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5. On Being First 

The postage stamp is a unique kind of sign, with an impressive capacity 
to convey a number of messages in a very confined space (Child, 2008).

In the previous chapter I have been able to review the use of stamps to deliver 
political messages. In this chapter, I look at how the representation of scientists 
on stamps has developed over time and investigate examples of stamps being 
used as the vehicle to substantiate ‘firsts’ in science. 

On being first

Robert Merton’s “Priorities in Scientific Discovery” (1957) discusses the way 
that science is structured, noting the importance attached to the date of a 
discovery and the world’s acknowledgement of the achievement. Disputes are 
commonplace regarding such recognition, and Merton states that it is more likely 
that the case will be argued by the institution than the scientist. The scientist 
will often accept that science is a developing understanding of the world and 
that many research projects are conducted in parallel. The establishment, here 
in the form of postal authorities, in some cases as an agency of government, 
enters the fray of controversy in the very public arena of stamp issue. Merton’s 
comments on being first are reiterated by Collins and Pinch:

Moreover, the mass media may be used by scientists as platforms to 
assure their priority in discovery – a well known phenomenon in the 
sociology of science (Collins and Pinch, 1998, p. 142).

Within the context of this study, I anticipate that it is a national institution, the 
postal authority, representing the aims and ambitions of the state, that chooses 
to honour specific scientists. As Merton describes it:

In a world made up of national states, each with its own share of 
ethnocentrism, the new discovery rebounds to the credit of the 
discoverer not as an individual only, but also as a national of the state 
(Merton, 1957, p. 641).

Merton argues that this is a function of the way that science is organised. 
Conflicts over who was first to make a scientific discovery are more than likely 
to be pursued at the institutional rather than personal level. (Merton does, 
however, illustrate his paper with several examples of infamous arguments, 
such as those between Galileo and four would-be rivals, between Isaac Newton 
and Robert Hooke, and Michael Faraday’s conflict with his one-time mentor, 
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Sir Humphry Davy). As a contrast, Merton also acknowledges the well known 
courtesies that potential rivals for the title of first, such as Charles Darwin 
and Alfred Russel Wallace, as the discoverers of the rule of natural selection, 
modestly extended to one another. He has chosen not to emphasise his list of 
priority fights explaining:

It is enough to note that these controversies, far from being a rare 
exception in science, have long been frequent, harsh, and ugly. They 
have practically become an integral part of the social relations between 
scientists (Merton, 1957, pp. 636–637).

Merton suggests that it is “institutions rather than individual scientists who 
ferment the brew”. As a sociologist, Merton dismisses the explanation of 
scientific disputes being unique expressions of a scientist’s nature. He argues 
that egotism is not a trait of scientists alone, and that the history of social 
thought has shown this to be a general condition. He also denies the notion 
that egotistical people are attracted to a scientific career, hungry for fame in a 
profession that promises such an allure, while acknowledging that there must be 
some aggressive men of science. Merton makes the point that often it is not the 
principals, the discoverers of a new truth, who fervently promote such claims, 
but well-meaning, possibly better-placed friends and champions. For example, 
Darwin’s theory was introduced to the Linnaean Society by Sir Charles Lyell and 
Joseph Hooker at the same time as Wallace’s natural selection theory paper, on  
1 July 1858 (Merton, 1957, p. 648; McCalman, 2009, pp. 317–338).

In developing the argument that it is the institution that determines priorities 
and accolades, Merton writes:

Recognition for originality becomes socially validated testimony that 
one has successfully lived up to the most exacting requirements of one’s 
role as a scientist. The self-image of the individual scientist will also 
depend greatly on the appraisals by his scientific peers of the extent to 
which he has lived up to this exacting and critically important aspect 
of his role … recognition and fame then become symbol and reward for 
having done one’s job well (Merton, 1957, p. 640).

He further argues that the most significant form of recognition resides in the 
practice of affixing the scientist’s name to what he has discovered. The naming 
of Halley’s Comet is an obvious example of such acknowledgement. Further 
down the scale is the recognition of a scientist as the ‘father’ of a new science 
or practice. It is noted that France has issued several stamps celebrating their 
scientists who are recognised as the patriarch of a particular profession and 
are described as such in popular literature. Figure 5.1 shows three scientists 
from the 1700s. Lavoisier, the father of modern chemistry, is honoured on the 
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bicentenary of his birth, there is no elaboration of this status, although he is 
named. Are we to suppose that Lavoisier, during the period of WWII which 
saw France under German rule, was known well enough not to require more 
explanation? 

