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1. Why Study Science on Stamps?

Postage stamps are a very political, territorially grounded and yet 
overlooked part of visual culture (Raento and Brunn, 2005, p. 9).

For approaching two centuries, the images on postage stamps have been used to 
convey messages from the government of the day to the general public. Science 
has been used to enhance those messages for the past nine decades. In this book, 
I explore the ways in which science and scientists have been portrayed on stamps 
and look at the ideas and, in some cases, the propaganda that underpins them. 

Communicating science through stamps has attracted few examples of scholarly 
analysis. Various people have looked at specific scientific disciplines, such as 
chemistry or medicine, on stamps, but a sweeping overview such as is given 
in this book has not been previously conducted. The idea that stamps are a 
scholarly topic is not, however, new. Child (2008), for example, argues that the 
fact that philately is generally regarded as a hobby does not preclude study. He 
maintains that most of science and the humanities started as hobbies; as culture 
changes, the value of intellectual pursuits also changes. He also points out that 
recent scholarly work dealing with popular culture has included postage stamps 
and even comic books, focusing upon their contributions to the history and 
politics of the age and of the area being considered. As early as 1969, Ekker 
wrote: “stamps, as government documents with important content, should 
be accepted by scholars as legitimate primary source materials for research 
purposes” (Ekker, 1969, p. 40).

The public’s relationship with science is, increasingly, the subject of study 
within the discipline of science communication. Since the late 1980s, the focus 
has been on the public understanding of science (PUS). From the mid-1990s to 
the present, there has been an increasing critique of PUS and the development of 
the public awareness of science (PAS), and the public engagement with science 
and technology (PEST). The postal administrations of the world, in using 
science as a medium for communicating specialist knowledge and experience, 
through their messages act as mediators between ambition and reality and their 
published view at the time of issue which will change over time. These changes, 
which reflect the changes in perceptions about science communication, are also 
examined in the book.



The Representation of Science and Scientists on Postage Stamps 

2

The stamp as a communication device

Postage stamps are issued in huge numbers. In Australia today, for example, 
the print run for a commemorative issue stamp will be at least 200,000 copies 
for gummed stamps, and possibly as high as 2 million for the every-day postal 
delivery charge, especially when sold for business purposes in sheets and rolls. 
Numbers several times larger than the Australian print runs will be appropriate 
for countries such as Russia and the United States. The US Postal Service, for 
example, prints 50 million stamps as an initial print run for some commemoratives 
(Linn’s Stamp News, 17 April 2012). Postage stamps are distributed to (and by) 
the general public across the country of issue and the whole world. The message 
contained within the stamp has a lifespan that lasts for as long as an example of 
the item is contained in a collection. 

Stamps make up part of what the Australian political scientist has 
termed “the public culture”, namely a set of images and values 
which are propagated as the taken-for-granted picture of the world  
(Altman, 2010, p. 3).

Former United Nations Secretary General, Javier Perez de Cuellar, assessing the 
role that postage stamps play in achieving the United Nations’ goals, stated: 
“Stamps are a form of communication and culture. They carry a message of their 
own and lead to world understanding” (Child, 2008, p. 12). The same cannot 
be said of most of the media, and postage stamps are undoubtedly part of the 
media. Just as newspapers and electronic media are analysed for the meaning 
and impact of their messages, so too stamps offer an opportunity for this kind of 
analysis. This book represents the first phase of analysing the representation of 
science on stamps: the number, nature and meaning of the messages.

Postage stamps provide a means of communication between the issuing authority 
and the members of the general public who buy and use them. During the 
passage of mail, several people may be exposed to the message contained in the 
narrative of the stamp, be it visual, textual, or a combination of both. For more 
than 170 years, the issuing authority has been an actual agency of government. 
Today, in the twenty-first century, the postal authority will more likely be a 
state-owned enterprise reporting to a minister of government, and is still seen 
as an official medium for the dissemination of messages from government. Since 
there is only a short window of exposure, the message must be carefully crafted. 
Thus, any science messages not only represent a government view, but will also 
inform about the way in which science itself is viewed at that time, in that place. 
Michael Zsolt of Australia Post envisages a three-second window of engagement 



1 . Why Study Science on Stamps? 

