
Patented Lettering 
on Bureau of Engraving and Printing 

products 

The Big Picture 
George Washington Casilear was awarded two patents on May 6, 1873 for processes that 

streamlined how engraved lettering could be added to intaglio printing plates in order to form words. The 
essence of his approach was that complete character sets of a given style and size were engraved once on a 
steel die. The characters were then taken up individually on a transfer roll so that they could be transferred 
one at a time to construct text on a printing plate or another die. 

This approach contrasted with the prevailing costly and time-consuming practice of engraving text 
from scratch each time it was needed wherein an engraver cut the same letters in the same style and size 
over and over again. The process was immediately adopted at the BEP under his direction in 1873 and 
widely used to make intaglio plates thereafter. 

Casilear was employed by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing at the time, having entered service 
on December 1, 1862 with its forerunner printing operation in the Treasury Department as an assistant in 
model design. He became Superintendent of the Plate Vault and next Chief Engraver. He was billed as 
Superintendent of Engraving and Transferring on a series of specimen books made in 1883.  

The first appearance of letters made by his patented process on currency plates wholly designed 
and engraved at the BEP were those on the faces of the $10 Series of 1873 circulating notes. Those notes 
had been called for in a surprise rider to an appropriation act passed March 3, 1873. The legislation allocated 
$600,000 for replacing national bank notes that had been counterfeited. 

Casilear’s patented lettering process arrived at the BEP at what turned out to be an inopportune 
time. Progressively more intaglio designing, engraving and printing work was being assigned to the BEP 
for Treasury items of all types—currency, bonds, revenue stamps—instead of being contracted out to the 
bank note companies. The bank note company management responded by waging all–out war on the quality 
of the BEP work through lobbying efforts, in the press and by means of letter–writing campaigns to 
Congressmen and Treasury officials in an attempt to regain their lost contracts. They specifically excoriated 

Figure 1. The large letters and charter numbers on the faces of the unadopted $10 Series of 1873 
circulating notes were laid–in one character at a time using the process patented by George W. 
Casilear. 
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Casilear in general as Chief Engraver and in particular by mounting an unrelenting attack on his patented 
lettering technology. 

The Patents 
 Casilear was awarded several patents pertaining to securities printing during his career, the two of 
interest here being 138,614 and 138,613 filed March 29, 1873. The awarding of the numbers happened to 
be reversed because patent 138,613 built on 138,614. 
 Both patents involved dies and rolls. A die is a flat piece of steel into which an engraver cut lines 
that were designed to hold ink. This created an intaglio image where intaglio means that the image to be 
printed consisted of recesses cut into the surface of the die. The lettering on dies was reverse–reading. 
 A roll is a solid steel cylinder that was rocked back and forth over a die under sufficient force that 
the steel on its surface flowed into the recesses cut into the die. The resulting raised image on the surface 
of the roll was a mold of the image on the die. Once hardened, the roll could be used to transfer the image 
to other dies or to printing plates where once again the image would be intaglio and reverse–reading.   
 The concept embodied in patent 138,614 was that an engraver engraved a complete alphabet of 
some given style and size onto a die. The die was hardened and then, through the use of a transfer press, 
the letters were picked up individually around the circumference of a transfer roll as shown on Figure 2. 
The transfer roll was then hardened and used to lay–in the individual letters as required to form words on a 
printing plate or another die. The benefit was that the engraver had only to engrave a given letter once in a 
particular size and style. Of course, the same could be done with numbers or symbols. 

 A given alphabet could consist of plain–looking letters that after being laid–in were shaded as a 
separate operation using a ruling machine or another technique. More efficiently, though, the alphabet could 
consist of completed highly ornamented letters, even those superimposed on a common background such 
as a rosette or similar device, that required no additional work once laid–in. 
 Patent 138,613 was an embellishment on the concept but required a host of transfer rolls. The idea 
here was to make 26 transfer rolls—one roll for each letter in the alphabet—each containing pairs of letters 
around their circumferences as illustrated on Figure 3. Notice that the left letter in all the pairs on a roll is 
the same, whereas the right letters cycle through the alphabet.  