I believe we are. The second stamp is from a set of six stamps featuring celebrities 
(on charity stamps with a premium on the price as a donation to a charity) who 
are shown with contextual images on either side of the portrait. It has to be 
said that the indicators of Bichat’s pre-eminence in anatomical discovery—he 
was known as “the father of modern histology and pathology”—are hard to 
decipher 50 years later. The third stamp shows Fauchard, “the father of modern 
dentistry”, with his life dates given so that we know it is issued on the occasion 
of the 200th anniversary of his death. His profession is shown as he holds in his 
hand a thesis on the subject of dentistry.

I am inclined to categorise the two outside stamps in Figure 5.1 as mirrors 
reflecting a past achievement by a Frenchman. They were both issued as single 
stamps to mark birth bicentenaries, dates that have come up on the historical 
calendar. The Bichart stamp is different. Bichart is celebrated in a set of six 
celebrities within a Red Cross Fund series collecting money for charity through 
the 10 franc premium being charged on top of the postal rate. The other (all male) 
celebrants in the set are from mixed professions. As well as Bichart, there is a 
chronicler, a royal gardener, a philosopher and two sculptors. It is the only time 
that five of the men have been honoured on French stamps, although sculptor 
Bartholdi’s work has been shown on two art issues. I perceive the Bichart stamp, 
as the only scientist chosen within this issue and due to the complexity of the 
symbols—burning and extinguished torches—to be a lens, suggesting there is 
more of interest to be pursued than would be suggested by a simple portrait of 
the man.

Figure 5.1: France, 1943, 1959 and 1961. A-L de Lavoisier (1743–1794), 
birth bicentenary; Marie François Xavier Bichat (1771–1802), anatomist 
and physiologist; Pierre Fauchard (1678–1761), death bicentenary. 
Gibbons catalogue # 785, 1432 and 1538. 
Source: Author’s collection.



The Representation of Science and Scientists on Postage Stamps 

146

Recognition has also been given to scientists in the past 100 years by the award 
of Nobel Prizes and these have been a fruitful source of subjects and images for 
postal authorities. Examples are shown in Figures 5.2 and 5.3. It is interesting to 
note that the design of the Figure 5.2 stamp is quite sophisticated as it shows the 
celebrant, the equipment through which his achievement was made, and the 
iconic image of the Nobel medal. The stamp is another French charity stamp. The 
purchaser pays a premium 10c on top of the 50c service fee, which is collected 
by the post office on behalf of the Red Cross Fund. In comparison, the Russian 
stamps show only the scientist, his name and a very small symbol representing 
the theme of the issue. Using the same argument as above for Bichart, I see the 
Grignard stamp as a lens, conveying a combination of symbols illustrating his 
science successes. 

Figure 5.2: France, 1971. François Auguste Victor Grignard (1871–1935), 
Nobel Prize-winning chemist of 1912. Gibbons catalogue # 1915. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The set of two stamps shown in Figure 5.3 is a mirror. It does not challenge the 
viewer. It records two Nobel Prize winners during a year that marks Kapitsa’s 
birth centenary and Cherenkov’s 90th birth anniversary. 

Figure 5.3: Russia, 1994. Physics Nobel Prize winners, Pyotr Leonidovich 
Kapitsa (1894–1984), 1978 Nobel laureate and Pavel Alekseyevich 
Cherenkov (1904–1990), who shared the Nobel Prize in physics in 1958. 
Gibbons catalogue # 6491 and 6492.
Source: Author’s collection.
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Merton draws attention to the perception that Russia was making extravagant 
claims for its past and current successes in the field of science during the  
Cold War:

The recent propensity of the Russians to claim responsibility in all 
manner of inventions and scientific discoveries thus energetically 
replicates the earlier, and now less forceful though far from vanished, 
propensity of other nations to claim like priorities (Merton, 1957,  
p. 642).

The year 1957 was, of course, at the height of the Cold War, during which the 
USSR was politically highlighting success in all areas, including science, sport 
and the arts.

The postage stamp as a device through which 
to claim a scientific first
As examples of claims to be first, I now consider the discovery or invention of 
four objects of everyday life and review how history has related the scientific 
achievements that have led to products we are so familiar with today, and how 
the postal authorities have told the story. 

The light bulb
Thomas Edison’s invention of the light bulb was featured on the first United 
States stamp to celebrate a scientific, technical achievement in 1929 (Figure 
5.4). The design of the image looks almost as if a portrait of a personage has 
been removed and a light bulb inserted in its place. It is the invention that 
is being celebrated here. The person is almost a given. The main symbol is a 
light bulb under an arch that declares “United States Postage”, with the 2 cent 
fee replicated in the bottom corners. In the top corners are the dates being 
celebrated, 1879–1929, described in text as “Edison’s Electric Light’s Golden 
Jubilee”. The context is clear, although not easy to assimilate. It is a lens, as it 
requires some thought to decipher, a criterion I apply to a lens.

