currency and rates of exchange. In 1971, the gold tied to the exchange between countries is 

removed with the intent to let the value of each currency float against each other. And we’ve been floating ever 

since. 

1973 AD

Pink Floyd’s bassist, Roger Waters, writes and records “Money,” the lyrics of which proclaim money both “a 

gas” and “a crime.”

Now AD

All the goods and consumables are theoretically put into a mix of world capital, i.e. the total amount of wealth 

in the world. That capital changes as goods are used up and replaced with new resources. The system thus 

becomes a complex interchange of currency values, credit and borrowing, taxation, goods, resources, and 

services, and the biggest bugaboo of all: perceived public confidence.

As it has been throughout history, the meaning of money is highly mutable. If you’ve traveled recently, 

you’ve noticed that the dollar doesn’t buy you as much in Europe or even Juarez, Mexico as it used to. If 

you’ve filled your gas tank, you’ve noticed that you have to part with a lot more of the stuff than you used to 

in order to get the same result. While these examples are tied to complex economic forces and phenomena, 

suffice it to say that, according to macro-economics 101, money has three basic functions. Money is:

• A store of value. You may not be ready to buy a cow today for $1,000. But if you hold on to your 

$1,000 and it more or less maintains its value, in six months when you’re ready to eat some serious 

steak, you can use the money, which has “stored” its value, to make your purchase. If you change 

your mind and find a deal on plane tickets, you could instead decide to take a trip to, say, Yap with 

that value it has stored. 

• A unit of account. Money is our common yardstick, a language of quoting prices and recording 

debts. That cow was worth, not the one thousand lotto tickets the seller bought with your money, but 

a unit of account we’ll just call, oh what the heck, “a thousand dollars.”

• A medium of exchange. We buy goods and services with money, and, like Joshua Norton, we trust 

that when we walk into a restaurant or a store, our money will be accepted. How easy it is to convert 



our money into stuff and services determines how liquid we are. Being liquid is good when it comes 

to money. Even better than being solid. Certainly preferable to being hot air.

Economists have a very specialized way of talking about money—i.e. as “the stock of assets that can be 

readily used to make transactions”—but they don’t have a corner on definitions of money. In our personal 

and societal psyches, money is so much more. We tend to conceive of it as good, bad and sometimes both. 

It’s the root of all evil, the panacea for all ills. It’s easier for a rich man to get through the eye of a needle 

than for the meek to inherit the earth, etc. Okay. Let’s just get it out of our systems. I’ll start. 

• Put your money where your mouth is 

• Money can’t buy you love 

• It’s the economy, stupid

• Time is money

• Dirty money

• The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow

• It’s all about money

• Follow the money

• A penny saved is a penny earned

I can go on and on, of course. It seems as if eighty percent of what Ben Franklin said was some money 

aphorism. Money was on that founding father’s mind. Now it’s your turn. 

Boodle-cise 1

For the next 5 minutes, brainstorm a list that begins “Money is__________.” You can vary the format or 

sentence structure, or avoid sentences altogether if you want, but write down everything that comes to mind 

Funny Money

Throughout the world at various times, humans have used some odd materials for money: the pea-sized shells 

of the sea snail cypraea moneta or “money cowry”; barley; beads; red ochre; olive oil, whales’ teeth, dried cod, 

and on the Pacific island of Yap rocks threaded on poles (When these rocks became too heavy to move, they 

were simply left in place on the beach and ownership was transferred with the Yapian equivalent of a 

handshake).



about money, whether you think you believe it or not. There are no “right answers.” If you find yourself writing, 

“Money is ravioli,” that’s a-okay. Even when you think you’re done, stay on the clock anyway and keep writing 

something, anything until your time is up. Don’t censor.

Ahh, that feels better, doesn’t it? But such momentary purging aside, it really is silly to suggest that 

we can get money out of our systems. Money is not only part of our culture, it is synonymous with it. It is as 

embedded in our existence in the same fashion as where and when we grew up, and into which family.

Which leads us to the proverbial “green couch.”

The Psychological Meanings of Money

Back when I realized that one of the only ways to even begin helping my clients transform their behaviors 

and attitudes about money might be to get them to do a “money autobiography” that would get at the roots 

of their money behavior and attitudes, I decided to try it myself, too. 