3

to grab the attention of someone handling an envelope carrying an Australia 
Post stamp (Zsolt, 2012). Clearly, both the design and the science must instantly 
captivate if the stamp is to be noticed at all.

The scope of this book

I cannot remember when I have not been a stamp collector, or perhaps a better 
description might be a stamp accumulator. Although I have comprehensive 
accumulations of stamps from Australia, New Zealand Great Britain and Ireland, 
four of five countries in which I have lived and worked and which feature in 
this book, one stamp in particular prompted my quest to understand science on 
stamps. The stamp is shown as Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1: China, 1980. The Second National Conference of the Chinese 
Scientific and Technical Association. Gibbons catalogue # 2974. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The stamp was issued by the People’s Republic of China in 1980, (the date 
is shown at bottom right). But what are female forms in diaphanous gowns, 
surrounded by scientific images, doing on a postage stamp just four years after 
Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution? It is questions such as this that intrigue and 
engage, and prompt further analysis. 

The ten countries whose science stamps are considered in this book are Australia, 
New Zealand, Great Britain, France, Germany, Ireland, Poland, Russia, China 
and the United States of America. These countries are not a random choice. 
They have been chosen to reflect a selection of the influential and representative 
countries of the world, including those perceived to be of special interest due 
to their changing political situation and how this has been reflected on stamps. 
The political situation is discussed vis-à-vis stamp issues in the separate country 
reviews that are included within this book.
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Although there has been some work done towards recognising the messages 
contained on postage stamps (see, for example, Altman, 1991; Scott, 1995), 
the study to date has been largely focused upon countries or regions, the 
development of icons, or as part of the history of specific scientific disciplines. 
Furukawa (1994) took an extensive look at medical history and has written 
a comprehensive review of the achievements of each doctor who has been 
celebrated with an appropriate image on a postage stamp. Weber’s Physics 
on Stamps (1980) takes a slightly different approach, with chapters on topics 
such as ‘Equations’ and ‘Systems of Measurement’. Wilson’s Stamping Through 
Mathematics (2001) provides a short biography alongside approximately 400 
stamps showing mathematics or a mathematician. Journal articles tend to follow 
this format, as do the deliberations of particular thematic collecting groups such 
as the Biophilately Group and the Mathematical Study Unit of the American 
Philatelic Society. Such deliberations are strictly focused. No one has yet looked 
at stamps in an effort to match up the science of the day, the choice of stamp 
image and the messages contained within the stamp. 

De Young observes that “increasing realisation of the mutual interdependence of 
the scientific community and national development is reflected in the fact that 
postage stamps directly utilising themes based on science in their illustrations are 
exceedingly rare before 1950, but appear with increasing frequency thereafter. 
Science is too important to national progress for it to be ignored in government 
policies” (De Young, 1986, p. 1).

Both science and scientists provide the subject matter for many of the world’s 
postage stamps, numbering as many as 30,000 over the past 80 years. Kevane 
has written: “Quantitative measurement of the imagery on postage stamps has 
several virtues. Such quantification permits a subtle, complex and continuous 
measurement of regime strategy, since typically numerous stamps are issued in 
every year” (Kevane, 2006, p. 4).

Quantitative measurement is one aspect of analysis. Qualitative analysis, as 
advocated by Scott (1995), in particular the analysis of semiotic considerations, 
also offers insights into the science depicted on stamps. Through the use of 
signs, humans represent ideas, ideals, objects and philosophy. In my analysis, 
semiotics offers a means of studying the qualitative role of signs in human 
culture and social interaction as represented by the portrayal of science on 
stamps. There has never been a study of how science on stamps conveys the 
image of science, and whether it mirrors contemporary thinking about science 
and how it should be communicated.

This book sets out to answer the challenge of the authors cited above who 
have encouraged closer study of the meanings inherent on postage stamps. 
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That challenge will use the images of science and scientists from the range of 
countries, including those that have been through different political structures 
in the 170 years of the life of the postage stamp.

A major question which I set out to answer is: what does the representation of 
science and scientists on postage stamps convey about the political and cultural 
necessities of a country at the time of issue?

