Landing of Columbus, 1492

Introduction

This engraving depicts Columbus’s first landing in the New World, on the island he called San
Salvador, on October 12, 1492. Columbus is surrounded by his men on the beach. Discussing the
landing in his journal, Columbus wrote that he “leaped on shore, and . . . took, possession of the
said island for the King and for the Queen.”[1] In the engraving, he holds a sword in one hand
and the royal banner of Aragon and Castile in the other, declaring the discovery for Spain. To the
side, Native Americans watch the Europeans from behind a tree. In his journal, Columbus
recorded that the Natives “asked us if we had come from heaven” and called them “the best
people in the world, and the gentlest.”[2] He also, however, made note of his plan to “with force
... Subjugate the whole island.”[3]

This engraving, by H. B. Hall, is based on an oil painting by John Vanderlyn. VVanderlyn (1775-
1852) was an American neoclassicist painter from Kingston, New York. In 1836, Vanderlyn was
commissioned by Congress to paint The Landing of Columbus. A commission of that caliber was
both a boon to an artist’s standing and an opportunity to create an enduring historical image, and
the painting would prove to be one of Vanderlyn’s most well-known works. He completed the
painting in 1846, and it was mounted in the Rotunda of the Capitol in 1847. VVanderlyn’s
portrayal soon appeared in advertisements, on postage stamps in 1869 and 1893, and on currency
in the 1870s. Viewed by thousands in the Capitol and by countless more in various incarnations,
The Landing of Columbus came to be the prevailing representation in the American imagination
of Columbus’s discovery of the New World. H. B. Hall’s engraving based on the painting
appeared in 1856. Hall (1808-1884) was an English engraver and portrait painter who emigrated
to New York in 1850. His work focused primarily on historical American figures of the colonial
and Revolutionary eras.

[1] Christopher Columbus, The Journal of Christopher Columbus (During His First Voyage,
1492-93) and Documents Relating to the Voyages of John Cabot and Gaspar Corte Real
(London: Hakluyt Society, 1893) 37.

[2] Columbus, Journal, 112,

[3] Columbus, Journal, 48.

© 2012 The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History
www.gilderlehrman.org



http://www.gilderlehrman.org/
http://gli.whatscookin.com/#_ftn1
http://gli.whatscookin.com/#_ftn2
http://gli.whatscookin.com/#_ftn3
http://gli.whatscookin.com/#_ftnref
http://gli.whatscookin.com/#_ftnref
http://gli.whatscookin.com/#_ftnref

Landing of Columbus, 1492

Questions for Discussion

Read the Introduction and study the image before answering the following questions:

1. Compare the expressions and physical gestures of Columbus and his men to those of
the American Indians in this painting. Why do you think the artist chose this
depiction?

2. In recent years controversy has developed over images such as these. Why was this

painting very popular in the 1800s and harshly criticized by some groups recently?

Image

Landing of Christopher Columbus, engraving by H. B. Hall, 1856. (Gilder Lehrman Collection,
GLC08878.0001)
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