Figure 5.4: United States, 1929. The 50th anniversary of the first 
incandescent lamp. Scott catalogue # 654. 
Source: Author’s collection.



The Representation of Science and Scientists on Postage Stamps 

148

In their book Edison's Electric Light: Biography of an invention, historians Friedel, 
Israel and Finn list 22 pioneers of incandescent lamp research prior to Joseph 
Swan and Thomas Edison. Edison's version is the one remembered because it 
was part of a fully-working system and was not presented piece-meal (Friedel, 
Israel and Finn, 1986). 

In the early 1800s, Sir Humphry Davy created the first incandescent light by 
passing current through a thin strip of platinum, chosen because the metal had 
an extremely high melting point. It was not bright enough nor did it last long 
enough to be practical.

In 1835, James Lindsay demonstrated a constant electric light at a public 
meeting in Dundee, Scotland, but having perfected the device to his own 
satisfaction, he did not develop the electric light any further. None the less, he 
is credited by Challoner with being the inventor of the incandescent light bulb 
(Challoner, 2009).

Russian Alexander Lodygin (1847–1923), an electrical engineer and inventor, 
obtained a Russian patent in 1874 for an incandescent light bulb. As a burner, 
he used two carbon rods of diminished section in a hermetically sealed glass 
receiver filled with nitrogen, electrically arranged so that the current could be 
passed to the second carbon when the first had been consumed. His achievement 
was celebrated with a stamp in 1951 (Figure 5.5). The wording on the stamp 
says that he was a renowned Russian scientist and the inventor of the first 
incandescent light bulb in the world (Windle, 2012). This stamps features in 
a set of 16 Russian scientists, each of which features a mono-coloured, poster-
style image. Each of the 16 stamps is a different colour, five of which, including 
the Lodygin portrait, also show a representation of the scientists’ achievement. 
These stamps are saying that these Russian scientists deserve recognition. The 
invention is secondary to the person. As a result of the text, this representation 
is in a lens category.

Figure 5.5: Russia, 1951. Alexander N Lodygin, inventor of the 
incandescent light bulb. Gibbons catalogue # 1716. 
Source: Author’s collection.
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From 1850, Joseph Swann (1828–1914), a British physicist and chemist, had been 
working with carbonised paper filaments in an evacuated glass bulb. By 1860, 
he was able to demonstrate a working device, but the lack of a good vacuum 
and an inadequate supply of electricity resulted in a short lifetime for the bulb 
and it was inefficient source of light. By the mid-1870s, better pumps became 
available. Swann returned to his experiments and received British Patent No. 8 
in 1880.

Thomas Edison’s invention of a fully integrated lighting system was demonstrated 
in 1879 (Hughes, 1977). Edison has been honoured with the release of two other 
stamps by the United States (Figure 5.6) in addition to the 1929 issue, and by 
the Republic of Ireland (Figure 5.7). The second US stamp shown does not 
logically fit into the invention of the light bulb story, but as Edison was such 
a prolific inventor, it does celebrate his inventiveness. The 1947 portrait that 
celebrates his birth centenary is again a single colour printing and is one of an 
issue of five stamps showing American inventors, although this particular image 
commemorates his Invention of the first phonograph. Neither of the images in the 
figure is controversial and I judge them to be mirrors of fact, a recognition of the 
man and an anniversary in the first stamp and an invention and anniversary in 
the second.

Figure 5.6: United States, 1947 and 1977. Thomas Alva Edison, birth 
centenary and Centenary of the invention of the first phonograph. Scott 
catalogue # 945 and 1705.
Source: Author’s collection.

The Republic of Ireland issue of New discoveries, celebrating the millennium, 
uses images of six featured discoveries (Figure 5.7). The image showing 
Edison’s laboratory and a successful experiment is a larger part of the image, 
with the name of the set and a millennium symbol shown on the right of the 
stamp. I have included this image as it purports to show the actual moment 
when Edison demonstrated incandescence. It is interesting that Ireland has 
chosen to send such a simple message, the straight-forward celebration of an 
achievement, to acknowledge the value of the invention. It is a mirror of an 
event showing the event in context, as more stamp images have done in the 
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year 2000 as world science is viewed from a historical perspective. There is no 
overt claim of being first, it is an acknowledgement of achievement that has 
made living easier for everybody.

Figure 5.7: Éire, 2000. Millennium Issue III – New Discoveries, Thomas 
Alva Edison, the incandescent lamp, from a set of six. Hibernian 
catalogue # C982. 
Source: Author’s collection.