After culling questions from various sources in the new financial planning literature, I put myself on 

the couch. What I came up with surprised me. I’d never been particularly interested in money. At UCLA in the 

seventies, I was more interested in avoiding becoming part of the system. When, on a lark, my college 

roommate and I started a silk screening business, I was a reluctant Chief Financial Officer. Still, I found that I 

really liked the satisfaction that came with balancing books. Running a successful business was all about 

making adjustments.  When I delved a little deeper into some of the roots of my attitudes about money, I 

noticed that the metaphor of making adjustments that worked was a fitting one for me.

Both of my parents had instilled in me the value of education and hoped that I would train to enter a 

profession. But that’s just about where their similarity ended. My father was a dreamer, a “business man” 

whose exact business was hard to define. Once, when I got tired of trying to explain to my friends just 

exactly what he did, I took them down to my father’s office on Camden Drive in Beverly Hills and asked him 

to explain. Though he charmed us with his answer, none of us walked away any clearer. I suppose he fancied 

himself a middle man between creative people and people with the funds to support creative ideas. Once I 

remember visiting one of his “clients,” a mad scientist with 50-mile long eyebrows who was concocting 

elaborate perfumes in his garage. Mostly, it seemed, my father surrounded himself with Damon Runyon 

characters. It was not uncommon to find him coming out of a matinee at the local movie theater while 

waiting, he said, for a deal to close. Once, we drove around for hours instead of driving home; someone was 

following us and he didn’t want them to know where we lived. Like a lot of kids, I was taught not to open the 

door to strangers. For most, that was a safety tip. In my family, it was just in case there was a process 



server there. Despite all this, my father was warm and funny. He once got us onto the set of Star Trek 

because he had a good rapport with the guy at the front gate of the studio. He believed that no one was 

better than you and you were better than no one, and he hired people of color long before Civil Rights laws. 

He was attentive to his family, but—with the exception of the way he got dressed in the morning—didn’t 

seem to have both feet on the ground. I learned that it was not a good idea to trust him when it came to 

money matters.

My mother was the practical one, strong, and when it came to money, very disciplined. She took care 

of the day to day expenses and saved. She believed in spending on quality items that were built to last, but 

was never frivolous with money. She and my father argued about whatever current get rich quick deal he 

had cooking, with my mother expressing skepticism and my father assuring her it would be different this 

time. She picked up the slack for my dad when things went bad. And go bad they did. When I was fourteen, 

we lost our house and had to move into an apartment. My mother got a job as a secretary and saved a 

quarter a week in some kind of savings or insurance plan that endowed us each with $500 when we were 18. 

My dad had already talked my older brother and sister out of their money on their eighteenth birthdays, 

convincing them to invest it with him. I knew he’d lost it all for them. Still, I couldn’t resist him when he 

asked for mine. When it promptly vanished into thin air, I was not surprised, merely sad.

In looking at my own family history, including many details not included above, I saw that, 

unconsciously at first, my career path has taken me in a direction of making adjustments to help me 

navigate the two poles of my parents. Like my mother, and in stark contrast to my father, I have been 

extremely responsible and practical about money, especially when it comes to managing other people’s 

investments. Even when I got into the silkscreen business, which I’d done to avoid “a real job,” I took on the 

management and the payroll with diligence and a sense of great personal responsibility. When doing payroll, 

I broke the cardinal rule of small business ownership and made sure my employees, not myself, got paid 

first. But, like my father, I am also drawn to creative ideas and unconventional approaches. I have used this 

strain in my work getting clients out of patterns and ruts. It’s a large part of my impulse to write this book 

(and why I say, in the next chapter, “If you meet a personal wealth manager on the road, kill him”). 

Money Autobiography

Writing a money autobiography can provide great insights into our feelings and our understanding of 

our relationship to money and work. It gives us an opportunity to discover how we view ourselves within our 

own history, family, culture and ideals. Doing this can unlock some of the feelings or even blocks still present 



today. We can’t really get to a place of understanding that money isn’t real until we understand how it has 

really operated for us in our lives. It’s neutral, yes, but we’ve imbued it with the good, the bad, and the ugly.

