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Of course, the cost of a 

human life is priceless. No 

parent wants to lose a 

child, no child their parent 

and so forth.  

 

That said though, what, in 

real terms, is the cost of a 

life, and under what 

circumstances is it worth 

risking one? Are the wars 

in the middle east worth 

the cost of the lives we 

pour into them? 

 

This study takes a light 

hearted look at the cost of 

human lives in direct 

opposition to art; using the 

2014 movie The 

Monuments Men as a 

backdrop we examine 

whether art is worth life.  
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The 2014 production of “The Monuments Men” is set in the dying stages 

of World War 2, where a United States Art collector becomes aware that 

the Nazi forces have begun to steal the world’s most valuable pieces of 

art so that the German Leader could open his own, unique “Fuehrer 

Museum”. 

 

In fear that this priceless artwork would be lost or destroyed, and in 

recognition of the fact that it belonged to the people of the world and 

not just Hitler – the US art collector petitions the current US president 

Franklin D. Roosevelt to allow him to take a force into the war to 

attempt to save the stolen art. 

 

The scene which I have focused my response is the final part of the film 

– a scene between the new US President Harry Truman and the art 

collector in which the entire premise of the film is explored. In the 

scene, President Truman asks Lt. Stokes (the Art Collector who headed 

the mission) if any of his men died. The Lieutenant responds that two 

men gave their lives, representing 28% of his total team. It concludes 

with President Truman asking: 

  

 “Do you think it was worth it… for a piece of art?” 

 

This question represents a broader discussion of how to value items in Economics. Joshua Gans et al. 

state that the second of ten key lessons from economics is that “The cost of something is what you 

give up to get it” (2012, 4). This principle is relatively easy to apply when there is an established 

market for a good, where prices are set by the intersection of how much buyers are willing to pay 

and what sellers are willing to offer. 

 

Determining the value of items which have no direct market to guide their price is much more 

difficult and is a critical part of the Government’s role. When a Government comes to make 

decisions, such as President Truman in The Monuments Men, which will have impacts on human life 

or other non-market items, the Government needs to apply methods to bring the two items being 

compared onto the same scale – and the most effective scale is dollars. 
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In the Principles of Economics, Gans et al. offer two ways to do this. One is to commission a team of 

advisors to conduct a study. This approach however is flawed, primarily because “… respondents 

have little incentive to tell the truth. Those who would use [an item] have an incentive to exaggerate 

the benefit” (2012, 240). Indeed, if we examine our film in question, and this particular scene, 

President Truman asks whether one of the two men who lost their lives would say it was “worth it”, 

and of course Lt. Stokes answers “yes”. Lt. Stokes is an art collector, and the dead man was a 

museum curator, both of which had dedicated their entire lives to art. 

 

A more useful way to place a value upon these items is to conduct a Cost Benefit Analysis. This is 

what makes this scene, and this movie, very interesting. Typically a Cost Benefit Analysis can be 

conducted against something with no direct value (e.g. a human life) versus something with very 

tangible value (e.g. a stop sign at an intersection), allowing the life to be given a value through a 

method determined to be fair and reasonable and the comparison made.  

 

I would argue that neither of the items have a direct value in this case. While there is a market for 

art, many of the art works which were being saved are considered to be “priceless”, items such as a 

series of plates from one of the very early churches, over a thousand years old, and another a work 

of the great Michelangelo. For this reason Cost Benefit Analysis is more difficult in this case as we 

are comparing two items with no direct value. 

 

Nonetheless, in the interest of challenging Lt. Stokes response to President Truman, I have set about 

calculating both the cost of a human life and the cost of the particular piece of priceless art 

mentioned in the scene – the Bruges Madonna and Child.  

 

In Appendix B I have performed a full data analysis using available methods to derive a real 

Australian dollar figure for 2014. This analysis states that the cost of an average human life would be 

$4.7m. In comparison, for every year that the Bruges Madonna and Child remains, it is being valued 

by a series of variables such as the admission price of the church where it is held, the number of 

annual tourist arrivals to Belgium (adjusted for other travel reasons) and discounted for visitor 

satisfaction, at $1.22m.  

 

  



Case Study 

The Cost of Art versus the Cost of Life 

Case Study – the Cost of Art versus the Cost of Life © 2014  Page 3 of 6 

 

Using Cost Benefit Analysis, we could now answer President Truman’s question on behalf of Lt. 

Stokes using economics as follows: 

 

President Truman 

“Do you think it was worth it… for a piece of art?” 

 

Lt. Stokes 

“Well, Mr. President, yes. Donald Jeffries’ life, the man who died protecting the art, would be valued 

at approximately $4.7m. Every year from this day forward, the people of this world will value the 

Bruges Madonna and Child at $1.22m. So right now it might not seem that Donald Jeffries life was 

worth it, but within four years his investment will have paid off.”  

