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3. Classification and Analysis

Designs in connection with postage stamps and coinage may be described, 
I think, as the silent ambassadors of national taste (W. B. Yeats).

In this chapter I shall follow the sequence of the methodology in outlining the 
general results from my study. I have examined the stamps of the ten countries 
of interest and determined which have a science message, defined by examining 
each image to ask: Does the stamp name or recognise a particular scientist as the 
main or significant image of the design? Is the subject image non-personalised, 
showing a science, a scientific device or the description of science in the service 
of the public to convey its message?

Following the determination that these stamps were showing a science as 
its message, through portrayal of a scientist or by a science in the abstract, I 
classified the stamps according to my taxonomy and reviewed the characteristics 
of the stamps of each country.

Before investigating the results in detail, I shall use selected images to further 
flesh out the steps described in the methodology. Figure 3.1 expands upon the 
description of the use of a scientific artifact to confirm that the stamp contains 
a scientific message. This message is possibly ongoing, as the microscope and 
stethoscope images support an underlying public health and awareness campaign.

Figure 3.1: United States, 1965. Crusade against cancer, a single stamp. 
Scott Catalogue # 1263. 
Source: Author’s collection.

If a scientist is portrayed and named on the stamp, it is determined to have a 
scientific context, although the scientific achievement might not be described. 
Can it be assumed that the image of the celebrant is so well known that no 
additional information need be given? I address this question in the ‘Heroes 
of Science’ case study in Chapter Six. As an example, Einstein is the scientist 
most often shown on postage stamps from all the countries of the world.  
He was, indeed, the face chosen to represent the 2005 International Year of 
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Physics. Einstein was German-born and much of his work was conducted in 
Germany before he went to the US. We can deduce that the US is claiming 
Einstein as an honorary American through showing him on their definitive 
(everyday) stamps after taking US citizenship in 1940, at the age of 61.

Figure 3.2: United States, 1965. Albert Einstein (1879–1955), physicist. 
Scott catalogue # 1285. 
Source: Author’s collection.

A single scientist may be seen in a different guise by the designer, whose 
approach will have been defined by the issue intent and message to be 
illustrated. For example, the US has celebrated the life and work of French/
American ornithologist John James Audubon (1785–1851) three times: as one 
of five celebrities in the 1940 American scientists issue; on a 1963 single stamp; 
and as one of 26 scientists described as the Great Americans set of 1980–1985. 

Figure 3.3 illustrates how the stamp designer is able to use the different formats 
available to the issuing authority to represent the scientist or their achievement. 
The first stamp is from the 1940 set of American scientists which was issued at 
the beginning of WWII, confirming the place of the US in a difficult world. 
There is no overt reason for selecting the Audubon painting for issue in 1963, 
or the image of Audubon as part of the definitive issue of 1980. We do know, 
however, that events and anniversaries are a common prompt for an issue.

Figure 3.3: United States, 1940, 1963 and 1980. John James Audubon. 
Scott Catalogue # 874, 1241 and 1863. 
Source: Author’s collection.
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Medicine and public health issues

I have never lacked belief that medicine research and practice, and veterinary 
practice fall within the definition of science. Public health issues have 
required some thought. The postal authorities have issued some very graphic 
warnings against smoking and drug taking. Under the umbrella of my study, 
the representation of science, I ask: are these messages scientific? In each, 
admittedly subjective, evaluation, I have asked this question. I have also tried 
to determine if the message shows science in support of a social issue. With very 
few exceptions, I have accepted public health messages as scientific and seeking 
public well-being. Climate change awareness is another social issue that will be 
pursued as a facet of science awareness in this book.

Another issue: are flora and fauna images on stamps sending a science message? 
I was obliged mid-study to challenge my classification of science. Early on, 
I made the decision that simple representations of flora and fauna on stamps 
would not be deemed science. The question was raised as to whether inclusion 
of the botanical, scientific name of flora and fauna should define stamps as 
scientific. My initial decision was “no”, the fact that Latin is unfamiliar to many 
of the general public does not contribute to an awareness of science. Put in 
other words, a warm, fuzzy or colourful representation of flora and fauna is 
not made scientific simply because they are named. I remain convinced that 
these regular issues do not fulfill my definition of science. Sets are issued every 
year under many guises, including all sorts of pets, cats, dogs, working dogs, 
race and working horses, tropical fish and birds. I also believe that the regular 
issue of stamps showing dinosaurs are not promoting science, but are issued to 
attract the thematic collector and children. This evaluation worked quite well 
until it was challenged through an insight given to me by Philip Parker, Head 
of Stamp Strategy at Royal Mail in London. Mr Parker was telling me about 
the public reaction to the set of stamps shown in Figure 3.4. He believed that 
the use of the taxonomic name on this issue had endowed the stamp with the 
epithet of scientific, and agreed with my assessment that the impetus for the 
issue was to issue a strictly scientific message. It showed the decline in numbers 
of the subject species quite dramatically though graphs as the background to 
the image. The set was the subject of Royal Mail market research, post issue, to 
which I was given access.
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Figure 3.4: Great Britain, 1998. Endangered species. Gibbons catalogue 
# 2012–2020. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The Endangered species set has the text “Decline in distribution” at the top of 
every stamp and incorporates a graph representing the decline in the numbers 
of these species in the background. I had actually included this set in my initial 
evaluation and in the Great Britain count for my study because I had thought 
it scientific in context, not because the botanic names were shown, but because 
of the Endangered species connection. Mr Parker explained that the set had been 
very unpopular and that market research had indicated that the buying public 
was not keen to buy stamps that conveyed negative news. Paradoxically, the 
20p (dormouse) stamp was voted the most popular stamp of 1999 by readers 
of Royal Mail’s Philatelic Bulletin and the 31p (song thrush) as number two. 
But the readership is a small and specialised sample group. As a direct result of 
the negative response in the market research, Royal Mail subsequently engaged 
upon a sustained series of sets of ten stamps to tell an affirmative message 
showing how species are increasing as a result of positive action. I would not 
have included the set shown in Figure 3.5 in my count without the insight of Mr 
Parker’s comments. It is now included, as are the other subsequent four issues 
in the series that refute the message given in the 1998 set. He went further, to 
question whether the good news may have perhaps been exaggerated on the 
later issues. The red kite NVI first class stamp, shown in the middle of the top 
row of Figure 3.5, celebrates the fact that five red kites have been re-introduced 
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into Wales, but it is not known how successful this reintroduction has been. 
The ten stamps in Figure 3.5 show the bird being featured with text giving the 
number of the species from two given dates: an early census and a later count.

The subsequent four issues in the Royal Mail Action for species series have 
shown the following themes within the ten different stamps that are included 
as science stamps:

• 2008, second series: Insects

• 2009, third series: Plants (the ten stamps in the set also celebrate the 350th 
anniversary of the Kew Royal Botanic Gardens)

• 2010, fourth series: Mammals

• 2011, fifth series: World Wildlife Fund (WWF), protecting the natural world.