After the reunification of East and West Germany, the postal authority issued a 
stamp celebrating the 150th anniversary of the light bulb and naming Heinrich 
Göbel (1818–1893), as the inventor. Subsequent research has shown that this 
German-born physicist moved to the United States and did work upon the 
development of the light bulb powered by a battery produced from zinc and 
carbon elements. In 1854, his experiment became a reality, and the electric bulb 
gave light to mankind for the first time in history. When Edison took legal action 
to protect his patents, a defence of Göbel’s case was mounted and was successful 
(Tanner, 1894).

The German stamp issue shown in Figure 5.8 celebrates Göbel, naming the 
anniversary and the picture of what it calls the “Göbelampe 1854”, as well as 
illustrating its modern equivalent. This is another stamp, similar to the first 
Edison stamp in Figure 5.1, in which the inventor is subsidiary to the invention, 
although Göbel’s name is appended to the name of the lamp. The Edison US 
claim is for an 1879 invention. Germany says Göbel did it first and showed it in 
1854. The message challenges. It is a lens, partly, I believe, because of the image 
representation of the evolution of the technology.
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Figure 5.8: Germany, 2004. Heinrich Göbel, 150th anniversary of the 
light bulb. Gibbons catalogue # 3266. 
Source: Author’s collection. 

The telephone

Several claimants have been promoted on stamps seeking the substantiation of 
who invented the telephone. The twist in the tail is that in 2001 the United States 
Congress passed a motion stating that it had actually been an Italian, Antonio 
Meucci, who should be credited with that accolade. Prior to this motion, the 
main argument had been about whether Alexander Graham Bell or Elisha Grey 
was first. In the story of the telephone, the February 1876 machinations of 
these two scientists with the US Patent Office show how close the race was 
(Catania, 2002). Catania states that the US Government claimed Antonio Meucci 
and Philipp Reis to be the progenitors of all subsequent telephone models. In 
particular, the US Government asserted that the make-and-break transmitter 
devised by Philipp Reis could be adjusted to work as a microphone, namely as a 
“variable resistance transmitter”. The controversy surrounding the invention of 
the telephone has allowed nations to state their case, with or without evidence. 

It was Italian Innocenzo Manzetti (1826–1877) who first mooted the idea of 
a “speaking telegraph”, and he built his first device in 1864. This work was 
acknowledged by fellow Italian, Antonio Meucci. During 1861, Johann Philipp 
Reis (1834–1874) publicly demonstrated the Reis telephone before the Physical 
Society of Frankfurt. Reis’s work was complementary to the research being 
conducted by Meucci. At the time, Reis was devising receivers and make-
break transmitters using magnetostriction (Catania, 2002). Some celebratory 
stamps are shown in Figure 5.9. This is the first time I have shown a time 
sequence of stamps from the same country celebrating the same person and his 
achievements. The image trend is from portrait, to an image of the equipment, 
and the third stamp has a likeness of Reiss using a telephone in front of a simple 
telephone switchboard. The trend is towards showing more context, explaining 
the relationship of the scientist to his invention. In this case, the three images 
are a move from mirrors to lens as the story develops. 
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Figure 5.9: West Germany 1952, 1961 and 1977. Philipp Reis on the 
anniversary of 75 years of the German Telephone Service; the Centenary 
of the first demonstration; and 100 Years of Service. Gibbons catalogue 
# 1087, 1287 and 1837.
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 5.10, a later West Germany issue, shows Reis and his device, the first 
make-and-break system that he demonstrated to the Royal Prussian Telegraph 
Corps in 1862. The emphasis is on the man, although the equipment is shown. 
The German text names Reis and states “erfindung des telefons”: inventor of the 
telephone. The written claim together with the scientific context classifies this 
image as a lens.

Figure 5.10: West Germany, 1984. 150th birth anniversary of Philipp 
Reis. Gibbons catalogue # 2048. 
Source: Author’s collection.

East Germany, although politically opposed to West Germany at the time, 
has twice honoured Philipp Reis (Figure 5.11). The first image is a stylised 
representation of a 1970s home telephone. The second is from a set of four, 
titled Telephones, with the Reiss phone being the first in chronological order. 
The images seem particularly detailed and clear mirrors of reality.



5 . On Being First  

153

Figure 5.11: East Germany, 1976 and 1989. Centenary of the German 
Telephone System and The 1861 Reiss telephone. Gibbons catalogue 
# E1833 and E2927.
Source: Author’s collection.

During 1865, La Feuille d'Aoste reported: “It is rumored that English technicians 
to whom Mr Manzetti illustrated his method for transmitting spoken words on 
the telegraph wire intend to apply said invention in England on several private 
telegraph lines.”