 To spell out Washington, the siderographer would first select the W–roll and dial in the WA pair 
and transfer that pair to the plate. Next, he would select the A-roll and dial in the AS pair. Using the A 
already on the plate from the WA pair as a guide, he would insert the A from the AS pair into the existing 

Figure 2. Roll with all the letters of an alphabet of the same size and style 
that was used to lay–in individual letters one at a time to compose text on a 
plate or die. 

Figure 3. The first two of 26 rolls—one for each letter of the 
alphabet—used to lay–in pairs of letters. The letter on the right side 
in a pair served as a guide upon which the same letter from the left 
side on the succeeding roll was placed as the text was walked from 
left to right across the plate or die. The result was perfect horizontal 
spacing between the letters.  
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A from the WA pair and roll in the S. In like manner, successive letters would be walked across the plate 
with the guarantee that all would be perfectly spaced and aligned. 

 The downside of using the paired letter rolls was that the poor siderographer was forced to 
continually switch rolls as he composed text. Even so, the cost savings were considerable compared to 
paying an engraver to cut the text from scratch.   

Figure 4. Transfer press used to 
transfer intaglio images from dies to 
rolls or from rolls to dies and plates. 
The beam above the roll is lowered 
which presses the roll against the die. 
The large handwheel allows the 
siderographer to move the bed back 
and forth causing the roll to turn 
against the die in order to pick up the 
image engraved on it or to lay an 
image from a roll onto a die or plate. 
The force exerted through the roll is a 
few tons per square inch. Modified 
from Dickinson (1895, Fig. 6).   

Figure 5. A vignette on a die that is being picked up on a roll on a modern transfer press. BEP photo. 
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 Casilear’s patented letters did not have to stand alone on an open field. They could be superimposed 
onto previously entered engraved objects. For example, the letters could be rolled into tombstones when 
used to build national bank note title blocks. 
 In practice, if lines of text had to be repeated, even to make only three or four subjects on a given 
currency plate, the lettering typically was laid–in on dies, then lifted on new transfer rolls, which then 
allowed that text to be reused as often as needed. Entire title blocks were handled this way on $5 nationals. 

Use 
 Probably the first use of patented letters on issued currency occurred in the fall of 1875 when the 
BEP began making Series of 1875 national bank note face plates. A sundry civil appropriation bill dated 
March 3, 1875 required “the final printing and finishing to be executed in the Treasury Department.” In 
August 1875, Secretary of the Treasury Benjamin H. Bristow directed that faces of nationals be printed at 
the Bureau (Comptroller of the Currency, 1875, p. LVII). The first Series of 1875 shipment from a face 
plate made at, or at least completed at, the Bureau arrived at the Comptroller of the Currency’s office 
November 6th from a 5-5-5-5 plate for The Metropolitan National Bank of Boston (2289). 
 The Series of 1878 silver certificates were designed by George Casilear as Chief Engraver and 

utilized his patented lettering process on both the faces and backs. Virtually all the lettering on them except 
the items written in script were thus made. The same can be said for the Series of 1882 gold certificates. 
 The golden era for the patented letters came with the Series of 1882 brown backs, especially on the 
$5s, the face design of which was wholly produced by BEP personnel led by Casilear. The majority of $5 
title blocks made between 1882 and mid-1885 sported patented lettering, and their quaint appearance causes 
them to be among the most avidly sought notes in the series. Of course, patented lettering was used on the 
higher denomination brown backs of the same vintage as well. The laying–out of national bank note title 
blocks was an ideal application for the technique. 

Figure 6. The Series of 1875 plate for the Keene bank was among the first made by the BEP. 
Keene was laid-in using patented letters. Those same distinctive ornamented and shaded letters 
were used on several plates including these $5s, which were made years apart.  
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Figure 7. Virtually all the lettering on the faces and backs of the Series of 1878 and 1880 silver certificates 
except the script items were laid–in using Casilear’s patented lettering process, even the bold silver dollars on 
the faces and United States, silver and certificate across the backs. Heritage Auction Archives photo. 