 

Of course, no human life is worth being lost in wars which are almost always preventable, but when 

examining the second lesson from Economics, that “The cost of something is what you give up to get 

it”, The Monuments Men and the group of people whose love for Art drove them to voluntarily enlist 

themselves and risk their lives to save some of the world’s most precious art from theft and 

destruction seems to validate this lesson.  

 

Given the variables, whether we examine their sacrifice through the eyes of art critics or using 

economic analysis, what these men gave up so that the people of the world could have the Bruges 

Madonna with Child and other priceless art works was worth it, and we as a society are better off for 

it. I would like to honour those men and all who have died protecting not just our freedom, but our 

history, for which their families and themselves paid such a high price. 
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Appendix A – Focus Scene Extract 

Below is the extract of one of the final scenes of “The Monument’s Men”, upon which I have 

focussed my response. 

 

President Truman 

You lost men on this mission Lieutenant? 

 

Lt. Stokes 

Yes, sir, two men. A Frenchman named Jean-Claude Clermont... and a Brit named Donald Jeffries who 

lost his life saving the Bruges "Madonna and child". 

 

President Truman 

Lieutenant Stokes, I have one question...you said "the Madonna". 

 

Lt. Stokes 

Yes, sir, the Bruges Madonna. 

 

President Truman 

Right. Michelangelo made it, right? 

 

Lt. Stokes 

Yes, sir. 

 

President Truman 

And you lost a man trying to save it? 

 

Lt. Stokes 

Donald Jeffries. 

 

President Truman 

Do you think it was worth it? For a piece of art? Do you think Jeffries would say it was worth it if he 

could speak? 

 

Lt. Stokes 

If he could speak… I think he would. 

 

President Truman 

Alright then. How about you, Lieutenant? You were in charge, and this gets to the heart of the 

matter. Do you think 30 years from now anyone’s going to remember that these men died for a piece 

of art? 
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Appendix B – Data Analysis 

Below is the collection of data analysis which supports my response. 

 

Item 1 – Human Life 

In The Principles of Economics, there are two ways listed of determining the value of human life 

(2012, 241). The first way is to use a method similar to that used by courts and look at the total 

amount of money a person may have earned in their life. It is noted though that this approach would 

indicate that a retired person was “of no worth”, and importantly, in The Monuments Men, the 

people who are part of the special army unit are all older people nearing retirement or already 

retired. This would lead to a very small monetary value. 

 

The second method uses a variety of measures to compensate for risk within jobs and other factors. 

According to a study commissioned by Work Safe Australia (2008, xvii) the average value of a life in 

Australia is $5.7m. However, the same study also concludes that there has been a 38% increase in 

the length of life over the past century (2008, xiii) so this figure needs to be discounted by 38% to 

reflect the shortened life span, resulting in a cost of life of $3.53m during World War 2. Finally this 

study was conducted in 2008 so if we apply growth to this value using an average rate of inflation of 

5% over the past six years we end up with a value of $4.7m. 

 

Item 2 – The “Bruges Madonna and Child” 

This statue, made by Michelangelo in around 1504, is located in the “Church of Our Lady” in Bruges, 

Belgium. While many may say this artwork is “priceless”, for the purposes of this Cost Benefit 

Analysis, I have used three variables to calculate its value.  

 

The first is based on the cost of entry to the particular church where the item is held. As at February 

2014, the cost of entry is 2 € - equivalent to 3 AUD at the time of writing. While this price may have 

fluctuated in the past, this is taken to be a reasonable approximation. 

 

The second variable is the number of visitors per year who would visit this church to see this item. As 

it is difficult to ascertain exact visitor numbers to the church, we will use the Belgium tourism 

arrivals up to January 2012 from the World Bank figures, which stood at 7.46m (2012, Access 

Economics). This number has been increasing by approximately 1.8% per year, giving us a 2014 

number of 7.73m. As the Madonna with Child is listed as one of only fifteen tourist attractions on 

the www.brugesinfo.com website it would be safe to assume that, at least, 1/15 of those arrivals go 

there and see the Madonna with Child, giving us an annual visitor count of at least 510,000 visitors 

per year. When combined with the first variable, this gives us a value of $1.53m AUD spent annually 

to visit the art work. 

 

The final variable adjusts for the satisfaction of the visit. According to Trip Advisor, with 495 reviews 

of the art work as the date of writing, the average approval rating is 80%. So using this final value, in 

today’s dollar terms, we would fix the annual value of the art work at $1.22m AUD. 

http://www.brugesinfo.com/
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Comparison Table 

The following compares the cost of human life against the annual worth of the Bruges Madonna and 

Child over a series of years. It shows that within just 4 years the value to the people of the world has 

overcome the value of the sacrificed life. 

Time Span Aggregated Value of Life Aggregated Value of Art 

Year 1 $4.70m $1.22m 

Year 2 $4.70m $2.44m 

Year 3 $4.70m $3.66m 

Year 4 $4.70m $4.88m 

Year 5 $4.70m $6.10m 
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