In 1871, Antonio Meucci filed a patent caveat, titled “Sound Telegraph”, in the 
US Patent Office describing communication of voice between two people by 
wire. His first equipment for voice transmission was built in 1857 and finalised 
in 1870. This electromagnetic product performed clear transmission of speech 
and included fundamental techniques for long distance communication (Catania, 
1994). However, after having renewed the caveat for two years, Meucci failed 
to find the money to renew it. The caveat lapsed and Alexander Graham Bell's 
US Patent 161,739, “Transmitters and Receivers for Electric Telegraphs”,was 
granted in 1875. This used multiple vibrating steel reeds in make-break circuits 
(Bruce, 1990). Bell’s contribution is commemorated on the stamps shown in 
Figure 5.12. The first image is from a set of five American inventors issued in 
1940, at which time the United States was feeling its way before it entered WWII. 
In the same year, the US Postal Service also issued sets of five authors, poets, 
educators, scientists, composers and artists. Bell is shown in a simple portrait 
which takes most of the available space, with his name, value and the crest of the 
American Academy of Arts and Science in an inset box. The image on the second 
stamp, issued on the Centenary of the US telephone system, is a reproduction of 
the drawing from Bell’s 1876 patent. His name and the anniversary details are 
also shown. The trend is two-fold, as the images move from mirror to lens and 
from simple portrait to a quite detailed drawing of how a telephone works that 
attributes the invention to Bell. In using the technical drawing, a strong claim is 
being made that it was Bell who invented the telephone in 1876.
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Figure 5.12: United States, 1940 and 1976. Alexander Graham Bell and 
Centenary of the US telephone system. Scott catalogue # 893 and 1683.
Source: Author’s collection.

On 14 February 1876, Elisha Gray filed a patent caveat for transmitting the 
human voice through a telegraphic circuit. The same day, Alexander Bell 
applied for the patent “Improvements in Telegraphy”, for electromagnetic 
telephones using undulating currents. Five days later, Gray was notified by the 
US Patent Office of interference between his caveat and Bell’s patent application. 
Gray decided to abandon his caveat. On 7 March, Bell's US patent 174,465, 
“Improvement in Telegraphy”, was granted, covering “the method of, and 
apparatus for, transmitting vocal or other sounds telegraphically … by causing 
electrical undulations, similar in form to the vibrations of the air accompanying 
the said vocal or other sound” (Brooks, 1976). The first successful telephone 
transmission of clear speech using a liquid transmitter occurred when Bell 
spoke the words, “Mr. Watson, come here, I want to see you”, into his device 
and Watson heard each word distinctly (Bruce, 1990).

On 30 January 1877, Bell's US patent was granted for an electromagnetic 
telephone using permanent magnets, iron diaphragms, and a call bell. Thomas 
Edison, the serial inventor, filed for a patent on a carbon (graphite) transmitter. 
His patent was granted in 1892, after a 15-year delay because of litigation. 
Edison was also granted a patent for a carbon granules transmitter in 1879. The 
literature relates the ongoing assessment between the claims of Gray and Bell 
until the twenty-first century, but both are now superseded by Meucci, in the 
US at least.

During 2002, the American Congress recognised Meucci, not Bell, as the inventor 
of the telephone: “Resolved, that it is the sense of the House of Representatives 
that the life and achievements of Antonio Meucci should be recognized, and his 
work in the invention of the telephone should be acknowledged” (US House of 
Representatives Resolution 269) 

Neither Innocenzo nor Antonio Meucci have been celebrated on the stamps 
of Italy. 
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The wireless 

The work of the scientists contributing to radio's prehistory during the 
nineteenth century has also been recognised. A chronology has been derived 
from the same sources as were used to look at the development of the telephone.

In 1820, Hans Christian Ørsted discovered the relationship between electricity 
and magnetism in a very simple experiment. He demonstrated that a wire 
carrying a current was able to deflect a magnetised compass needle. In Great 
Britain during the 1830s, Michael Faraday began a series of experiments in 
which he discovered electromagnetic induction: that a changing magnetic field 
could produce a current. The relation was mathematically modeled by Faraday's 
law, which subsequently became one of the four Maxwell equations. Faraday 
proposed that electromagnetic force fields extended into the empty space around 
the conductor, but did not complete his work involving that proposal. Faraday 
has been celebrated twice on the stamps of Great Britain. Figure 5.13 shows a 
profile portrait of him thinking creatively with a diagram of an apparatus as a 
celebration of the bicentenary of Faraday’s birth. The indexation of the image 
shows a profile of Queen Elizabeth II, the value 22p, and Faraday’s name linked 
to an association with electricity. Reading the messages conveyed with this 
image is not easy. Another 22p stamp in the set shows Charles Babbage thinking 
numbers in his head, whilst the two other stamps in the set show diagrams of 
radar, celebrating the 50th anniversary of Sir Robert Watson-Watt’s invention 
of radar, and a jet aircraft commemorating the 50th anniversary of Sir Frank 
Whittle’s jet engine. Deciphering the messages makes the set a lens, requiring 
some mental effort, although the celebrations are simple to understand. 