Figure 8. Aside from the script items, the lettering on the faces of Series of 1882 gold certificates 
has the obvious look of Casilear’s patented lettering. Compare Gold Coin with Denton on Figure 
9. Heritage Auction Archives photo. 
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 Although Casilear was employed by the government, the patents were in his name and he retained 
ownership of them. Besides the two pertaining to the patented lettering process, he also held others that 
were used by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. He did not patent his ideas for his health, but did not 
receive royalty payments for their use. Instead, he was compensated with an unusually high salary as Chief 
Engraver, which in 1885 was reported to be $5,000 per year. In contrast “The highest salary given to any 
of the other engravers is $8.75 per day so that the best among them cannot make more than $2,600 a year 
if constantly employed” (New York Times, Apr 18, 1885). 

The Firestorm 
 The roof fell in on George Casilear in 1885 with the 
election of Democrat Grover Cleveland to his first term, which 
began March 4, 1885. This was when the festering criticisms 
leveled at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing by the bank 
note companies in retaliation for their lost contracts overtook 
the Bureau. But the fuse wasn’t lit by the bank note companies; 
instead, the match was struck inside Treasury. 
 Upon taking office in March 1877, Secretary of the 
Treasury John Sherman appointed a committee of three to 
examine the operations of the Bureau. It was the Cleveland 
administration that implemented some of the tougher reforms 
recommended by the committee. 
 A key player in this drama was long–term Treasury 
employee Edward O. Graves who was first appointed to a 
clerical position in 1864, and who had worked his way up to 
Assistant Treasurer by 1883. Through his various positions, he 
proved to be a tireless champion of civil service reform with 
its goal to supplant spoils appointments with a merit-based 
system. Along the way, he was repeatedly called upon to 
examine and report upon potential problems in the Treasury 
Department. 
 The New York Times reported on May 10, 1885: 
When, in 1881, Mr. Casilear, the late chief engraver of the 
Bureau of Engraving and Printing, preferred a claim against the 
department for the use of certain patented devices employed in 

the preparation of the Government notes, Mr. Graves made a report on that subject severely criticizing the 
inartistic results of the employment of designs for which Mr. Casilear asked payment. 

*  *  * 
His most interesting report is that made in 1877 on the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. Mr. Graves was 
Chairman of a committee consisting of Edward Wolcutt, E. R. Chapman, and E. O. Graves. These 
gentlemen were directed to pursue their examination with reference to ascertaining the efficiency of the 
service, the number, character and compensation of its employees, the comparative cost of work done in 
the bureau and in private establishments, as well as to inquire into any matter affecting its management and 
means of promoting its economy and efficiency. The report was unfavorable to the bureau. “The looseness 
and extravagances which have marked its management, and the scandals to which it has given rise,” said 
the report, “furnish the strongest possible argument against the engagement of the Government in branches 
of industry which are ordinarily left to private enterprise.” The committee suggested that a better system of 
appointment, the exclusion of political influence, and the exercise of closer supervision over the 
management of the bureau might go far to redeem its reputation, but it was still of the opinion that bank-
note engraving and printing was essentially a private industry of a peculiar and technical nature, to which 

Figure 9. Preceding page. The poster child for the application of patent lettering came in the form of the title 
blocks used on the Series of 1882 national bank note faces produced from the start of the series until mid-1885. 
These are but a few of the plethora of varieties that resulted.

Figure 10. George W. Casilear. Photo 
from Hessler (1993, p. 80). 
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the ordinary methods of public administration were not applicable. It declared it to be its judgement that it 
would be a wise measure to relegate to private hands the printing of public securities, confining the 
functions of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing to imprinting upon Government securities and money 
the seal of the department and the final authentication of genuineness.      

 Graves’ star was about to rise with Cleveland’s election. 
 President Cleveland appointed Daniel Manning as his Secretary of the Treasury on March 8, 1885, 
four days after taking office. Manning worked his way up from modest means to become president of the 
Albany Argus newspaper and president of The National Commercial Bank of Albany. He was a close friend 
and supporter of Samuel J. Tilden, New York’s former Democratic governor and 1876 presidential 
candidate, whom he worked with in opposition to the corruption of New York City’s Tammany Hall 
politicians. 