In my wealth management business, I have clients do a money autobiography early on in our work 

together, and it helps me tremendously to understand where they are coming from when it comes to their 

behaviors and beliefs about money. The value that we all place on money is complex. Money can be good, 

bad, everything in between and even both for most of us. If people could view money as neither good nor 

bad but simply neutral, my job would be a lot easier.

I have had clients who transform their lives when they are able to take a few steps back from the 

values they have held all their lives about money, and I also know that these changes can be incremental 

and difficult to make. Many people received mixed messages about money, and see it as simultaneously good 

and bad. One of my clients, Laura, had been raised with a mother who used money as a way to exert power 

over her, constantly pointing out that, as the one who paid the bills in the family, she had the right to dictate 

everyone else’s behavior and choices. In her marriage, Laura was uncomfortable that her husband made 

more money than she because she feared that gave him too much power over her. She had a dream of doing 

her own creative work, which she could only do if she were comfortable relying on his income for expenses. 

After looking at her own biography and loosening its hold on her decisions, she made the leap to starting her 

own business. The couple has since doubled their income, and Laura feels that they are using their money to 

enjoy their lives, as opposed to letting it control their choices. Other clients have had to examine childhood 

messages they got about money to help them enjoy newfound prosperity, or stop spending to simulate love, 

or stop obsessing about whether they would ever have enough, as if money alone would ensure that they 

had good lives.

This last point is a tough one, especially in times of market contraction.

When stock values began to plunge in December, 2008, my client Sharon took her losses particularly 

hard. Although, like all my clients, she’d signed an agreement with me detailing the level of investment risk 

she was comfortable taking, she began asking me to pull her money out of the stock market entirely, a move 

which I knew would put her in the very position she hoped desperately to avoid.

Sharon had experienced a significant amount of trauma in her life. She came to me shortly after her 

father passed away after a long illness and she inherited a substantial sum of money from her parents’ 

estates. Her mother had died suddenly when Sharon was young and her father had been the one to raise her. 

Now, in her late forties, Sharon had been diagnosed with a chronic illness and was unable to work full time 

and turned to part-time retail work for extra income. She needed her investments to pay out a monthly 



amount to make ends meet. Because she was middle-aged, she would need her investments to last many 

years to come.

When Sharon first signed on as a client at Accumulation Strategies, I put together a blended portfolio 

for her of fixed income investments, such as bonds, to produce income, and equity investments, or stocks, to 

produce growth. This gave us the best chance of avoiding her running out of money in the years to come, 

taking into account inflation and the inevitable increased costs of getting older. The future growth of the 

equities would be used by selling some of them off when they increased in value and putting money back 

into buying more fixed income investments. Sharon had agreed in writing, as all my clients do, to put up with 

market volatility.

In 2009, after about five months of declines, the Great Recession had put a significant dent in 

Sharon’s portfolio from the year before. She became anxious that her money would keep going down and the 

best thing would be to pull it out and put it in a bank until this financial upheaval ended. I pointed out that 

her portfolio, while down from the year before was down around half of what most equity portfolios were and 

that since we started, about eight years prior, the portfolio was just down a very small percentage. One good 

month would put her portfolio back into the black. These are rational arguments though. Sharon kept hearing 

day in and day out how the stock market had lost more money each day. 

I remembered her money autobiography and understood that for her, this money was more than 

money. It had been imbued with all the good qualities of a caring parent, representing to some degree her 

parent’s love and concern that she be taken care of. What was very real was that, given her illness, she did 

need it to be taken care of. The paradox was that she had also imbued it with much more meaning than 

allowed her to make rational decisions around it. Finally, her emotions got the best of her and she couldn’t 

take it anymore and asked me to liquidate the portfolio.