Figure 5.13: Great Britain, 1991. Birth centenary of Michael Faraday, 
one of a set of four entitled Scientific achievements. Gibbons catalogue 
# 1546.
Source: Author’s collection.

Between 1861 and 1865, James Clerk Maxwell’s work was essentially theoretical. 
His key early paper of the time was “On physical lines of force”. Later, in 1873, 
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as a result of experiments, Maxwell first described the theoretical basis of the 
propagation of electromagnetic waves in his paper to the Royal Society, “A 
Dynamical Theory of the Electromagnetic Field”.

In the United States in 1875, physical experimenter Thomas Edison announced 
to the press that while experimenting with the telegraph he had noted a 
phenomenon that he termed “etheric force”. He abandoned this research when 
Elihu Thomson, among others, ridiculed the idea.

In 1878, David E. Hughes was the first to transmit and receive radio waves 
when he noticed that his induction balance caused noise in the receiver of 
his homemade telephone. David Hughes demonstrated his discovery to the 
Royal Society two years later, but was told it was merely induction. Just a few 
years later, in 1884, Temistocle Calzecchi-Onesti at Fermo in Italy invented a 
tube filled with iron filings, called a “coherer”. From 1884 to 1886, Edouard 
Branly of France produced an improved version of the coherer. Branly has been 
commemorated on two stamps (Figure 5.14). Printed in 1944, the first, printed 
in blue, names Branly and shows his life dates as 1844–1940, and gives the 
reason for his commemoration being his Birth centenary. The background to 
the portrait is shaded, but the name of the designer, Decaris, is just visible. 
The stamps of France at this time sometimes included the designer’s name. The 
second stamp, printed in chocolate colour is one of a set of six printed and sold 
at a charity premium in 1970, in the series named the Red Cross Fund, which 
mainly featured French celebrities. The stamp shows the subject’s name in full 
and repeats the life dates. Branly’s portrait has context added as he looks into a 
village scene surrounded by the outline of an electrical circuit and three items 
of equipment dependent upon the circuit. The name of the designer, Serveau, 
takes a magnifying glass to decipher. Branly is shown in the context of his fame. 
The blue stamp is a mirror, the other a lens.

Figure 5.14: France, 1944. Birth centenary of Edouard Branly. 1970, from 
a Red Cross (Charity) set of celebrated persons. Gibbons catalogue # 811 
and 1860. 
Source: Author’s collection.

In 1885, Edison took out a patent on a system of radio communication between 
ships, which he then sold to Guglielmo Marconi, who is featured on stamps 
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shown in Figure 5.20. Between 1886 and 1888, Heinrich Rudolf Hertz (1857–
1894) validated Maxwell’s theory through experiment. He demonstrated that 
radio radiation had all the properties of waves (now called Hertzian waves). 
The Hertz experiments are regarded by physicists as definitive regarding 
electromagnetic waves. Hertz has been featured on a number of stamps, 
three of which are shown in Figure 5.15. The third stamp, a German stamp 
of 1994, commemorates Hertz’s Death centenary. His portrait is shown against 
a background of electromagnetic wave forms. Again requiring a microscope 
to read, the year of issue, 1994, is shown in very small figures beneath the 
portrait. Showing the issue date has been a later requirement of the Universal 
Postal Union. The first two birth centenary stamps show not much more than 
a portrait, although both show his name and life dates. They celebrate the man 
rather than his achievements. The middle stamp is from an East German set 
of three, entitled Scientists anniversaries, and is in the same style as the 1950 
definitive set that celebrated the 250th anniversary of the Academy of Sciencesin 
Berlin. From left to right, we have two mirror and one lens image. The trend to 
provide context is again apparent with time.

Figure 5.15: West Germany, 1957. Birth centenary of Heinrich Hertz: 
DDR, 1957. Birth centenary of Heinrich Hertz; Germany, 1994. Death 
centenary of Heinrich Hertz. Gibbons catalogue # 1178, E324 and 2557. 
Source: Author’s collection.