For some countries, the importance of historical claims has led to the issue of 
stamps about ‘being first’—the importance attached to the date of a scientific 
discovery and the world’s acknowledgement of the achievement (see Chapter 
Five)—or the issue of stamps that reflect particularly important discoveries 
on their own soil. For these countries, the history of science is a matter of 
national pride.

China has, perhaps, set the precedent for a set of stamps with a historical bias that 
invites comparison with modern scientific instruments that would be generally 
be familiar to the public. The Chinese 1953 set, presented in Figure 1.2, shows 
(from left to right): a compass from the 3rd Century BC; a seismoscope, to record 
earthquakes, from the Han Dynasty (132 CE); a drum cart, to measure distance, 
from the Chin Dynasty (300 CE); and an armillary sphere, modeling objects in 
the sky, from the Ming Dynasty (1437 CE).

 

 

Figure 1.2: China, 1953. Major inventions by Ancient Chinese scientists. 
Gibbons catalogue # 1601–1604. 
Source: Author’s collection.

China has acknowledged the scientists of Ancient China with a number of sets. 
One such set, released two years after the major inventions issue, is shown in 
Figure 1.3. 
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Figure 1.3: China, 1955. Scientists of Ancient China. Gibbons catalogue 
# 1660–1663. 
The scientists are (from left to right): astronomer Cheng-Heng (78–139 CE); mathematician Tsu Chung-
chi (429–500 CE); astronomer Chang-Sui (683–727 CE); and pharmacologist Li Shih-chen (1518–1593 CE).
Source: Author’s collection.

In contrast, Ireland does not issue very many stamps and is, in fact, the smallest 
contributor to this study, but I do appreciate their issue of 1981, titled Irish 
science and technology (Figure 1.4). Four stamps were issued that shout to the 
world: “Please note that these Irishmen have contributed to world science and 
technology, although their achievements may have been used and acclaimed by 
other countries.” The stamps are tied together by a common design. The message 
is one of nation-building and civic education, and is political. The scientists’ 
inventions float above their portraits rather like the thought-bubbles of comics. 

Figure 1.4: Ireland, 1981. Irish science and technology. Hibernian 
catalogue # C30–307. 
12p: Robert Boyle (1627–1691) was an Irish-born chemist, physicist, inventor, and early gentleman 
scientist, noted for his work in physics and chemistry. Great Britain has also claimed Boyle as a local 
scientist, albeit one from a colony.

15p: Harry Ferguson (1884–1960) patented the automatic control system, which is now employed by 
almost all tractor manufacturers worldwide, in 1925. 

16p: Charles A Parsons (1854-1931), invented the modern manifestation of the steam turbine, a mechanical 
device that extracts thermal energy from pressurised steam, and converts it into rotary motion, in 1884.

25p: John Philip Holland (1840–1914) was the engineer who developed the first submarine to be formally 
commissioned by the US Navy. He has also been celebrated on the stamps of Great Britain.
Source: Author’s collection.
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Australia has been quite late to join the party, publishing the Australian 
Achievements in Technology set of stamps in 1987 (Figure 1.5). The title of 
the issue is included on each stamp, as is a short name describing the icon 
shown. The value of the stamp is shown as an LED number, emphasising the 
technological aspect of the message.

Figure 1.5: Australia, 1987. Australian achievements in technology. 
Renniks catalogue # 1024–1027. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The names of products and manufacturers featured are (from left to right): 
Bionic ear (University of Melbourne, Otolaryngology Department); Microchips 
(Austek Microsystems Pty. Limited, Adelaide); Robotics (Machine Dynamis 
Pty. Limited, Melbourne); and Ceramics (the image showing a nuclear magnetic 
resonance spinner). This is the only stamp issue I know of where the name of 
the manufacturer is publicly known and has been published in the local stamp 
catalogue. It takes the Australian invention to the world. It is an advertisement 
on a postage stamp, emphasising the fact that Australia is innovative and ‘open 
for business’. It openly raises awareness of science and technology.