Figure 3.5: Great Britain, 2007. Action for species (first series): birds. 
Gibbons catalogue # 2765–2773. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The flora and fauna discussion: Further input 

Ivor Masters of New Zealand Post had asked his staff to define science on New 
Zealand stamps prior to my meeting with him during March 2012. He told me 
that they had decided that use of a textual botanic name signifies a scientific 
intention for the issue. They had, in fact, provided him with stamp issues from 
the previous 12 months to make their case. We looked through these examples 
and agreed that it was a grey area. He acknowledged that there were several 
themes on stamps that were regularly issued with the thematically inclined 
philatelic customer in mind. Flora and fauna also fell into his category of 
tourism promotion. We also looked at a set of five dinosaur stamps, entitled  
Ancient reptiles of New Zealand, that had been issued in 2010. The stamps are 
large and were also sold in a miniature sheet that gave supporting information 
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to the image. One of these stamps is shown below in Figure 3.6. Included in 
the figure is a similar stamp from 2009, again from a set of five, called Giants of 
New Zealand. We agreed that despite showing fauna and including a taxonomic 
name, the 2010 issue did not send particular science message. The message was 
principally educational, explaining that the animals once inhabited New Zealand.

Figure 3.6: New Zealand, 2009 and 2010. Single stamps from two sets: 
Giants of New Zealand and Ancient reptiles of New Zealand. Campbell 
Paterson catalogue # S1132 and S1181.
Source: Author’s collection.

Having thought it through, I retained, in essence, my original decision: flora 
and fauna will not be counted unless their relationship to a scientific message is 
clear. An exception to this rule is made when the celebration of a named scientist 
includes flora or fauna. One such example is shown as Figure 3.7. This miniature 
sheet of four different images of the work of John J. Audubon, issued by the 
French Post Office in 1995, clearly honours the work of the ornithologist and 
artist. Audubon is also shown on three separate issues of the United States Postal 
Service as previously shown as Figure 3.3. One can only wonder if France is 
laying claim to Audubon as a French national with this issue. Audubon was born 
in the French colony of Saint-Dominique, now Haiti, and lived in France until 
emigrating to America at age 18.
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Figure 3.7: France 1995, John James Audubon (1875–1851), American 
ornithologist. Gibbons catalogue # MS3253. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Figures 3.8 and 3.9 offer examples of where flora falls within the classification of 
supporting a scientific message. Figure 3.8 is a set of three Russian stamps from 
1956, Ivan Michurin, biologist, birth centenary, which show flora in the context 
for the celebration. Figure 3.9 reproduces two stamps issued by the United States 
in 1997 to show the scientific prints of botanist Anna Merian (1647–1717), the 
German-born entomologist and scientific illustrator. The Russian stamps show 
flora to place Michurin’s achievements in context, as well as showing his life-
dates and the reason for the timing of the issue. The US stamps show flora as 
scientific examples of the species, and although neither Anna Merian nor the 
species are named, the message is scientific. Merian’s work has been accepted 
as a standard of excellence in botanical illustration and has been used in plant 
taxonomy, classification and identification since the seventeenth century.

Figure 3.8: Russia, 1956. Ivan Michurin, biologist, birth centenary. 
Gibbons catalogue # 1968–1970. 
Source: Author’s collection.



The Representation of Science and Scientists on Postage Stamps 

46

Figure 3.9: Anna Merian, 1997. Merian botanical prints. Scott catalogue 
# 3126–3127. 
Source: Author’s collection.

In summary, therefore, my policy is to exclude from my study any flora and 
fauna stamp that is not part of the evolving story of science. I shall not consider 
stamps that, for example, show working dogs, domestic animals or butterflies, 
although many countries regularly issue such subjects. The reproduction of any 
image used to enhance the awareness or understanding of science is included.

Should I classify explorers as scientists?

Generally speaking, the postal authority will celebrate the achievements of 
its native heroes. However, there is a potential area of overlap between local 
and foreign heroes. Poland’s local hero may well be a foreign hero to Australia, 
celebrated by both countries. One explorer who meets this description is Sir 
Edmund de Strzelecki (1797–1873), scientist and explorer of Tasmania, who was 
celebrated by Poland in 1973 and by Australia in 1983. Many explorers have 
such a dual identity. Exploration is a vital component of a country’s history 
and all postal authorities have featured explorers as examples in their nation-
building messages. Explorers were important people in a world of opportunity 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when new lands were being 
opened up. Men of stature and enterprise were encouraged into this role. But 
were explorers scientists? In his introduction to the Encyclopedia of World 
Explorers, Waldman writes of European countries’ political and financial 
motivations behind exploration: “The country that financed such expeditions 
wanted a good return for its money. It took personalities of integrity such as 
Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859) … to cultivate pure scientific curiosity” 
(Waldmann, 2002). I accept Waldmann’s comments and have decided to include 
earlier explorers on the basis that they were the polymaths of their time whose 
work was dependent on the latest science and technology. McCalman (2009) 
writes of how four voyagers to Australasia won the battle for evolution and 
changed the world: Charles Darwin (1831–1836), Joseph Hooker (1839–1843), 
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Thomas Huxley (1846–1850), and Alfred Wallace (1848–1866). European 
explorers are extensively celebrated by Australia, New Zealand and the United 
States as well as those countries originally sponsoring the explorers.

I have, therefore, included explorers as scientists on the basis that much of 
the exploration of the nineteenth and early-twentieth century had a scientific 
incentive in addition to commercial ones. Exploration implies a lack of knowledge 
of what might be found and that it is conducted by countries with a political, as 
well as a scientific motive. Another viewpoint is contributed by Harding (2011): 

Moreover, Steve Harris argues that historians have been preoccupied 
with the wrong sciences when considering how Europe was able to 
advance so rapidly. It is these “long distance sciences” — that is, the 
explorations and enquiries that were part of the voyages themselves 
that created important kinds of changes in knowledge-seeking practices 
to which we remain indebted today, but which have been neglected 
by mainstream histories of science … The voyagers and their sponsors 
needed astronomies of the southern hemisphere, better oceanography, 
climatology, marine engineering, cartography. And botanical, medical 
and ethnographical knowledge (Harding, 2011, p. 35).

The count of the total number of the stamps 
of ten countries

In order to provide a context for my later analysis of science stamps I have 
gathered data on the total number of stamps issued by the countries of interest. 

The different countries of the world have different dates for the introduction 
of postage stamps. My study starts with the first stamps issued and continues 
through to the end of 2011 in order to provide a consistent cut-off date. For the 
countries whose stamps are not yet catalogued to that date, I have estimated a 
final count assuming that the number of stamps issued will follow the pattern 
of previous years. I have included the images of stamps from 2012 and 2013, 
where I have been able to source them, in my text, but they do not appear in 
the number count.

A simple analysis of the number of stamps issued in a year by the countries is 
shown in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1: The total number of stamps issued by all nominated countries 
from earliest issues to 2011.

Country Time-span No . of years No . of stamps 
issued

Average no .
of stamps per 

year

Australia 1901–2011 111 3,338 30

New Zealand 1855–2011 157 2,473 16

Great Britain 1841–2011 171 3,051 18

France 1849–2011 163 4,197 26

Germany to 1945 1871–1945 75 898 12

East Germany 1949–1990 42 2,852 68

West Germany 1949–1990 42 1,081 26

Reunified Germany 1991–2011 21 1,408 67

Ireland 1922–2007 86 1,763 21

Poland 1860–2011 152 4,086 27

Russia 1857–2011 155 7,055 48

People’s Republic of 
China 1949–2011 62 3,990 64

United States of 
America 1847–2007 161 4,219 26

Australian Antarctic 
Territory 1957–2011 55 106 3

NZ Ross 
Dependency 1957–2011 55 127 2

British Antarctic 
Territory 1963–2011 49 581 12

French Antarctic 
Territory 1955–2011 57 725 12

Total 41,950
Source: Author’s research.