There are multiple claims to the invention of radio. Key developers included 
Marconi, who equipped ships with life-saving wireless communications and 
established the first transatlantic radio service. Tesla developed the means to 
reliably produce radio frequencies, publicly demonstrated the principles of 
radio, and transmitted long distance signals. At St. Louis, Missouri in 1893, Tesla 
gave a public demonstration of wireless radio communication. Addressing the 
Franklin Institute in Philadelphia and the National Electric Light Association, 
he described in detail the principles of radio communication. The apparatus that 
he used contained all the elements that were incorporated into radio systems 
before the development of the “oscillation valve”, the early vacuum tube.  
Tesla was the first to apply the mechanism of electrical conduction to wireless 
practices. He initially used sensitive electromagnetic receivers that were unlike 
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the less responsive coherers later used by Marconi and other early experimenters. 
Afterwards, the principle of radio communication was publicised widely and 
various scientists, inventors, and experimenters began to investigate wireless 
methods. Tesla was celebrated by the United States as an American inventor in 
1983 (Figure 5.16). The stamp names him along with a drawing of an induction 
motor and his likeness.

Figure 5.16: United States, 1983. Nicolas Tesla, from set of four, 
American Inventors. Scott catalogue # 2057.
Source: Author’s collection.

British physicist Sir Oliver Lodge demonstrated the reception of Morse code 
signaling using radio waves using a “coherer” in 1894. That same year, Indian 
physicist Jagdish Chandra Bose demonstrated publicly the use of radio waves 
in Calcutta, but he was not interested in patenting his work. Bose ignited 
gunpowder and rang a bell at a distance using electromagnetic waves, proving 
that communication signals can be sent without using wires. Two years later, in 
1896, Bose went to London on a lecture tour and met the Italian Marconi, who 
was conducting wireless experiments for the British Post Office.

Almost concurrently, in 1894 the Russian physicist Alexandr Stepanovich Popov 
(1859–1906) built a coherer, his first radio receiver. He has received a continuing 
recognition for his work from the Russian stamp authorities. He was the first to 
demonstrate the practical application of electromagnetic (radio) waves, although 
he did not apply for a patent for his invention. Beginning in the early 1890s, 
he continued the experiments of other radio pioneers, such as Heinrich Hertz. 
Further refined as a lightning detector, his receiver was presented to the Russian 
Physical and Chemical Society on 7 May 1895. The day has been celebrated 
in Russia since then as Radio Day. In March 1896, he effected transmission of 
radio waves between different buildings in St Petersburg. Upon learning about 
Guglielmo Marconi's system, he was able to effect ship-to-shore communication 
over a distance of 6 miles in 1898 and 30 miles in 1899.

Popov is described in historical texts as a Russian hero of science. Popov has been 
celebrated and honoured on Russian stamps almost every decade since the 1920s.  
His birth and death anniversaries (occuring in 1925, 1949, 1955, 1959, 1965, 
1972, 1989, 1995 and 2009) are reason enough for another stamp issue. Russia 
shows a real loyalty to its heroes once they are recognised. Shown below are 
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three of the nine issues listed as Figures 5.17, 5.18 and 5.9. They show how the 
portrayal of a scientific celebrity has changed over time. Figure 5.17 shows a 
set of three, single colour portraits of Popov, two with him standing before a 
blackboard clearly illustrating an electrical circuit, and the other as a full face 
image. All show text the reason for the issue: the 50th anniversary of Popov’s 
radio discoveries. The man is honoured more than the invention with a full-face 
representation, seemingly the only image of him. These three stamps are mirrors 
showing the man in factual terms.

Figure 5.17: Russia, 1945. 50th anniversary of Popov’s radio discoveries. 
Gibbons Catalogue # 1114-1116. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Issued 20 years later, Figure 5.18 is a miniature sheet that shows a selection of six 
applications dependent upon Popov’s radio discoveries. Somewhat unusually, 
the individual stamps in the sheet do not have a face value. It is presumed 
that the Russian Postal Authority anticipated that the sheet, face value 1 ruble, 
would be used fiscally in its entirety. The images are Popov’s initial radio 
invention, a transistor radio, a television screen, radar, a radio telescope and 
a telecommunications satellite. The six stamps are tied together from a design 
perspective with a small symbol showing the 70 year celebration. As examples 
of Popov’s achievements in six different applications, the miniature sheet is a 
lens. I perceive the sheet has been printed more as a label as the individual 
stamps do not carry a value, so the expectation is that the sheet remains intact. 
The high value suggests it has been fabricated to appeal to specialist collectors. 
Paradoxically, the text is Russian and you would have to know about Popov 
to appreciate the purposes to which his discoveries, as illustrated, have been 
utilised in 1965. This is a mixed message, therefore, and a lens.
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Figure 5.18: Russia, 1965. 70th anniversary of Popov’s radio discoveries. 
Gibbons catalogue # MS3135. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 5.19 was issued in 2009 to mark Popov’s 150th birth anniversary. The 
stamp is one of very few Russian stamps that have been perforated to allow for 
a round stamp. It is a high value stamp, at 20 rubles face value. In its form as 
a miniature sheet, it conveys a lot of content. The title of the sheet is shown 
as though printed by a teleprinter. The background envisages radio waves 
emanating from Popov and includes detailed images of a circuit diagram, the 
original radio equipment, and notes in Popov’s hand. The stamp, were it to 
be removed from the sheet, shows (again the only) portrait used by Russia for 
Popov, along with his details, the country name in Cyrillic and English, and the 
year of issue. The presentation of person and his invention with such clarity 
marks it as a lens issue.
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Figure 5.19: Russia, 2009. 150th birth anniversary of the inventor of 
radio, Aleksandr S. Popov. WNS numbering system # RU011.09. 
Source: Author’s collection.