Chapters Five and Six examine not only claims of being first, but also the creation 
of scientific heroes through their images. An important question I shall attempt 
to address is whether the representation of science and the implied message on 
the stamp has reflected changes in the public comprehension of science over 
the past 90 years. As science and technology change the way the general public 
lives and works, it can be anticipated that the messages might reflect changes in 
science and technology, the way these are presented, and what they might mean 
to the public. The debates surrounding science communication have developed 
through the phases of the public understanding of science to embrace awareness 
and engagement of the public with science.

A second aspect of this analysis therefore asks two questions. Firstly, is the 
public awareness and perception of science reflected on postage stamps? And 
secondly, have stamps been issued that contribute to the public awareness of 
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science? Is there, for example, any major difference in the communication of 
science between stamps depicting the life and achievements of, for example, 
Darwin and Einstein. 

This book explores how and why science and scientists are chosen to 
represent what a particular country wishes to publicise as its aims, ideals 
and ambitions both internally, within the country, and to the outside world.  
The book contributes to current theories on science communication, and 
will also inform historians. As part of the analysis of science communication,  
I include a taxonomy for evaluating postage stamp images that may be extended 
to other visual media such as advertisements. The taxonomy is not restricted to 
an evaluation of the representation of science contained in a stamp message, as 
it can also be applied to other aspects, such as historical or cultural concepts.  
In looking at each image, I have also asked the question: is this a mirror (of 
reality), or is it a lens? This question permeates every aspect of the analysis.

Figure 1.6: The model developed in this book. 
Source: Author’s research. 

The stamps studied

What is a postage stamp?

From its introduction in Great Britain in 1840, the postage stamp’s role has been 
as a fiscal device. It pre-pays a service to be performed by the dispatch of an 
article through the world’s postal services. The postage stamp is not intended to 
be in the province of the privileged few. It is printed for everyday use and its 
messages are conveyed to the world, without prejudice, through a mediator who 
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knows the audience and tailors the communication to meet defined objectives. 
The function and physical attributes of the stamp are little changed with time, 
except, perhaps, for the recent nicety of self-adhesive stamps rather than 
gummed version, which necessarily eliminates the possibility of a DNA identity 
clue, beloved of television and the detective novel. 

Quite simply, in physical terms, the ubiquitous postage stamp is a small piece 
of gummed paper that is purchased from a post office and attached to an item 
of mail as evidence of pre-payment of the fee for delivery to an address also 
displayed on the item. Typically, stamps are printed on special paper, with a 
national designation and denomination (price) on the face, and an adhesive on 
the reverse side.

Figure 1.7: The main components of a stamp. 
Source: Author’s research.

The stamp shown in Figure 1.7 is from a 1995 set of four Australian stamps 
celebrating medical science. Two scientists are portrayed: Dame Jean Macnamara 
(1899–1968), best known for her contributions to children's health and welfare, 
and Sir Frank Macfarlane Burnet (1899–1985), an Australian immunologist and 
1960 Nobel laureate. The image shows a pair of hands preparing an injection 
against a background suggesting medical research. It is a good example of a 
mid-1990s image showing the scientist and the context through which they are 
recognised.

The unused postage stamp has an inherent monetary value that can, within 
reason, be redeemed through use at any time. What makes the postage stamp 
unique is that the (philatelic) collector market has given even the used item a 
value, especially if the cancellation on the stamp, illustrating that the service 
has been provided, gives the stamp a unique history by stating, in ideal 
circumstances, the date and place of service fulfillment. 

Postage stamps may be printed in millions of copies and a certain number will 
be put into collections in their unused or used condition. Once in a collection, 
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the stamp has an almost perpetual life and a continuing value. One only has to 
look at postage stamp auction lists, published regularly, to see that a collection 
maintains a personality and a life of its own. 

The issuing authority prints new stamp designs on a regular basis, almost 
monthly, to pre-pay its most commonly used services, with the unused stamp 
retaining its service-value forever. Great Britain, for example, issues stamps that 
are designated ‘NVI 1st’ (No Value Indicated, first-class) which pre-pay for a 
first-class service delivery whenever presented, regardless of the cost of the 
service. The United States has recently followed that lead and is issuing stamps 
known as ‘forever stamps’.