For consistency, this table is derived from the latest Gibbons and Scott 
Catalogues, and from the UPU WNS system where possible for those issues 
not yet published in a Gibbons or Scott catalogue. For issues not recorded or 
countries that do not subscribe to the WNS system, data is taken from Stanley 
Gibbons’ Monthly catalogue supplements. The numbers are simplistic as the 
total number shown is that of the issues available from the local post office in 
the subject country. Some authorities also issue what they call special airmail 
stamps, parcel-post stamps and semi-postal stamps. These have been excluded, 
although image examples are used in the study where appropriate. 

I have included the Antarctic Territory stamps issued by Australia, New 
Zealand, Britain and France on the basis that polar research in the Antarctic 
is a significant feature of these issuing authorities’ stamp issues. The French 
authority embraces the Antarctic Adélie Land and four additional South Indian 
Ocean possessions. I did consider Antarctica as a separate case study but as the 
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results are fairly consistent across the four authorities I have included the results 
within this chapter. The unique political messages being sent are discussed in 
Chapter Four. 

It would appear that several countries have over time issued a higher average 
number of stamps each year. New countries issue stamps to legitimise and 
publicise change and to establish identity. These include East Germany  
(1949–1990), which issued stamps at a time when all countries were increasing 
stamp frequency, following the trend of using stamps as message communicators. 
East Germany also pursued the celebration of issues featuring Russian space 
research during this time. Post-1991 reunified Germany has, over the past 20 
years, issued an average of 67 new stamps each year. The People’s Republic 
of China is another newer country with a high frequency of issues. Mackay 
comments upon the number of stamps issued by Russia: “Under the Soviet 
regime more than 6,000 stamps were issued, but in the years since the collapse 
of communism a more moderate policy has been pursued, omitting the political 
propaganda of the former era” (Mackay, 2011, p. 153). 

The average number of Australian stamps issued is somewhat exaggerated by the 
issue of stamps of gold medal winners from such sporting events as the Olympic 
and Commonwealth Games. To celebrate the 2006 Commonwealth Games, held 
in Melbourne, for example, 122 commemorative stamps were issued, inflating 
the overall averages.

As suggested above, the number of stamps issued in recent years has been 
higher than in early years. This policy change is not readily apparent from the 
reading of this table, so a separate count has been made to calculate the average 
number of stamps issued each year during 2002–2011. Table 3.2 illustrates how 
the countries with the longest issuing history—Great Britain, France and the 
United States—have significantly increased their revenue potential, (within an 
environment where the use of traditional postal services is declining), especially 
from the collector (philatelic) market. It is worth noting that Russia’s increase 
is more modest, but is coming off a high base, and that the Russian Post Office 
has followed a policy of using personal images over its history certainly longer 
than Great Britain and the United States, whose issuing policy places limitations 
upon named individuals who can appear on the postage stamp. I shall discuss 
how technical changes might make a difference to the ease of stamp production 
later in this book. I do not perceive the technology of stamp production as 
having a direct influence upon the number of different stamps issued. Despite 
the inroads that the internet, email and social networks are making into overall 
mail deliveries, the number of stamps being issued by all countries continues to 
rise as a result of the new market model to optimise postal services sales into the 
leisure and casual buyer markets.
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Table 3.2: The increase in total number of stamps issued in the twenty-
first century, compared to the 1800s and 1900s. 

Country
Average number of stamps issued

Each year

Since first issue 2002-2011 Increase

Australia 30 110 3 .6 x

New Zealand 16 84 5 .2 x

Great Britain 18 113 6 .3 x

France 26 150 5 .8 x

Germany to 1945 12 N/A N/A

East Germany 68 N/A N/A

West Germany 26 N/A N/A

Germany Re-unified 67 68 0

Ireland 21 63 3 x

Poland 27 60 2 .2 x

Russia 48 85 1 .8 x

People’s Republic of 
China 64 94 1 .5 x

United States of 
America 26 134 5 .1 x

Australian Antarctic 
Territory 3 5 1 .6 x

NZ Ross Dependency 2 5 1 .6 x

British Antarctic 
Territory  12 26 2 .2 x

French Antarctic 
Territory 12 25 2 .1 x

Source: Author’s research.

Taxonomy results

The first classification of the taxonomy for my study was to look at the science 
stamp and note whether it was a unique stand-alone conveyor of the message 
or part of a set. The results appear in Table 3.3. Also included within this table 
is the record of the number of colours used in the printing. Technical advances 
since 1840 have facilitated the use of multiple colours in printing, essentially 
from 1883. From this point in my study, tables will refer to the numbers of 
science stamps.
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Table 3.3: The percentage of all science stamps issued as a single stamp 
or part of a set and the number of colours used in their printing.

Country Single stamp Set or part of 
a set

Single-colour 
image

More than one 
colour used

Australia 25 .5% 74 .5% 15 .7% 84 .3%

New Zealand 18 .0% 82 .0% 4 .5% 95 .5%

Great Britain 2 .5% 97 .5% 0 .4% 96 .6%

France 47 .2% 52 .8% 17 .9% 82 .1%

Germany 38 .0% 72 .0% 17 .7% 82 .3%

Ireland 7 .1% 92 .9% 21 .4% 78 .6%

Poland 20 .2% 79 .8% 14 .2% 85 .8%

Russia 31 .4% 68 .6% 14 .3% 85 .7%

China 12 .8% 87 .2% 10 .7% 89 .3%

USA 29 .7% 70 .3% 24 .8% 75 .2%

Overall average 27 .4% 72 .6% 14 .6% 85 .4%
Source: Author’s research.

Figure 3.10 represents the proportions, country by country, of those stamps 
issued as a single or as a part of a set. The data are from columns two and three 
of Table 3.3.

Figure 3.10: The proportion of science stamps issued as singles or as part 
of a set, by country. 
Source: Author’s research.

Whether the stamp is issued as a single or as a part of a set is determined 
by the issuing authority’s policy as well as the designer’s recommendations. 
The single is by definition a one-off. The scientist whose image is portrayed 
is named and sometimes their life-dates are shown. France—followed by 
Germany, Russia and the United States—issues more single science stamps than 
any other country. Great Britain issues the fewest single stamps, reflecting a 
policy through which it issues the pre-payment tokens at the most commonly 
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purchased standard postal rates as a set. Great Britain also tends to celebrate the 
anniversaries of institutions, including named scientists who have contributed 
to that institution’s reputation. European countries, Great Britain, France, 
Germany and Russia have longer scientific histories and therefore a greater 
opportunity for anniversary celebrations. In theory, the value of a set of stamps 
should allow for the development of a story across a number of images but 
the opportunity for a member of the general public to view the set has to be 
limited, not so the collector. Thus the designer will have in mind the need for 
each stamp of the set to stand alone, as seen on an envelope, and convey at least 
part of the overall message.

I have not created a chart to show differences in the colours used on a country 
comparison basis as they appear to be consistent and related to time and 
technology. Science on stamps occurred when multicolour printing was the 
norm. However, the stamp designer will sometimes use a single colour in order 
to indicate that the stamp has a heritage connotation. I cannot show that science 
stamps are more or less colourful than other stamps issued, except perhaps 
when looking at the space research stamps of the Eastern Bloc from the 1960s 
to the 1980s, which are certainly very colourful (see Figure 4.43 as a typical 
example). An aluminium stamp was issued in 1961 (Figure 4.27) with the title of 
Cosmic flights, which was certainly quite different. 