My first response was to ask what she would do with the money. She said she could put her money in 

Certificates of Deposit, which I knew were earning far less than her current portfolio was. I also knew that if 

she continued to pull out money with the smaller earnings, based on projections her portfolio would most 

likely last between seven to ten years depending on what happens to interest rates. After I explained this, 

she went to the next “protection” scenario and asked if I could sell only her stocks. I reminded her that those 

stocks, though down now, would be needed to fund the increases in money needs down the road. If she 

liquidated that portion, after a while we would have to sell some of the bonds used to produce income when 

the portfolio was short as costs increased. Once some of the bonds were sold, the income produced from 

those bonds would be less, meaning we would have to liquidate even sooner the next time expenses went 



up. The portfolio would basically eat itself alive while doing so faster and faster.

To alleviate some of her stress, I suggested that we could take some of the equities and hedge 

against further losses by short selling an index which tracks large stocks. This means that if the markets 

went down further, this investment would go up. She thought it over and still couldn’t handle the thought of 

her portfolio “going to zero” even though I had shown historically how very, very extremely unlikely that 

would be. Again, though, this type of approach is rational. It will always be trumped by someone behaving 

highly emotionally.

In my position as a wealth manager, I am keenly aware that money is a highly psychological and 

emotional area of life, and yet I have always sought to avoid analyzing my clients as a therapist might. For 

me, exploring the psychology of money is just a way to understand how we think, feel, perceive, and intuit 

money. Still, in Sharon’s case, I sensed that her money somehow had come to stand for her parents 

themselves, since it was what she had left of them, and what they had left to care for her. Her money, like 

her parents’ love, was good, and she wanted to hold on to it at all costs, even at the risk of losing it. 

Because I managed her money and her money was strongly tied to the parents she had lost, I may even 

have come to represent a parent figure myself. This was a delicate situation, and I agonized about it. I knew 

that the course she was asking me to take with her money would put her future in peril. When I gently told 

her that I would have to let her go as a client if she couldn’t follow my advice, and her own previous 

commitment, to hold steady, she accepted my advice and opted not to liquidate.

It’s hard for any of us to even believe for a minute that money does not have the values we’ve 

imbued it with. Maybe the best we can do is experience what it feels like to believe that for just a brief time. 

Like experiences of meditating or exercise in which we find brief peace and build on those moments, thinking 

differently about money for brief moments may help us build a new money reality in the long term.

Boodle-cise 2

The exercise is best done in writing. Try to answer all the questions that are relevant in each set of questions 

or at least one question in that set.

1. Spend five minutes writing everything that comes to mind about memories, feelings, ideas and attitudes 

around money during your childhood.

2. What messages did you hear from your parents?  How did your family talk about money? Were there 

frequent discussions about money?  Did your parents argue over money or avoid speaking about it?  How 

much emphasis did your parents place on financial success?  Have you fulfilled their expectations around 



money and success?  Has your relationship with your parents been affected by money?

3. What was your mother like with money? How did your father address money?  How did they differ?  Was 

one parent’s method for handling money favored over another?

4. Did you have many toys and/or expensive toys?  How did you treat them?  Were they hand-me-downs? 

What happened during birthdays or holidays?  Did you ask for money for daily activities, clothes or special 

occasions?  What was the response?  How were vacations handled?

5. What were your family’s financial circumstances compared with others?  Did you feel rich, poor, or that you 

were just getting by? How did you feel toward your friends and their financial circumstances?  If you were 

wealthier, did you try to hide it or share it?  If poorer, did you envy other, better off friends or think they 

were different due to their money?

6. Did another family member besides your parents or your cultural heritage dominate or impact your money 

perspective?

7. What hobbies or activities, such as sports, did you do?  What talents did you have?  What recognition did 

you get? What happened when you were sick?  Were you given an allowance?  Were you paid to attain 

things such as good grades at school, or to complete chores, etc.?  When were you allowed to purchase 

things on your own?  What did you buy with the money you had?  Did you ever get punished for what you 

bought?  Did you save any money?  Did you steal anything?  Did you borrow money or have money 

borrowed from you and how did that make you feel?  Did you have to negotiate to get money?  Were there 

any addictions that you came into close contact with, such as alcoholism, work addiction or eating 

disorders?

8. As an adolescent:  Did you work?  Were you given a credit card?  Were you instructed on the how and why 

of saving money? Did you open a checking account?  What attitudes and messages were received around 

career? What attitudes and messages were received around marriage?  How did you feel about what your 

parents did to earn a living?  Was there a change in financial circumstances so that you felt richer or 

poorer than before?

