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Columbian Exposition Issue
The first commemorative stamps issued in the United States were printed for the
World’s Colombian Exposition held in Chicago, Illinois from May 1 to October 30,
1893. This Exposition celebrated the 400th anniversary of the discovery of America
by Christopher Columbus.
There was some controversy over the initial printing of these stamps. Printing
contracts required the printing companies to go out to bid. However, the
Postmaster John Wanamaker executed a new contract with the American Banknote
Company for the printing of the Colombian stamps without any competitive
bidding process. This allowed the company to charge 17c per thousand stamps in
contrast to the 7.45c per thousand rate charged for the 1890 definitive series. The
Columbian issue was the last set of stamps to be printed by a private company for
many years. During early 1894, the American Bank Note Company failed to secure
a renewal of its stamp contract because the U.S. Bureau of Engraving and Printing
submitted a lower bid. The Bureau then had a monopoly on US. Stamp production
until 1944 when a private company produced the Overrun Countries series, which
required special multicolor printing.
Fifteen denominations of the series were placed on sale on Monday, January 2,
1893. They were available nationwide, not restricted to the Exposition. This was
the largest number of stamps ever offered in a single series with the unprecedented
inclusion of stamps with denominations of $1, $2, $3, $4 and $5. Until that time no
stamp had cost more than 90 cents. The 16th stamp with a denomination of 8c was
added in March to cover a new lowered registered letter fee. The total face value
for the 16 stamps came to $16.34, a substantial amount of money in 1893. In
todays value that would have cost over $400.00.
The number of 2c stamps printed was 1,464,588,750 while the least number
printed was the $4 stamp with 26,350. The 5$ stamp had 27,450 issued. Of these
21,844 were eventually sold.
It is interesting to note that the images of Columbus on different stamps varies
dramatically since the images were based on works by many artists. As an example
Columbus on the 1c stamp is clean-shaven while on the 2c he has a full beard,
despite the events occurring only a day apart.
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The 1 cent was entitled “Columbus
in Sight of Land”. It was based on a
painting by William Henry Powell
and was engraved by Alfred Jones.
Powell was a well known American
artist born in 1823. He was
commissioned by the US Congress
in 1847 to paint a historical
painting in the U.S. Capitol. A
second one of his artworks is
displayed in the Capitol Rotunda.
The stamp was used to pay postage
on third-class mail.

The 2 cent stamp called “The Landing
of Columbus” was from a painting by
John Vanderlyn. Vanderlyn worked
on the panting for ten years with the
help of assistants. Christopher
Columbus is depicted landing in the
West Indies, on an island that the
natives called Guanahani which he
named San Salvador, on October 12,
1492. He raises the royal banner,
claiming the land for Spain. He stands
bareheaded with his hat at his feet in
honor of the sacredness of the event.
The painting was originally
commissioned by Congress and was
used on $5 banknotes and the 15-cent
stamp from the 1869 Pictorial Issue.
This stamp accounted for more than
70 percent of the total number of
Columbian stamps issued. It was used
to pay the first-class domestic mail
rate.
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The 3 cent stamp depicts
the ship Santa Maria and is
called “Flag Ship of
Columbus”. The original
source for the stamp is
unknown. It was
engraved by Robert
Savage. The stamp did not
pay any standard postal
rate during 1893. It was
used as a make-up stamp
to be used in combination
with other stamps.

The 4 cent stamp
shows the “Fleet of
Columbus”. Like the 3c
stamp the origin of the
picture is unknown. It
is generally attributed
to an unknown Spanish
engraving. The stamp
paid the first-class rate
for double weight mail.
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The design for the 5 cent
stamp was created by
Alfred Major. It is
entitled “Columbus
Soliciting Aid of Isabella”
and is based on an 1884
painting by Vaclav
Brozik called “Columbus
at the Court of Ferdinand
and Isabella. Brozik was
named a member of the
Institut de France, was a
member of the Academie
des Beaux-Arts and was
appointed to the Czech
Academy of Arts and
Sciences. The value was
used to pay the halfounce Universal Postal
Union international rate.

During 1855, Randolph
Rogers was
commissioned to
produce a number of
door panels depicting
Columbus’s voyages to
be hung at the U.S.
Capitol building. The 6
cent stamp “Columbus
Welcomed at Barcelona”
was taken from one of
these door panels.
Framing the figure on
the left is King Ferdinand
of Spain. The one on the
right is Vasco Nunez de
Balboa, a Spanish
explorer inspired by
Columbus. Robert
Savage was the engraver
for the stamp.
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The 8 cent stamp was the
last Columbian stamp to
be issued in March, 1893.
When the fee for
registered mail was
lowered on January 1,
1893, it made necessary
the new 8 cent rate. The
design was based on a
painting by Francisco
Jover Casanova and was
titled “Columbus
Restored to Favor”.

The 10 cent “Columbus
Presenting Natives” was
taken from one of the
Columbus murals
created by Luigi Gregori
for the Main Building at
the University of Notre
Dame. In 1880 Gregori
was commissioned by
Rev. Sorin to create the
Columbus murals, a
series of twelve murals
depicting the life and
voyages of Christopher
Columbus inside the
Main Building. The 10
cent value was one of
five designs engraved by
Robert Savage. This
denomination was
originally intended to
pay the fee for registered
mail.
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The 15 cent stamp
“Columbus Announcing
His Discovery” depicts
his return to court from
his first voyage. The
original painting by
Ricardo Baloca y Cancico
is believed to have been
destroyed during the
Spanish Civil War. This
stamp was originally
intended to pay postage
for international
registered letters.
However the change in
the registered mail fee
eliminated this use.
Although it could be used
for a triple-rate
international letter it
was more commonly
used to meet more
expensive heavyweight
charges.

The 30 cent stamp was
engraved from Felipe
Maso’s work “Columbus
before the Franciscans at
La Rabida” or “Columbus
at La Rabida” when
adapted for the
Coumbian Issue. This
rate was used to pay for
mail to expensive foreign
destinations.
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The 50 cent stamp was
from a painting by A.G.
Heaton and called the
“Recall of Columbus”. It
was used to meet the
needs of heavyweight or
international mailings.

The $1 stamp was based
on a painting by Antonio
Munoz Degrain called
“Isabella Pledging Her
Jewels” and was
engraved by Robert
Savage. This stamp like
all of the dollar values
paid no specific rate.
These were probably
intended primarily as
Exposition advertising
and as revenue for the
Post Office Department.
Most uses of the dollarvalue Columbians were
on philatelic covers.
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The $2 stamp “Columbus
in Chains” came from a
painting by Emanuel
Leutze and is only one of
two stamps to depict
Columbus on land in the
New World. He is shown
facing charges of
administrative
misconduct after his
arrest in Santo Domingo
by Francisco de
Bobadilla.

The $3 stamp is based on
a painting by Franciso
Jover Casanova. It is
called “Columbus
Describing Third
Voyage” and was
engraved by Robert
Savage.
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The $4 stamp “Isabella
and Columbus” was
the first United States
stamp to have the
portrait of a woman.
The portrait of
Columbus on the right
was adapted from one
by Lorenzo Lotto.

The $5 stamp
“Columbus Portrait”
was engraved by
Alfred Jones. The
two framing figures
were engraved by
Charles Skinner.
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