I believe it is worth noting an evaluation of the most expensive stamp set produced 
by Royal Mail, noted by its Head of Stamp Strategy during my discussion with him 
in May 2011. The issue was not well received by the public. This is an example of 
production being integral to the presentation and a part of the story being told. 
The set concerned is the Great Britain 2001 set of six stamps celebrating Nobel 
prizes. The three science prize representations are shown in Figure 3.11. The 
stamp representing chemistry is a heat sensitive image of the carbon 60 molecule, 
celebrating the work of Sir Harold Kroto (born 1939), Nobel Prize winner in 
1996. The economic sciences example emphasises the texture of intaglio printing. 
The peace image was an embossed dove carrying a maple leaf. The physiology 
or medicine image releases a eucalyptus scent when scratched. The literature 
stamp requires the use of a magnifying glass to read the poetic text. The physics 
representation is a hologram of electrons orbiting in a boron molecule to celebrate 
Dennis Gabor (1900–1979), the Hungarian-born inventor of holography, who was 
a Nobel laureate in 1971. The set was not popular. Was it too hard for the public to 
understand the effort that had been taken to illustrate the science? 
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Figure 3.11: Great Britain, 2001, Three science Centenary of Nobel 
Prizes stamps, from the set of six, representing chemistry, medicine and 
physics. Gibbons catalogue # 2232, 2235 and 2237.
Source: Author’s collection.

The representation of science on postage stamps
Table 3.4 shows the total number of stamps issued and the number classified as 
illustrating science and, therefore, sending a science message. The third data 
column shows the percentage of science stamps issued of the total issued. As 
previously mentioned, I have used the cut-off date of the end of 2011. This is 
the last year in which I have data confidence as published catalogues and even 
the postal authority lists can be delayed. 

Table 3.4: Total numbers of postage stamps issued and number of science 
stamps, by country.

Country Total stamps issued
(to 2011)

Total science stamps
(to 2011)

% of science 
stamps

Australia 3,338 222 6 .4%

New Zealand 2,473 103 4 .2%

Great Britain 3,051 318 10 .4%

France 4,197 516 12 .3%

Germany 6,239 552 8 .8%

Ireland 1,763 91 5 .2%

Poland 4,086 272 6 .7%

Russia 7,055 1,305 18 .5%

China 3,990 337 8 .4%

United States 4,219 308 7 .3%

Total 40,411 4,024 9.96%

The Antarctic Territories of 

     Australia 106 71 67 .0%

     New Zealand 127 47 37 .0%

     Great Britain 581 333 57 .3%

     France 725 310 42 .8%

Total 1,539 761 49.5%
Source: Author’s research.



The Representation of Science and Scientists on Postage Stamps 

54

We might deduce that one reason that the overall higher percentage of the 
older European countries is high is their science legacy. As the early intellectual 
powerhouses of scientific endeavour, they have the celebrities and achievements 
to publicise at anniversaries of scientists births and deaths, and anniversary 
of scientific events and achievements. A major influence on the average of one 
stamp in ten representing science is the high average of Russian stamps and 
the high number of stamps Russia issues. The Soviet policy of stating public 
ambitions on stamps is discussed in the next chapter. 

The very high proportion of the stamps reflecting science on the stamps 
of Antarctica is examined later in my study, as is the political motivation of 
emphasising scientific research as a justification to assume sovereignty of the 
territory.

The overall number of stamps illustrating a science has increased over time, 
keeping pace with the total number of issues, as is shown in Table 3.5. There is a 
trend towards a higher proportion of all stamps in the modern era representing 
science. The two exceptions to this are Germany (all constitutions) and the 
United States. The former’s later figures reflect the reunification of East and 
West Germanies and changed political objectives. The former East Germany had 
been very much influenced by Russian policy and issued many space research 
issues, as shown in Table 3.6. The reason for fewer United States stamps showing 
science is not so easily diagnosed, but is influenced by the United States Postal 
Service policy of not celebrating living persons and of waiting for several years 
before celebrating any individual. These influences are discussed later. 

Table 3.5: Table showing the proportion of issued postage stamps 
representing science over three time periods. 

Country
% of science stamps each year

Over many years 2002–2011 2007–2011

Australia 4 .6% 4 .1% 6 .9%

New Zealand 3 .6% 3 .0% 6 .9%

Great Britain 9 .0% 10 .6% 16 .7%

France 5 .1% 8 .3% 10 .8%

Germany (all constitutions)1 8 .8% 8 .7% 7 .2%

Ireland 3 .9% 4 .6% 7 .8%

Poland1 6 .2% 6 .5% 10 .0%

Russia12 15 .5% 14 .7% 16 .6%

People’s Republic of China 7 .2% 8 .4% 9 .8%

United States of America3 7 .2% 2 .8% 2 .5%
Notes: 1) The number of science related stamps from the Eastern Bloc countries are inflated by the space-
race issues of the late-1950s to the 1980s, as reflected in Table 3.6. 
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2) Soviet Russia was broken up in 1991. The figures in the 2002–2011 period show stamp numbers from 
the smaller Russian Federation, which is currently issuing about half the stamps that it did as the USSR. 
3) I am unable to state why the percentage of science stamps has declined for the United States. I perceive 
a distinct move for the United States Postal Services to self-adhesive stamps, which tend to be smaller and, 
therefore, allowing less scope for context. In this study, I discuss the use of context, through which stamp 
designers follow the understanding and awareness of science by the general public. Looking through all 
of the stamps issued by the United States Postal Services from 2000, there is a trend towards messages 
celebrating the United States through its own emblems and institutions.
Source: Author’s research.

Table 3.6: Table showing the proportion of science stamps illustrating 
space research over the life of postage stamps.
Country No . of science stamps % of space research themed stamps

East Germany 260 24 .6%

Poland 253 26 .5%

Russia 1,096 30 .0%
Source: Author’s research.

The combined taxonomy results

Figure 3.12 shows the overall results of classifying science stamps from the ten 
countries being studied. Each country has its own profile, which reflects the 
issuing authority’s policy. Great Britain, for example, issues very few stamps 
as singles. One can generalise to state that Great Britain will issue ten sets each 
year, one of which will most likely have a scientific theme, and the set will 
comprise the four or five basic, most sold values, representing its current scale 
of services and charges. 
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Figure 3.12: A basic taxonomy of the stamps in this study, derived from 
the conceptual representations of Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006).
Source: Author’s research.
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Stamps representing a named and recognised 
scientist: A human dimension

Table 3.7 shows the percentage of all science stamps issued featuring a scientist, 
50.1% of all the science stamps. I have not included Antarctic Territories in this 
table, as they are discussed as a separate entity elsewhere.

Table 3.7: The percentage of all science stamps issued featuring a 
scientist.

Country Portrait Portrait 
and life-dates

Portrait
and descriptive

image

Named scientist 
and an event

Australia 3 .3% 35 .9% 17 .6%

New Zealand 33 .7% 11 .2%

Great Britain 0 .7% 31 .3% 30 .9%

France 0 .5% 13 .7% 32 .5% 20 .3%

Germany 3 .7% 3 .2% 4 .6% 38 .2%

Ireland 2 .9% 50 .0% 2 .9%

Poland 3 .2% 11 .1% 11 .5% 25 .3%

Russia 0 .3% 1 .2% 12 .6% 34 .8%

China 16 .6% 8 .3%

USA 10 .1% 0 .3% 23 .2% 18 .6%

Average 2 .2% 2 .7% 17 .7% 27 .5%
Source: Author’s research.