 Cleveland appointed Manning to the Secretary 
post as a reformer on Tilden’s recommendation, 
consistent with Cleveland’s platform pledge for 
government reform. Thereafter, Manning developed 
into one of Cleveland’s most trusted advisors 
(MillerCenter and New Your Times, Dec 25, 1887). 
 It is apparent that agitation by the bank note 
companies coupled with Grave’s reports had made 
Manning weary of the BEP. On April 16, he replaced 
Casilear as Chief Engraver with John A. O’Neil, a 
picture engraver and former Mayor of Hoboken, New 
Jersey, at a salary of $3,600 (New York Times, Apr 17, 
1885). Casilear was not fired but rather demoted. 
 Information provided to the New York Times 
(Apr 18, 1885) justifying the change led to the following 
reporting. 
The assertion has been made to-day that Mr. Casilear 
never touched a graver or plate in the production of a 
Government note. Although an engraver he has devoted 
himself almost exclusively to designing, and the silver 
certificates, the bonds and the later national bank notes 
are of his designing. Some years ago he arranged and 
patented a series of alphabets for use in making plates, 
and this contrivance, although not a novel one to the 
business, was bought by an increase of compensation, 

and has since been kept in use by Mr. Casilear. A report made upon the management of the Bureau of 
Engraving and Printing by a commission, of which Mr. E. O. Graves was a member, found that the continual 
use of this alleged invention rendered all work produced by its use stiff and inartistic, and made the silver 
certificates the ugliest notes issued. Secretary Manning has long had notions of his own about the work 
produced by the Bureau of Engraving and Printing and he was determined that if a change of the head of 
the engraving division was necessary to secure more satisfactory and pleasing results, it should be made. 

*  *  * 
J. E. Currier, Assistant Secretary of the American Bank Note Company, said he had inquired among the 
members of the company, and they knew absolutely nothing about John A. O’Neil, newly appointed 
Superintendent of Engraving in the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. He thought anything he might say 
would not affect the reputation of George W. Casilear, retiring incumbent, as it was generally known that 
he had not filled the position satisfactorily.  

*  *  * 
According to Mr. Lee’s opinion [Homer Lee, of the Homer Lee Bank Note Company], Casilear was far 
from an efficient officer. “He’s not a practical engraver,” he said, “but he’s more what you might call a 
political engraver. I believe he went into the department first as a plate cleaner, and he was afterward a 
vault keeper, which would go to show that he never actually did any work with the tools.”   

Figure 11. Daniel Manning, Secretary of the 
Treasury, 1885-7. 
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 Secretary Manning next appointed Conrad N. 
Jorden to succeed A. U. Wyman as U. S. Treasurer on 
May 1st. Jordan was an accomplished New York banker 
with a solid reputation for creating order out of the chaos 
of the failure of the Gold Exchange Bank in 1869. He 
later served as Treasurer of the New York, Ontario and 
Western Railroad, where it was said he looked after the 
interests of Samuel Tilden, former governor of New 
York, in that corporation (New York Times, Apr 23, 
1885).  
 Jordan was a reformer who helped the Cleveland 
campaign to draw up plans to clean up the Treasury 
Department. It was Manning’s objective that Jordan bring 
business acumen to the Treasury Department upon his 
appointment. 
 Edward Graves was appointed Chief of the 
Bureau of Engraving and Printing on May 9th by Manning 
“to carry out his intention to have sound business 
methods have something to do with the administration of 
a bureau which needs improvement” (New York Times, 
May 10, 1885). 
 The New York Times (May 14, 1885) then 
reported: 

A published report that the appointment of Assistant 
Treasurer Graves as Chief of the Bureau of Engraving and 
Printing is in accordance with a plan for the abolition of 
that bureau and a return to the method of having United 
States notes and securities printed by contract with 
private companies is unfounded and preposterous in the 
opinion of all Treasury officials and others capable of 
judging. * * * His aim of recent years has been to 
increase its efficiency and importance as a branch of the 
Government, and decrease the expense of its operations. 
He is strongly in favor of the continuance of all the 
essential features of the bureau and the extension of its 
operations to other branches of Government. 