Stamps are issued as either definitive or commemorative. Definitive stamps 
are issued over a range of prices, are generally designed in a constrained, 
conservative style and will be available from the post office for a number of 
years. In Australia, definitive stamps are available in price ranges from five cents 
to ten dollars in order to enable post office clerks to provide a bespoke pre-
payment postage of almost any value. The themes of the message on definitive 
stamp are country specific. Great Britain, for example, has used the same design 
on its definitive stamps, the ageless image of the monarch, Queen Elizabeth II, 
for more than 40 years. Australia tends to present illustrations of native flora and 
fauna on its definitive stamps. Commemorative stamps, on the other hand, are 
issued with a limited number of values, those for the most requested services, 
and follow a specific theme. About half of all commemorative stamps record a 
particular anniversary or event.

Figure 1.8: Examples of typical stamp formats/images described in the text. 
From left to right: The Great Britain standard definitive format, an image unchanged since 1967, with the 
denomination ‘1st’ (first-class internal mail service); A typical Australian fauna definitive stamp; Examples 
of typical Australian anniversary-driven commemorative stamps. These last two stamps are from a set of 
four, commemorating Inland Explorers.
Source: Author’s collection.

The relevance of the postage stamp today

A major question that is often raised nowadays is that of the viability of 
postage stamps when postal authorities are facing a constant decrease in the 
volume of mail. Big business is now reluctant to use postal services for such 
previously printed documents as bank statements, annual reports and formal 
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announcements. Such changing practices (often disguised as green initiatives), 
it is argued, mean less use of the mail system. Indeed, even a cursory look 
at the mail in any post box will show that fewer envelopes carry a printed 
postage stamp. Many businesses have, for years, used an in-house automatic 
franking and accounting mechanism, which obtains a discounted postage rate. 
The business will also have added a message of its own (this practice subtly 
emphasising the idea of the stamp as a viable carrier of messages). Plain paper 
receipts are now often used for parcels. So will stamps die? The consensus is 
that they will not. The stamp dealership community is declaring an increased 
interest in the classic stamps of the nineteenth century and in examples of 
material that has genuinely passed through the postal system and been used 
for the purpose it was intended. The UK Telegraph (7 December 2009), citing 
several sources, reports that stamp “dealers are reporting a sharp increase in 
sales” (Liew, 2009). The main argument by many dealers is that too many stamps 
are being issued, with the inherent dual danger of the general public and also 
stamp collectors losing interest and, in the longer term, stamps losing their 
appeal as investments. Jennings (2012) wrote in the Gibbons Stamp Monthly of 
February 2010 that major stamp dealerships in the UK have cancelled their long 
standing orders for new issues from Royal Mail because of declining sales as 
their customers become disenchanted with so many new issues. Paterson (2009), 
however, summarised the situation as he saw it:

Will postal services survive? In my opinion survival is not only likely 
but virtually assured; even though the conveyance of documents, 
small purchases, gifts and written communications, cards and so forth 
may become highly unprofitable in the future. It is difficult to imagine 
modern civilization stripped of its ability to make these sorts of transfers 
between individuals (Paterson, 2009, pp. 5–6).

Australia Post has reported that mail and courier services are being expanded to 
cope with the increase in parcel deliveries as a result of internet sales (Australia 
Post, 2011, p. 3).

In addition to the continuing use of casual post office purchase of stamps there is 
a concerted effort by the issuing authorities “to protect and grow the philatelic 
market”: 

Stamps are profitable – the stamps not used for mail are collected.

There are millions of collectors worldwide (~30M according to the 
Universal Postal Union).

Stamps are a tangible representation of the Royal Mail brand.
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Stamps have the ability to touch a range of markets and generate  
positive PR. 

(Parker, 2004).

More stamps are being issued in the twenty-first century than ever before, with 
a greater range of subjects, including science and science-related themes. 

I hope this book will also be of interest and value in a local context across 
disciplinary boundaries for the issuing authorities and my fellow philatelists, 
widening the current understanding of classification by themes and enabling 
further study of the scientific aspects of stamps in countries other than those in 
this study.
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