Science stamps incorporating a named scientist and an event is the most popular 
classification of all the science stamps in the study. Almost 40% of all German 
stamps are issued in this format, followed by Russia (34.8%) and Great Britain 
(30.9%). Countries with a lower than average representation in this classification—
Ireland, New Zealand and perhaps Australia—have fewer local scientists of repute 
whose anniversaries might be celebrated. China generally uses fewer messages 
with a human dimension and prefers science in abstract. It would appear that the 
United States prefers images that include portraits and some description of the 
scientists’ achievement rather than anniversaries and events.

Stamps representing a science rather than a 
scientist: Science in the abstract

Table 3.8 shows the percentages of stamps issued featuring a science, 49.9% of 
all science stamps. 
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Table 3.8: The percentages of stamps issued featuring a science.
Country Event/anniversary Scientific images Institutional message

Australia 13 .1% 22 .2% 7 .8%

New Zealand 28 .1% 21 .3% 5 .6%

Great Britain 0 .7% 8 .4% 28 .0%

France 7 .1% 12 .7% 13 .2%

Germany 28 .7% 15 .2% 6 .5%

Ireland 8 .6% 11 .4% 24 .3 .0%

Poland 11 .5% 23,3% 14 .2%

Russia 22 .7% 20 .5% 7 .9%

China 24 .5% 19 .7% 31 .0%

USA 10 .8% 30 .1% 6 .9%

Average 18 .5% 19 .0% 12 .4%
Source: Author’s research.

Figure 3.13 combines the overall results shown in Tables 3.7 and 3.8 to illustrate 
the proportions of each country’s images that feature a named and recognised 
scientist or show science in the abstract.

Figure 3.13: The focus of the image/message on the science stamps,  
by country. 
Source: Author’s research.

Approximately half (50.1%) of the science stamps issued include a named, 
recognisable scientist within their images. The other images show a science 
in abstract (49.9%) and relate to a specific event, include a scientific image,  
or contain a message that is institutional, related to a specific public campaign or 



3. Classification and Analysis

59

show science as a service to the general public. From the table, it would appear 
that China has a reluctance to celebrate an individual scientist and that science 
in abstract is more popular, although it must be said that China has regularly 
published short sets of Scientists of Ancient China and Modern scientists. (An 
example of the two series are shown in Figures 4.12 and 4.13). The fact that 
most postal authorities do not show images of living persons places a bias on 
the number of scientists that might be chosen. Australia is an exception and 
since 1997 has issued an annual set of Australian legends stamps. From 1998, 
this has included live persons, culminating with the 2000, 2004, 2008 and 2012 
Olympics, when it published a stamp depicting an athlete with a gold medal 
the day after the event. Subsequently, science achievements have had similar 
treatment. Five living medical scientists were represented on the Australian 
legends set of 2002. My study of the Australia Post files for this issue suggests 
that the chosen medical scientists were willing to be recognised in this medium 
and posed for the portraits used. A second series of living Australian Medical 
scientists was issued in 2012. The first living scientist to appear on the stamps of 
New Zealand was surgeon Sir Brian Barratt-Boyes, for a stamp in a set of Famous 
New Zealanders in 1995.

Living persons are generally not celebrated on postage stamps. The United 
States Post Office criteria include the statement that “No living person shall be 
honored by portrayal on US postage”. Eastern Bloc countries have had a similar 
policy, although political leaders did appear, but in order to capitalise upon the 
success of the Russian space initiatives from the 1950s, they abandoned this 
policy and Yuri Gagarin became the face (not only on stamps) of that success 
on more issues than any other celebrant. In comparison, the US Postal Service 
celebrated its 1962 first space flight with a restrained image of a Mercury Space 
Vehicle, Friendship 7, but with no mention of pilot John Glenn, limiting the 
text to the words “US man in space”. In 2000, included in the millennium 
celebration, there is a stamp showing the shuttlecraft Discovery with the words 
“return to space”, but one had to read the narrative on the back of the stamp 
to learn that John Glenn had made a second flight at age 77. In 1994, the 25th 
anniversary of the first manned moon landing, a two stamp set showed two 
space-suited astronauts without naming them. So as not to miss out completely, 
during the cold-war space research propaganda race, the US issued several sets 
of stamps anticipating the future of space research, including the 1993 five 
stamp set titled Space fantasy. This set of images shows futuristic craft in space 
in order represent the science without reference to a specific scientist. 

Figure 3.14 lists and represents the number of stamps that have been included 
within the study. The Russia, East Germany and Poland stamps are inflated by 
the number of space research stamps, a new category of research from the 1950s.
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Figure 3.14: Pie-chart to show the ten countries considered within this 
study and their relative volumes against the total number of science 
stamps studied.
Source: Author’s research.

Figure 3.15 charts the six main image classifications of my taxonomy. 

Figure 3.15: The breakdown of the science and scientist classifications 
over the total number of science stamps examined.
Source: Author’s research.

Figure 3.15 enables the following observations to be made regarding the use of 
science and scientists on the stamps of the subject countries.
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A named scientist with no further information comprise 5% of the total sample.  
I have combined two taxonomy descriptions into one category here. The results 
for a named scientist and a named scientist with life dates were both small.

France, Poland and the United States show a named scientist with no further 
elaboration, other than naming the subject, in 10% of their science issues. 
China and New Zealand have never issued a portrait of the scientist without 
any explanation of who he or she is or why they were chosen. Great Britain has 
issued just one stamp in this category, featuring Charles Darwin in one of a set 
of ten portraits from the 150th anniversary celebration of the 2006 (UK) National 
Portrait Gallery. Australia, Ireland and Russia have issued very few stamps in 
this category.

A named scientist with a description of their achievement, in most cases features 
a symbol of the scientist’s profession, or the subject is shown doing his or her 
job. These comprise nearly 18% of the total sample. Half of the Irish science 
stamps are in this category, however the number of Irish science stamps is low in 
comparison with the other countries, and is not significant in changing overall 
results. For Australia, New Zealand, Great Britain and France, one third of their 
science stamps are in this category, followed by the USA. Germany has issued 
very few stamps showing the scientist in the context of their work, just one in 
20, seeming to prefer to recognise achievement on an anniversary date.

A named scientist celebrated in association with an event or an anniversary 
constitutes 27.5% of the total sample. Germany is the most prolific issuer of 
stamps in this category, constituting almost 40% of all the science stamps 
issued, followed by Russia and Great Britain. At the other end of the scale is 
Ireland. Again, this might be related to the small number of science stamps 
issued overall. New Zealand and China each have linked approximately 10% of 
their science stamps to an event or anniversary.

A science commemorated in association with an event or anniversary. Germany, 
New Zealand, China and Russia fall within the band of 22% to 29% of the total 
sample for these countries. Five of the remaining countries limit this category to 
about 10%. The notable exception is Great Britain, who feature a science image 
linked to an event or anniversary less than 1% of the time, preferring to include 
the image of a scientist through an association with an institution as parent of 
the event.

Scientific images comprise almost 20% of the total sample. The United States 
shows images rather than people for 30% of their science stamps. One reason 
might be that the United States Post Office decision not to show living persons 
on their stamps and to defer commemoration of anybody until a period after 
their deaths, which requires an alternative form of recognition to illustrate its 
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message. Poland, Australia, New Zealand and China follow the United States 
in showing scientific images. Great Britain is the smallest contributor to this 
category, with 1 in 12 issued stamps being in this category. The reason for this 
is because Royal Mail concentrates on sending its messages through known 
scientists, often under an institutional umbrella, in order to describe scientific 
achievements or celebrate an event or anniversary 

Institutional messages, celebrating an institution but also including public 
health campaigns or environmental issues constitute 12.4% of the total sample. 
China, followed by Great Britain and Ireland are the three authorities sending 
the most institutional messages. This is because these countries have tended to 
look at the big picture in celebrating international bodies. At the other end of 
the scale are New Zealand, Germany, United States, Australia and Russia, where 
the emphasis is on local issues.