 Cleveland’s Treasury reform team was now in 
place. 

Patent Lettering Discontinued 
 BEP Chief Edward Graves immediately 
implemented steps to discontinue the use of patented 
lettering. In his first annual report dated November 16, 
1885, he stated (Graves, 1885, p. 8-9): 

The artistic quality of much of the work produced by the 
Bureau is unsatisfactory. Most of the securities engraved 
of late years have been largely made up of a patented 
lettering, which is stiff, inartistic, and unsuited to work 
of the quality required for the securities of the 
Government. A great amount of money has been 
expended in the preparation of alphabets and numerals 
by the patented process. * * * It will be the aim hereafter 
to discard as rapidly as possible these inferior processes, 

Figure 13. Edward O. Graves, Chief of the 
Bureau of Engraving and Printing, 1885-9. 
BEP photo. 

Figure 12. Conrad N. Jordan, U. S. Treasurer, 
1885-7. From Harper’s Weekly, May 2, 1885. 
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and to replace the securities produced by them with work of the first quality from new and artistic designs. 
Graves reported in 1886 (Graves, 1886, p. 4): 

Plates for the one-dollar [Series of 1886 silver] certificate were completed on September 6, 1886, and the 
first delivery of the certificates was made to the Treasurer of the United States on the 20th of that month 
less than seven weeks after the passage of the act authorizing their issue. * * * The plates for the two-dollar 
certificates are nearly finished, and the certificates will be ready for issue during the month of November. 
Work has been begun, also, upon the plates for the five–dollar certificate, the only other denomination 
authorized. In this and all other new work engraved by the Bureau the use of the so–called patent lettering 
has been discarded. This change has not only led to better and more artistic results, but has greatly reduced 
the expenses of the engraving branch. It is the purpose to gradually replace the plates produced by this 
method with new plates engraved by hand. 

Changing of the Guard 
 President Cleveland’s first term expired on March 4, 1889, when Republican Benjamin Harrison 
took office. Secretary of the Treasury Daniel Manning and U. S. Treasurer Conrad Jorden were long gone 
from Treasury by then. Manning effectively ceased working at the end of March 1886 owing to poor health, 
and was replaced by Charles S. Fairchild in April 1887. James W. Hyatt succeeded Jordan in May 1887. 
 When Harrison swept into office, the top seats went to Republicans; specifically, William Windom 
as Secretary of the Treasury and J. N. Houston as Treasurer. BEP reformer Chief Graves also left, being 
replaced by William Meredith. 

Figure 14. The fabulous patented lettering font used to spell out GOLD CERTIFICATE was too good not to be 
used elsewhere. Both of these plates were laid–in during 1882. What a legacy for George Washington Casilear! 
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Casilear was rehabilitated and elevated to Superintendent of the Engraving Division. He had waited 
out the storm and seemed vindicated. However, revival of the use of his patented lettering process was 
severely curtailed. 

But then Cleveland won a second term in 1893 and the Democrats were back. Casilear was 68 at 
the time so he retired from the Bureau on October 30, 1893. He died in 1912 in Charlottesville, Virginia 
(Hessler, 1993, p. 80). 

Context 
There is a lot embodied in this tale and it is worth drawing some of it out. 
Secretary Manning, Treasurer Jordan and BEP Chief Graves were reformers who rode in on the 

coattails of President Cleveland in 1885, a fiscally conservative Democrat who in part came in on a pledge 
to shake up the bureaucracy and streamline things. The Bureau of Engraving and Printing made for an easy 
target because it was a large operation with a bloated work force, most of which was not covered by the 
Civil Service Act of 1883. 

Now that the reformers were in the driver’s seat, they could carry out their perceived mandate to 
operate the BEP on a business–like basis. BEP Chief Graves was a Treasury insider who knew the system 
and its ills. Much of his career had been devoted to moving the government workforce out from under the 
political spoils system and into civil service classifications, so he pursued that objective at the Bureau. He 
actively sought out redundancies and inefficiencies in processing and attempted to modernize or eliminate 
them. To this end, he aggressively attempted to mechanize Bureau operations wherever possible. One prime 
example was replacing hand-operated printing presses with 4-plate Milligan steam–powered intaglio 
presses. 