Our experiences with money as children come together to form our personal story about money, a 

story replete with lies. Besides the individual, psychological lies we create about money, we also have false 

stories we believe as families, communities, cultural groups, even countries, political parties, and institutions. 

On personal, group and institutional levels, a lot of us are very ambivalent about money. We think it is 



wonderful or shameful. And even discounting all the wonderful and shameful things people have done in its 

name or for it, money is never “just money.” 

Boodle-cise 3

Take your ideas about money to extremes. Look at all you believe about money and then “push it.” For 

example, if you believe that money is good, write, “Money is great. It is the greatest thing since sliced bread. It 

is fantastic…” Now write the opposite of what you think about money, for example, “Money is horrible. I hate 

money…” How does it feel to write these things as if they are true?

A Collective Illusion?

In the Spring of 1968, a group of conceptual artists represented by New York City gallery owner and art 

promoter Seth Siegelaub participated in an outdoor show on the campus of a rural Vermont college. One of 

the pieces, Carl Andre’s “Joint” consisted of 183 more or less identical bales of hay lined up in a long row in 

the middle of a field. Though this piece was not for sale, intended instead to disintegrate back into the site it 

sprang from, other of Andre’s works—concrete bricks lined in rows, metal strips laid down on a gallery floor—

which critics hailed for the way they resisted making art into a commodity, were selling for thousands of 

dollars. Andre’s colleagues, too, had seen a spike in the popularity and price for their art. This was in part 

due to Siegelaub’s skill at packaging a group of conceptual artists as a movement worthy of wider cultural 

recognition. Individual and corporate investors were courted with invitations to associate themselves with the 

spirit of freedom and innovation embodied in contemporary works. Contemporary art touted by a select 

number of New York Galleries came to be seen as a potentially lucrative investment.

As conceptual art became more popular, more art was produced and more new artists headed into 

the field. Enrollment at art schools swelled. Art dealers found that demand was high, and they were selling 

and reselling much more artwork then ever before.

As art pieces began selling for higher prices, the consuming public, people who had never considered 

owning art before and those who had not necessarily thought of it as an investment, took a new interest in 

collectible art and began buying. They saw strong price appreciation for the art that they procured.

Collections proliferated, and were increasingly valued into the millions of dollars.

No longer were art critics relied upon to proclaim the value of art. It was enough to be featured in a 

mainstream magazine like Life; no matter what the article said, if there was a photograph of your art, you 

could expect its price to rise. The market, fed by “buzz,” determined what would be paid for the art. Given 



the buzz, investors felt they had a good chance of getting a better return on their money. So with the 

popularity of art, the investors felt that buying up the best examples of particular “schools” were choice 

investments since they had a good chance to show price appreciation. In addition, if one piece of art did not 

appreciate, since there were many other pieces of art within the bundle, investors would be protected from 

the loss of a single piece.

The galleries made a respectable sum of money on group shows. The artists’ dealers pressured 

artists to provide new pieces, which were often produced at warp speed. The artists and the art dealers 

began to make more and more money.  There was pressure for other art dealers not to miss the boat, so 

almost every art dealer began, essentially “packaging investments.”  They began making more and more 

money too.  The artists began making more and more money.  The investors began making more and more 

money.  The consumers kept reselling art and making more and more money.

Some critics questioned the quality of the art being produced, but since quality is highly subjective 

when it comes to conceptual art, and because the people who were making money stood to gain from 

admiring, if you will, the Emperor’s clothes, the boom continued. 

Then, in the early seventies, recession set in. The prices for the art began to slip.  The public found 

they could no longer buy and turn around and sell at a profit. Those holding art began to lower their prices 

even more in order to sell them. Suddenly, the investors were stuck with bad investments. Consumers 

stopped buying, the art dealers were stuck with paintings of empty boxes and sculptures made of tin cans, as 

well as very fine pieces, too. The artists and their galleries couldn’t find buyers. 