Summary

The taxonomy developed for this study has enabled country comparisons and 
provided the basis for further analysis.

Another way of representing the taxonomy results is to show different countries’ 
content practice by looking at the proportions of the stamps that describe a 
scientist or a science in abstract and compare those that celebrate an event or 
an anniversary to those with no time line. This analysis is shown in Figure 3.16. 
The main image and message on 50% of all the science stamps examined are 
personalised, leading to an axis labelled in the figure as “the human dimension”. 
I have called the other 50% “science in the abstract”. Another approximately 
50/50 split, which forms the other axis of the figure, is between stamps with a 
defined date, generally a specific event or an anniversary, and stamps with no 
time frame implied (other than that of the known date of issue).

The four segments of the figure can be read to show that Russia’s stamps, for 
example, are predominantly tied to a specific event or anniversary, with more 
named scientists celebrated than a science in abstract. 
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Figure 3.16: Representing the taxonomy in four quadrants.
Source: Author’s research.

Interestingly each country shows a different taxonomy profile, reflecting its 
science history, amd the issuing authority’s postal policy and political objectives.  

The message on the stamp: A mirror or lens?

Is the message on a stamp a mirror of reality, or a lens, a view of new information 
or ideas? Posing this question offers the opportunity to ask how and why 
stamp images are chosen. Having examined the Endangered species issue and 
the Action for species response with the Head of Stamp Strategy of Royal Mail, 
it was appropriate to ask Mr Parker, Head of Stamp Strategy at Royal Mail in 
London, the same question. He said he considered awareness and perception 
to be elements of the design of all stamp issues. He also told me that, in 
authorising the concept and design of a new stamp issue, he needed to evaluate 
whether the image was reflecting something familiar to the general public, and 
thereby acting as a mirror of reality, or whether it was providing a view of new 
information or ideas, acting as a lens. We analysed the stamps issued by Royal 
Mail during 2010 and 2011 and were able to differentiate between mirror issues, 
such as the everyday definitive stamps showing the monarch’s head, a design 
unchanged for 40 years, or commemorative stamps showing vinyl record covers 
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and pictures from WWII, and a lens issue such as the 2010 celebration illustrate 
the achievements of the Royal Society at the time of its 350th anniversary. Mr 
Parker explained the process that had included consultation with the Royal 
Society in the choosing the ten scientists to be represented—one for each 35 
years of the Society—and the interest it had invoked. I found it illuminating to 
be told that Alfred Russel Wallace had been chosen as the face of the theory of 
evolution, as Charles Darwin’s work had been celebrated by Royal Mail with ten 
stamps the year before. So how do I engage with this set as a lens?

Figure 3.17: The 350th anniversary of the Royal Society. WNS catalogue 
# GB025–034.
Source: Author’s collection.

As shown in Figure 3.17, the stamps are unusual. The bottom half of each 
each shows a black and white representation of the scientist, with the top half 
featuring a dramatic illustration of the designer’s concept of what was in each 
scientist’s mind, each of which features a different colour, “big minds with 
big ideas” (Davies, 2010, p. 15). The lower half of each stamp also features a 
one- or two-word description of the scientist’s area of expertise, invention or 
area of study, with their family name shown at right angles to the basic design. 
The title of the stamp issue is shown across the descriptive image. Each stamp 
shows the monarch’s profile and the service designator as ‘1st’. It is not obvious, 
without thinking about it, that each stamp represents a 35-year time period of the 
Royal Society. Collectively, the set tells the story of science from a Royal Society 
perspective as the science descriptors and the scientists reflect the era of their 
achievements: chemistry, optics, electricity, vaccination, computing, evolution, 
antiseptic surgery, atomic structure, crystallography, and earth structures. Each 
stamp summarises a complex subject visually with very little text. They are lenses. 

In pursuing the concepts or mirrors and lenses, I use the term mirror to refer to 
a reflection of the familiar, a reinforcement of the status quo, a statement of what 
is known today, a representation of a national icon or history and a statement 
of today’s reality. The lens, on the other hand, sends a message that informs or 
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enlightens, and might require thought to decipher. A lens prompts the viewer 
to take a deeper look by showing something that might raise awareness of an 
issue and affect public opinion. The lens suggests behavioral change, prompting 
a level of interaction in response to the message it carries. After reflection, 
however, I have not incorporated lens or mirror into my formal taxonomy of 
stamps as shown and described in Figure 2.3. The distinction is too subjective 
and a stamp may, on occasion, have attributes of both mirror and lens. However, 
it is a useful prompt for analysing why particular stamps have been issued and 
that judgement is used for examples included in my study where appropriate. 
Prior to making this decision, I conducted two small surveys to test its validity.

The mirror or lens survey

I have discussed how I was introduced to the idea that the stamp image can act 
as a mirror or a lens and have used the concept to test the science message being 
told on a stamp throughout the results chapters. I have always believed the 
decision would be subjective. Surveys were conducted amongst colleagues and 
members of the general public. The surveys have been a worthwhile exercise 
confirming the subjectivity of the mirror or lens distinction.

I became very familiar with the process of classifying a stamp message as a 
mirror or lens. The concept was not so easily grasped by respondents.

Context is tied to history. Although I had dated the issue of the stamps upon 
which I was seeking respondents’ judgement and given the stamp issue a title, 
it was not enough. Coming cold to the exercise was difficult. To give an example 
I showed respondents the Russian stamp of 1959 celebrating the 21st Congress 
of the Communist Party of the USSR (shown in Figure 4.20). The image proclaims 
space research as a major achievement of the Party and is symbolically rich, 
showing the title of the congress, the country index, the value, and images of a 
moon rocket, Sputniks and satellites over a building that is flying the Russian 
flag, featuring the iconic hammer and sickle symbol. In the main, my responders 
were not aware of the significance of the date (the first Sputnik was launched 
in 1957) and historical context (particularly the importance of the space race 
between the USSR and the United States druing this time). I described this 
message as a lens but my respondents, less conscious of the importance of the 
date and historical context, declared it to be a mirror.

The three second opportunity to engage the viewer is a very small window of 
time. My colleagues who took the survey were interested to help and consciously 
spent time looking at each message in order to classify it as a mirror or lens. Our 
follow-up discussions indicated that they did not always seem able to decipher 
all the symbols, biasing their decisions.
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I believe that the mirror or lens classification has helped me understand the 
messages on stamps for my study but the survey has confirmed to me that the 
subjective nature of any decision restricts its formal implementation.

Science on stamps: From the beginning

The first postage stamp (see Figure 3.18) was issued by Great Britain in 1840. It 
showed the image of the monarch, Queen Victoria, and self-described its role 
with the word “postage” and the value of the service being prepaid through its 
purchase. As the innovator of this fiscal device, there was no reason to state the 
country of origin and to this day Great Britain stamps use the portrait or an image 
of the current monarch as the index descriptor of the issuing postal authority. 

Figure 3.18: Great Britain 1840. The penny black, (the first postage 
stamp). Gibbons catalogue # 1. 
Source: Author’s collection.

All other postal authorities are required by convention and, since 1874, the 
Universal Postal Union to state the country providing carriage of mail for the 
predetermined prepaid fee. Initially, succeeding images followed Great Britain’s 
precedent, although the index might be a coat of arms of the country or a map, 
certainly something iconic at the time of issue.