Generally, reformer is code for cutting employment rolls. Graves (1886, p. 7) proudly advised that 
between March 1, 1885 and October 1, 1886, the number of employees in the Bureau had been cut from 
1,145 to 817, “accomplished only by taking advantage of every opportunity to simplify the methods of 
doing the work and to dispense with unnecessary employees.” On June 29, 1888, President Cleveland 
ordered that virtually all of the positions in the Bureau be covered by the Civil Service Act (BEP, 1959, p. 
55).  

These were cost-saving measures but, from the perspective of labor, they translated into lost jobs 
and plenty of them. Graves’ mechanization of the printing presses ultimately ran into interference in the 
form of Congressional tinkering with appropriation bills as the howls of the workforce reached sympathetic 
ears on Capitol Hill. The fleet of Milligan presses, which accounted for more than a third of the work of the 
Bureau in 1888, were stilled in 1889. It would take until World War I for the Bureau to fully transition back 
to the unrestricted use of state–of–the–art mechanized 4-plate intaglio printing presses for currency 
production. The Bureau wasn’t a business; it was a government agency. 

Graves’ 1877 committee understood and agreed with the initial purpose for the printing operation 
that was housed in the Treasury Building early in the Civil War. Specifically, it received incomplete 
currency from the bank note companies and overprinted the Treasury seals on it in order to monetize the 
notes. Thus, actual monetization resided with the Treasurer’s office. 

By 1877, the Civil War Treasury printing operation had evolved into the BEP, which was carrying 
out all the printing operations for the nation’s currency, and was soon to occupy its own building. The 
committee felt that it was inappropriate for the Bureau to be turning out fully functional money, so as a 
safeguard against fraud, it recommended that sealing be transferred to the Treasurer’s office. Upon 
assuming office, Treasurer Jordan agitated for its return to his office, which was authorized by Secretary 
Manning, and accomplished by July 16, 1885. This definitely was not efficient, but it lodged the 
responsibility for monetizing the notes with the appropriate Treasury official. It would take until 1910 for 
sealing of type notes to return to the BEP— justified in 1910 as a cost–cutting measure (Huntoon and 
Lofthus, 2014, p. 402-406)! 

Secretary Manning and Chief Graves were not enamored with Casilear’s currency designs. How 
much either was influenced by the industry smear campaign against the Federally produced currency cannot 
be known fully; however, that campaign provided technical talking points that were convenient for Graves 
and his committee to use in their 1877 report, and for Manning to use once in office. 
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 Manning had demoted Casilear before Graves arrived at the helm of the BEP, but Graves followed 
through by shutting down the patented lettering process, which had been so disparaged by the securities 
printing industry. 
 Another focal point for industry vitriol were the backs of the Series of 1882 brown backs that 
Casilear designed. Graves had no use for them either and by 1888 was all for getting rid of them entirely. 
He wrote the following to Comptroller of the Currency William L. Trendolm on January 11th. 

In the backs of the series of 1882 the old borders have been retained, but the beautiful black vignettes have 
been dropped, and the space formerly occupied by them has been filled in with geometric lathe-work of a 
cheap and open design. This lathe-work affords little protection against counterfeiting, inasmuch as it is cut 
directly on the bed-piece so as to print the dark lines, while, in order to insure the best protection from this 
class of work it should be reversed, so as to show the white lines. These backs are printed in brown ink, 
and over the lathe-work covering the center of the plate the charter number of the bank is printed in green 
ink from brass dies on an ordinary power press. The combination of the two printings is ugly in the extreme. 
It does not furnish adequate security against counterfeiting, and it is greatly inferior to the backs of the 
series of 1875 which it replaced. I therefore earnestly urge that, if the necessary appropriation can be 
obtained, the two plate printings of the old design be restored. If necessary, in order to distinguish the backs 
of the notes issued under this proposition from those of the series of 1875, the color of the border may be 
changed from green to some other appropriate color. 

