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When it comes to consistent beauty in philatelics, the 
United Nations commemorative issues are second to 
none.  While many collectors bemoan that, as a 
relatively young institution, there are no stamps of 
antiquity with the United Nations, and therefore less 
monetary value, their visual appeal cannot be denied. 
One of the most beautiful themes to be produced is the 
stamps of World Heritage Sites. From time to time, the 
United Nations produces stamps from the World 
Heritage Sites list for specific countries, and it does not 
get any more beautiful than when Italy’s World 
Heritage Sites were featured in 2002. 
 

 

 
UN Geneva Scott 400, (UN-NY 834E) August 30, 2002 

 

  
Italy, Scott #2506, issued Aug 30, 2002. 
 

While all of the stamps are stunning (United 
Nations, offices in New York 834A – 834F), the 
most distinctive will always go to the leaning 
Tower of Pisa (United Nations, offices in New 
York, Scott 834e). There is no doubting where it 
is from; simply the picture of the beautiful yet 
odd tower names itself unmistakably. In gazing at 
its bizarre yet familiar tilt I have to ask myself 
how to get like this? 

 

The Leaning Tower of Pisa, a 14,500 ton tower, is a UNESCO World Heritage Site that continually leans on Pisa, Italy, 
the city of marshy lands. Many towers actually lean in Pisa due to  foundation problems, but the Leaning Tower of Pisa 
has a history that makes it standing upright almost supernatural, ever since the beginning of its construction.  
 

 
 

In August 1173 an unknown architect began constructing the tower. Initially, it was 
upright and its purpose was to be a bell tower.  As workers constructed the third 
floor, the tower began sinking and tilting. The cause of the problem was its 
foundation, only 3m deep and implanted in soft soil, as well as the weight bearing 
down on the soft patch of dirt.  
 

Due to this near-catastrophic event, construction completely stopped until 1272. 
Then architect Giovanni di Simon continued the construction of the tower until 
1278 with the War of Genoa (Britannica.com).  These two gaps of construction 
allowed the soil to settle, and if they didn’t allow it to, the tower would have fallen. 
Finally, in 1370, Tammaso Pisano finished the tower with its famous lean 
(www.towerofpisa.org).  After all it has been through, both “lucky” and “chaotic” are 
how the events after construction 
would be known. 

When the second architect, Giovanni di Simon, continued construction on the tower, he had planned to build floors 
unevenly to hide the lean and make the tower look even. Due to the extra weight, the tower leaned even more. So, if you 
look closely, the Leaning Tower of Pisa not only leans, but you may notice a slight curve to it. Unfortunately, this was the 
smallest of the mistakes on the tower. (Leaningtowerofpisa 2016) 
 
In 1838, an architect named Alexandra Della Gherardesha had an idea to show the tilted base of the tower as tours. He 
then dug a pathway around the base of the tower. While digging, they struck water filling what was dug. The water caused  
the soil to lose strength and wash away;  less dirt at the base meant the base was even weaker. Weakening the foundation 
made the lean worse; however, nearly destroying the base wasn’t the worst event in its history.  
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In 1934, Italian dictator Benito Mussolini took a single 
glance at the tower and immediately considered it an 
embarrassment to the Italian pride. He then planned to drill 
361 holes (www.leaningtowerofpisa.net) into the base of the 
tower and distribute them with 90 tons of cement. When all 
361 holes were drilled, disaster was guaranteed to strike. The 
base shattered and the tower leaned dangerously, but 
somehow, it miraculously stood with a frightening lean. 
This, fortunately, would be the end of the line of great 
disasters.  
 
In 1990, the Civil Tower of Pavia fell in Pisa, Italy. This was 
taken as a sign of warning that the towers in Pisa were at 
their breaking point. All the tours in the tower were closed 
and construction began to correct the lean.  Thirty million 
dollars was invested to straighten the tower but the Italian  

 
     The 1990 attempt to stabilize the Leaning Tower of Pisa.   

populace ultimately decided they didn’t want it straight.  They said that they would rather have it fall down than stand 
straight because its fame, name and pride would lose all meaning, so the tower was just stabilized in many different ways. 
In 1990, soil extraction was used to make the lean better, but it failed. After this, steel cables were attached to the ground 
to anchor the tower and slightly straighten the lean, resulting in success in 1995 (Leaningtowerofpisa 2016). Finally, in 2001, 
the tower was reopened to the public.  
 

 

 

<< Another description of the recent engineering attempts in 1990 to 
stabilize the Leaning Tower of Pisa.  Notice the lead weights place to 
further try to seek the foundation into cavity dug by the corkscrew drills.  
The investments and construction on the tower gives it one to two 
centuries until it possibly falls.  The Leaning Tower of Pisa is 
LITERALLY safer than ever and remains a famous tourist attraction due 
to these many mistakes.  
 
The Leaning tower today has been an inspiration for artists for centuries, 
and the world of philatelics has followed suit.  Seen below are some of the 
beautiful stamps produced from around the world honoring the world 
most famous tower.   
 

 

   

 
 
 
 
Italy, Scott 1117, 
issued Oct 8 1973.   
 
Issued for the 8th 
century of 
construction.  
 

 
 
Page  # 6                                                                                   The Old World Archaeologist  / April  2016 



 

 
The Grandeur of the Lean 
By Joseph Kolker &  Christopher Kolker 
 
 
 

Architects and the Leaning Tower of Pisa 

Architect/Project Leader Starting Year of 
Work 

Role of Architect 

 

Giovanni di Simon 1278 Continued construction. 

Tammaso Pisano 1370 Completed construction. 

Alexandra Della Gherardesha 1838 Dug tunnels around the base and worsened the lean. 

Benito Mussolini (Dictator) 1934 Drilled holes into base and worsened the lean. 

 
 

Other philatelic tributes to the Leaning Tower of Pisa:  
 

 
Lesotho, Scott 1221, issued Dec 31, 1999 

 
Austria, Anniversary of Mini-
mundus, Eifel Tower, Pisa 
Tower, Hagia Sofia, Ferris Wheel, 
Scott 1282,  issued June 22, 1984. 

 
 

 
Bhutan, part of their Disney’s Wonders of the World series, 
issued Feb 2, 1991 

 
 

 
Equatorial Guinea, Scott 7526, issued Feb 15, 1975 
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