One of the first authorities to issue a commemorative stamp portraying an image 
of the country was New South Wales, which celebrated the Centenary of the 
First Fleet in 1888.

Since then, all countries of the world have issued pictorial devices, particularly 
stamps that commemorate an event or an anniversary to show their own citizens, 
and anyone else who sees the stamp, the significance of the event. 

The depiction of a science or a scientist took longer. It is relevant to consider the 
timing, the date of issue of the first scientists’ images on postage stamps to help 
answer the following question: 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? Table 3.9 shows the date on which the first 
male scientist was honoured and highlights the fact that it took much longer 



3. Classification and Analysis

67

for female scientists to be represented. Many countries, however, are still loath 
to portray a living person on their stamps. As previously stated, the United 
States Postal Service and the Citizens’ Stamp Advisory Committee have as basic 
criteria for eligibility of subjects for commemoration: “No living person shall 
be honored by portrayal on US postage”. This inevitably delays when a scientist 
can be featured on a stamp. As with every rule, there are exceptions, including 
Australia Post, who rush to celebrate sporting achievements and annually 
publish a set of living Australian legends. Great Britain tends to celebrate the 
institution rather than the scientist as has been described earlier in this chapter. 

In the 170 years since the first postage stamp, the world has been through a 
scientific and technical revolution. The postage stamp has documented these 
new advances and acknowledged both the science and the scientists responsible. 
With regards to space research, of particular interest is the use of personality 
by Russia and Eastern Bloc countries to publicise their success in what became 
known as the space-race. The United States, on the other hand, with its self-
imposed constraint of not showing living persons on postage stamps, issued 
many fewer and less dynamic stamps in comparison to communist countries. 
Alan Shepard, the first American in space, was not honoured on a United States 
stamp until the 50th anniversary of the event. Even the better remembered 
John Glenn has not been named on either of the stamps that celebrate his 
achievements. In contrast, Russia has issued more than 45 stamps showing 
images of Yuri Gagarin and naming him.

The first scientists shown on stamps

Table 3.9 lists the first male and female scientists to be celebrated. Illustrations of 
the stamps follow the table. I have noted both the first male and female scientists 
to be celebrated. In all cases, the female celebrant has been acknowledged several 
years after the first male. I discuss the representation of the female scientist on 
stamps in more detail later in this chapter. I shall look at controversy about 
claims by various countries to have been first to discover or invent achievements 
in Chapter Five.
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Table 3.9: The first male and female scientists celebrated on stamps. 
Country Year Male scientist celebrated

First female celebrated

Australia 1948

1970

William J Farrer (1845–1906), agronomist and wheat plant 
breeder

Glenda Holloway,, CSIRO technician, 18th International Dairy 
Congress (image only, Ms Holloway is not named)

New Zealand 1957 Sir Troby King (1858–1938), founder of Plunkett Society

No female named scientist to date1

Great Britain 1965

1970

Centenary of Joseph Lister (1827–1912), antiseptic surgery

Florence Nightingale (1820–1910), 1970 anniversaries

France 1934

1938

Death centenary of Joseph Marie Jacquard (1752–1834), 
inventor of Jacquard Loom

Marie Curie (1867–1934), 40th anniversary of discovery of 
radium

Germany 1934

1963

Otto Lilienthal (1848–1896) and Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin 
(1838–1917)2

East Germany: Valentina Tereshkova (born 1937), cosmonaut

Ireland 1941

2000

Sir William Rowan Hamilton (1805–1865), physicist 

Marie Curie (1867–1934), Millennium discoveries issue

Poland 1923

1947

Copernicus and Konarski, Polish anniversaries

Marie Curie (1867–1934), Polish culture, celebrities

Russia 1945

1951

Mikhail V Lomonosov (1711– 1765), polymath

Sofia Koralevskava (1850-1891), mathematician3

China 1955

1980

A set of four Scientists of Ancient China 

Huang Daopo (13th century), Scientists of Ancient China

United States 1926

1940

John Ericsson (1803–1889), screw propeller inventor4

Jane Addams (1865–1930), American scientists
Notes: 1) It appears that New Zealand maintains a chauvinistic approach to female scientists and their role 
in society. The bias has been introduced in looking only at named scientists. New Zealand has issued, on 
two occasions, generic female representations for The International Year of Science (1982), and shown a 
Plunkett nurse in the anniversary set of 2007.
2) Otto Lilienthal and Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin were featured in 1934 on specific air-mail stamps. 
Two years later the inventors of the motor car, Messrs Daimler and Benz, were celebrated. The third 
celebrant, Otto Von Guericke (1602–1686), established the physics of vacuums. His celebratory stamp 
(Figure 6.10) was issued during the period of the Third Reich and is discussed as a hero of science in 
Chapter Six. Earlier, during the Weimar Republic, the founder of the Universal Postal Union, Heinrich von 
Stephan (1831–1897), had been shown on stamps. Their contributions to the representation of science and 
scientists are included in my study.
3) In 1939, Russia issued a set of three stamps entitled Women’s Moscow–Far East flights with the images 
of Polina Osipenko (1907–1939), pilot and hero of the Soviet Union, Valentina Grizodubova (1910–1993), 
pioneer aviatrix, and navigator Marina Mikhailovna Raskova (1912–1943). These are not shown in the 
table as the stamps are celebrating an aviation event rather than a scientific achievement.
4) In 1893, the United States issued a set of stamps celebrating Christopher Columbus. Within this book, 
feats of exploration by sea and on land have been, where appropriate, viewed as scientific achievements. 
But within the constraints of this table, the Ericsson memorial issue is more appropriate.
Source: Author’s research.

The male and female Australian first scientists to appear on stamps are shown in 
Figure 3.19. Both stamps show a context for the issue. William Farrer’s portrait 
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is enhanced with a sketch of his wheat plants. The second stamp shows a generic 
woman laboratory technician at her CSIRO work-bench full of test equipment, it 
is fortuitous that we have learned her identity: Ms Glenda Holloway.

Figure 3.19: William J Farrer, agronomist and wheat plant breeder and 
Glenda Holloway, CSIRO technician/18th International Dairy Congress. 
Renniks catalogue # 140 and 410.
Source: Author’s collection.

The first New Zealand scientists stamps are shown in Figure 3.20. The second 
stamp has a story of its own. It was printed to publicise the 1982 International 
Year of Science. “For reasons unknown this ‘United Nations Year’ did not 
take place. The stamp is thus unique in ‘celebrating’ an event which never 
occurred” (Paterson, 2012, S62). The conference title is shown, as is the United 
Nations symbol. The scientist works at a control panel in a rural context with 
a microscope, circuit diagram and a communications satellite dish emphasising 
the scientific nature of the event.

Figure 3.20: Sir Troby King (1858–1938), Founder of Plunkett Society and 
A stamp celebrating the 1982 International Year of Science. Campbell 
Paterson catalogue # S74 and S282.
Source: Author’s collection.