 If we objectively view the faces of Series of 1878 silver certificates and 1882 gold certificates that 
Casilear designed, they come across as rather plain looking. They are in fact visually overwhelmed by text 
rather than vignettes. Although the individual lines of patented lettering used on them often are very 
distinctive, the mix of different fonts comes across as busy. Graves replaced the silver certificates with the 
Series of 1886, and those designs were an improvement. 
 Manning and Jordan organized The Western National Bank of the City of New York, charter 3700, 
on February 9, 1887, before both had officially left their Federal offices. The bank was chartered May 9th 
with Manning as president, but he was not in good health (New York Times, Oct 17, 1897).  
 Former Secretary of the Treasury Daniel Manning died December 24, 1887. His portrait, 
reproduced here as Figure 11, was used on the $20 Series of 1886 and 1891 silver certificates. Having his 
portrait on a Series of 1886 note may appear paradoxical because an act passed April 7, 1866 forbade the 
use of portraits of living people on currency and bonds. However, the first 1,000 sheets of $20 Series of 
1886 notes weren’t delivered to the Treasurer until fiscal year 1888 (Fairchild, 1888, p. 9), because they 
were still printing $20 Series of 1880 silver certificates in fiscal year 1887.  

Figure 15. BEP Chief Edward Graves stated in 1888 that the centers of the banks of the Series of 
1882 national bank notes consisted of “geometric lathe-work of a cheap and open design” and 
that they should be discontinued. 
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The Broad View 
When collectors view the work of the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, they tend to see it through 

the prism of their specialty. For example, currency collectors and philatelists put on their respective blinders 
and begin to think that the BEP was there solely to create objects for their particular constituency. Of course, 
this is nonsense. The BEP was the government’s securities printer, first taking on the work of the Treasury 
Department but then accepting work from other departments and agencies, most notably the Post Office 
Department. 

The BEP used the same technologies, the same personnel and the same machines for all of this 
work. Use of Casilear’s patent letting process transcended these boundaries as well. Once available, the 
various intaglio character sets that were created by Casilear’s engravers and siderographers found 
themselves used on all sorts of BEP products during the Casilear era. 

A readily identifiable example is the widely used character set used to spell out GOLD COIN on 
the Gold Certificate illustrated on Figure 8 and DENTON on National Bank Note title block on Figure 9. 
This character set was created as shown on Figure 17 by superimposing the individual characters onto a 
rosette that was created on a geometric lathe. The conjoined elements were picked up one at a time onto a 
transfer roll. Siderographers composed the text on title block dies, plates or whatever, by laying in the 
elements one at a time. 

Figure 16. The title block on the $5 Series of 1882 
plate made in 1887 for Manning’s and Jordan’s 
Western National in 1887 was not made using 
Casilear’s patented lettering process! It would be a 
coup to find one of the early notes from the bank with 
Jordan’s signature as president mated with his 
engraved signature as U. S. Treasurer after he 
succeeded Manning. 

Figure 17. Character set 
made by superimposing 
letters and numbers onto 
a common rosette made 
on a geometric lathe. 
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Figure 18 illustrates the use of this same character set on large-format revenue tax stamps. Once 
you begin to recognize character strings made using the patented lettering process, you find them on all 
sorts of Bureau products. 

Figure 18. Large-format tax stamps utilizing the same character set illustrated in Figure 17 to build FIVE on 
the top stamp and ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS on the bottom. Photos courtesy of Bob Kvederas Jr.  

Figure 19. With the possible exception of the line of script lettering at the top, all the lettering on the back 
of this Series of 1878 Silver Certificate was made from character sets laid-in using Casilear’s patented 
lettering process. Does the character set used to lay out 100 in the left border look familiar?  
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Figure 20. All these letters 
are from the same character 
set laid-in using Casilear’s 
patented lettering process. 
The fine shading on the top 
two was scribed in after the 
letters were laid in. The 
letters were superimposed 
onto the tombstone on the 
bottom example.   

___________________________________________________________Paper Money * March/April 2018 * Whole No. 314_____________________________________________________________

107


	Patented Lettering on BEP Products