Now imagine that the gallery owners had bundled the art and sold collections en masse, supported 

by ratings agencies made up of experts and critics who in turn made money off of the process of rating. No, 

art dealers like Seth Siegelaub did not formally “bundle” individual works of art to sell in “tranches.” There 

were no arts ratings agencies which deemed some investments AAA and profited from overrating artists en 

masse. Still, what happened in the art world in the sixties (and again in the eighties and now again in the 

present decade) is eerily reminiscent of the events of the sub-prime mortgage situation in 2008-2009. The 

inevitable mania and panic, or boom and bust cycle that financial markets go through can be based just as 

easily on what the public will pay for a piece of art as for a house, a share in a group of mortgages, or 

predictions on whether unknown homeowners will default on those mortgages.

Money Is Neutral

Money is neutral. Yet this is a thought that’s hard to think, much less believe. 



While many of us are willing to accept the notion that our individual psychology paints money black 

or white when it is neither, or even that a collective illusion could create artificial booms and busts in certain 

markets, it’s harder for us to shed the idea that, on an institutional level, money has no real value. The 

frightening case of hyperinflation, though, proves all too well that money’s value can be ephemeral. 

Throughout history, when governments for various reasons (costly wars, ensuing recessions) increase the 

money supply in circulation and/or consumers get rid of their currency as fast as they can because they 

perceive it to be falling in value, hyperinflation ensues. This is a vicious cycle in which the same amount of 

money buys less and less, with inflation rising as much as 50% per month and prices increasing effectively 

100% or more in short periods of time. This happened in the Weimer Republic in Germany after WWI. It 

happened in Bolivia in 1985, in Russia in 1998. Can you imagine paying a hundred dollars for a loaf of bread? 

Some doomsayers even predict that, if the Fed keeps increasing the money supply in the US right now, we 

will be facing hyperinflation on a scale we’ve not known before. 

What Money Can’t Buy 

Here’s an irony. We value things with something—money—that itself has no value. This is why money is a 

house of mirrors. Remember, one of the definitions that economists offer us is that money itself is a measure 

of value. But trying to value a measure of value is like living in a house of mirrors, a tautology at best. In 

other words, it’s easy to confuse the value of the things money can buy us with money’s intrinsic value. It’s 

easy to imbue money with the very properties the things it buys have in our minds. But as the examples of 

Emperor Norton’s currency, the conceptual art boom in the late sixties, or hyperinflation in Bolivia show us, 

the process of valuing money is itself highly subjective, and subject to individual, collective, and institutional 

forces we understand only murkily.

The things or qualities we value shift and change and don’t come with a fixable price tag. If we think 

money is good, for instance, we might just as well say, “Money is beautiful.” But that sounds a little crass, 

doesn’t it? Or does it?

Boodle-cise 4

1. Value all the art in your house. How many bags of groceries would you exchange it for if you were 

hungry and had nothing else to use in barter? How many cows? How many cowry shells? 

2. Imagine that you are the Chairman of the Federal Reserve. What value would you give the dollar?



3. Declare Yourself “The Emperor of Money” What would you wear? What would you decree? Now 

imagine that you are The Emperor’s dog. What would you buy with your master’s money?

4. Picture yourself on a boat on a river. Do a meditation on being weightless.  If you push off of something 

you will speed through the air.  If you are holding something (the boat, say) and let it go, it will remain right 

where you stopped holding it.

Thinking Other Thoughts

Dislodging the lies we’ve told ourselves and been told about money and relating to money in a way that 

allows us to create real wealth is not a program with simple, linear steps. It’s a process of discovering just 

what our lives can be like when our deeply held beliefs about money are turned on their heads. Now that you 

may be willing to entertain the idea that money isn’t good or bad, that we might just as well think it powerful 

as weak, ugly as beautiful. Come to think of it, what if money were beautiful? What if money were 

relationships? What if money were beautiful relationships? 

In my years working with clients who have a range of beliefs about money, one of the biggest beliefs 

I see people holding tight to in this individualistic society of ours is the idea that what we do with our money 

is our own choice, again, that there even is such a thing as personal wealth. But the idea that when it comes 

to money we can act as individuals is extremely problematic. If you believe that, I have some Peruvian rice 

or 183 hay bales in Vermont that I’d like to sell you. 
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