The Great British, French and German first scientist stamps are reproduced in 
Figures 3.21, 3.22 and 3.23. The final five countries first scientists, are shown in 
Figures 3.24–3.28.
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Figure 3.21: Great Britain. Centenary of Joseph Lister’s discovery of 
antiseptic surgery. Joseph, 1st Baron Lister (1827–1912) and Florence 
Nightingale (1820–1910), 150th birth anniversary of this nursing pioneer. 
Gibbons catalogue # 667–668 and 820.
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 3.22: France. JM Jacquard (1752–1834), death centenary and 
Pierre and Marie Curie, 40th anniversary of the discovery of radium. 
Gibbons catalogue # 520 and 617.
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 3.23: Germany. Otto Lilienthal (1848–1896) and Count Ferdinand 
von Zeppelin (1838–1917), and Valentina Tereshkova (born 1937), 
cosmonaut, Russian Space achievements Second Team, manned space 
flights. Gibbons catalogue # 605 and E691–E692.
Source: Author’s collection.
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Figure 3.24: Éire. Sir William Rowan Hamilton (1805–1865), physicist and 
(although a foreigner) Marie Curie (1867–1934), Millennium discoveries 
issue. Hibernian catalogue # C22–C23 and C984.
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 3.25: Poland. 450th birth anniversary of Nikolaus Kopernicus 
(1473–1543) astronomer, 150th death anniversary of Konarski 
(educationalist) and Marie Curie-Sklodowska (1867–1934) scientist, 
Polish culture. Gibbons catalogue # 199–201 and 589–590.
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 3.26: Russia. Mikhail V Lomonosov (1711–1765), polymath, 220th 
anniversary of Academy of Sciences and Sofia Vasilyevna Kovalevskaya 
(1850–1891), the first major female mathematician in the Russian 
Scientists set of 16. Gibbons catalogue # 456–457 and 1722.
Source: Author’s collection.
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Figure 3.27: China. Cheng-Heng (78–139) astronomer, Tsu Chung-Chi 
(429–500) mathematician, Chang-Sui (683–727) astronomer, Li Shih-
Chen (1518–1593) pharmacologist and Huang Daopo, (13th century) 
textile expert from the Scientists of Ancient China sets of 1955 and 
1980. Gibbons catalogue # 1660–1663 and 3024.
Source: Author’s collection.

Jane Addams, shown in Figure 3.28, is the first female scientist to appear on 
an American stamp, appearing in the 1940 series featuring American scientists. 
Addams shared the Nobel Peace Prize of 1931 for her pioneering role as a social 
worker in America. It is interesting that a social worker has been chosen as 
a scientist, pre-dating the current initiative to include the humanities and 
social-sciences in science, as defined by Inspiring Australia, who refer to social 
sciences and the humanities as being “critical to the interface between science 
and society” (Department of Industry, 2010, p. ix). 

Figure 3.28: United States. John Ericsson (1803–1889), screw propeller 
inventor, memorial and Jane Addams (1860–1935), social activist, Nobel 
Laureate from the 1940 American Scientists (set of four). Scott catalogue 
# 628 and 878.
Source: Author’s collection.

Countries are keen to celebrate the achievements of their scientists. You will have 
noted that I have not included the early explorers who have been celebrated 
on the stamps of the United States (Christopher Columbus), or Australia and 
New Zealand (Captain James Cook). I have looked for the first local scientist, 
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even though he may have been born elsewhere. The importance of the influence 
of Marie Curie-Sklodowska is evident in the fact that she is the first female 
scientist celebrated by three countries. Great Britain was the last country to 
celebrate individuals, other than members of the Royal Family, on its stamps. 
This policy change was made in 1965.

Women scientists on postage stamps

Having looked at the first female scientists to appear on stamps I note that, in 
addition to a recognisable scientist being shown on stamps, postal authorities 
have also used generic figures as images. Table 3.10 compares specific and generic 
images of women for the countries in this study. It would appear that generic 
female/worker images are more popular on the postage stamps of communist 
countries than capitalist authorities and in the United States, where living 
scientists cannot be featured. 

Table 3.10: The number of stamps including images of named and generic 
women scientists.
Country Named female celebrant Generic female / worker image Total

Australia 6 2 8

New Zealand - 3 3

Great Britain 4 3 7

France 3 3 6

Early Germany - - -

East Germany 3 14 17

West Germany 4 - 4

Re-unified Germany - 1 1

Ireland 3 - 3

Poland 8 - 8

Russia 5 4 9

China 2 7 9

United States 17 2 19
Source: Author’s research.

Generic figures are used by postal authorities when they need an aspirational 
model. Classically, it will be a worker shown in the context of a working 
environment, with the model contributing to the general good of the country. 
Figure 3.29 is a good example of a stamp with a political message, and is of 
special interest to the collector of stamps as the stamps are not perforated for 
easy use, the expectation is that the whole miniature sheet will be used.
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Figure 3.29: East Germany, 1963. A generic female (laboratory) worker 
within the miniature sheet titled Chemistry for Freedom and Socialism. 
Gibbons catalogue # MSE674a. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The first female medical practitioners

Four of the ten countries being considered within my study have issued stamps 
to honour their first female medical practitioner. Australia has celebrated 
Constance Stone twice. The second stamp in Figure 3.30 includes the portrait 
and two scenes recording the female doctor at work. Figures 3.31, 3.32 and 3.33 
show images with limited text.

Figure 3.30: Australia, 1975 and 1990. One stamp from a set of six 
famous Australian women, Constance Stone the first woman medical 
practitioner and the celebration of the Centenary of Women in Medical 
Practice. Renniks catalogue # 550 and 1172. 
Source: Constance Stone.
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Figure 3.31: Great Britain, 2008. Dr Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, first 
woman to earn a medical qualification, one of a set of six Women of 
Distinction. Gibbons catalogue # 2871. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 3.32: West Germany, 1987. Dorothea Christiane Erxleben, First 
female medical doctor. Gibbons catalogue # W2155. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 3.33: United States, 1970. Great Americans definitive: Dr Elizabeth 
Blackwell, first woman physician in the US. Scott catalogue # 1393D.
Source: Author’s collection.

Introduction to the case studies

In this chapter, I have examined the results of my taxonomy and made an initial 
analysis of results. To further examine the theme, a number of case studies have 
been completed. Each country has been reviewed from oldest to newest issues 
relevant to the topic of the case study. In simple terms this has illuminated the 
opportunities embraced by stamp designers to enhance the message the stamp 
is carrying. When looking at a number of stamps, logically of the same subject, 
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it is possible to view how the message that is presented has changed. A multiple 
case study approach has been taken and each question analysed against the 
findings of each case study to be able to draw relevant conclusions. 

Different perspectives were chosen to broaden the base of my study in the 
expectation that additional narratives would emerge. 

I am interested to explore if politics influences the message on the stamp. After 
establishing the basic results for the study, this became the first case study 
(Chapter Four). Following on from this premise, a look at the specific stamps 
of the Antarctic Territories of four of the prime countries seemed obvious. This 
led into looking at how other countries reflected their interest in Antarctica on 
their own stamps.

The second area for case studies has been to look at scientists on stamps 
(Chapter Five).

The celebration of firsts claimed within the message contained in a stamp, in 
simple terms, and to test Merton’s thesis is that it is the institution that claims 
priority of discovery rather than the scientist..

The third area for case studies is looking at which scientists appear as heroes 
of science, through an examination of the number of times their achievements 
have been used to tell a message (Chapter Six). Do countries celebrate the 
achievements of foreign scientists and does this reflect, in any way, an awareness 
of science? 

Stamps issued at the turn of the millennium to celebrate that event have also been 
studied as an entity (Chapter Seven). The countries that have issued millennium 
stamps have evaluated the impact of science of the twentieth century upon 
their ways of life. Out of this study, the surprise that environmental issues were 
seemingly absent in the minds of the postal authorities caused me to look, as 
another time related opportunity, at how the changing climate has been reflected 
on postage stamps. 
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