In 1896, Gugliemo Marconi—who is shown in two Great Britain stamps in Figure 
5.20—was awarded a patent for radio with British Patent 12039, “Improvements 
in Transmitting Electrical Impulses and Signals, and in Apparatus therefor”. This 
is the initial patent for radio, though it used earlier techniques of various other 
experimenters, primarily Tesla, and resembled the instrument demonstrated 
by others, including Popov. During this time, spark-gap wireless telegraphy 
was widely researched. The first stamp, the 41p, shows a young Marconi and 
celebrates “Marconi first wireless message 1895”, the words shown on the bottom 
of the stamp. The background image is a map of the North Atlantic, which was 
Marconi’s testing ground, while the equipment used appears in the foreground. 
What is interesting is that the same photograph has been used for the later 
stamps (see Figures 5.23 and 5.24). The second stamp, 60p value, shows an older 
Marconi using a telephone handset, and has the same descriptive message as the 
41p stamp. The background image now carries an S.O.S. call over the image of a 
sinking ship, presumably the Titanic. Based upon photographs, the images are 
active portrayals of Marconi rather than portraits. Both stamps are contextually 
rich and are lenses into the invention.
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Figure 5.20: Great Britain, 1995. Guglielmo Marconi, pioneer of 
communications, from a set of four. Gibbons catalogue # 1889 and 1890. 
Source: Author’s collection.

During 1897, Marconi established a radio station on the Isle of Wight, England. 
In the same year, in the US, Tesla applied for two key radio patents, which were 
issued in early 1900. The text on the stamp in Figure 5.21 states it that it shows 
the “Marconi/Kemp experiments 1897”. An oscillator and spark transmitter are 
shown. This stamp comes from a set of four, entitled Broadcasting anniversaries. 
The stamp is a lens, as the method of use of the equipment is not illustrated, and 
also for the fact that Kemp, Marconi's assistant in the early 1900s, gets a mention.

Figure 5.21: Great Britain, 1972. Marconi/Kemp experiments 1897. 
Gibbons catalogue # 912. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Marconi claims to have received a radio signal transmitted from Poldhu in 
Cornwall (UK) in St. John's, Newfoundland, in 1901, although this is disputed. 
The claims of Marconi's signal and case against it are still discussed. In 1904, 
the US Patent Office reversed its decision, awarding Marconi a patent for the 
invention of radio, possibly influenced by Marconi's financial backers in the US, 
who included Thomas Edison and Andrew Carnegie. This also allowed the US 
Government, among others, to avoid having to pay the royalties that were being 
claimed by Tesla for use of his patents.

Marconi’s achievements have been recorded by four of the ten countries in this 
study. The United States identified Marconi’s spark coil and spark in its 1973 
Progress in Electronics issue (Figure 5.22). The message of the three stamps, all 
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with illustrations of electronic equipment, was to record development towards 
transistors and a printed circuit board, which was the current technology of 
the 1970s.

Figure 5.22: United States, 1973. Progress in electronics. Scott catalogue 
# 1500. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Marconi has also been shown on stamps by Reunified Germany in 1995, and by 
Ireland in 1995, celebrating the centenary of the first radio transmission and 
recognising him as the inventor of radio (Figures 5.23 and 5.24). Both stamps use 
a classic photograph of Marconi with his equipment. The stamps are so similar 
that one suspects the two postal authorities have colluded in the design. Great 
Britain used the same image in Figure 5.20. The Irish stamp was issued se-tenant, 
as shown, with a stamp of the same value showing a radio dial. Both stamps are 
mirrors, a note on history, as the images are familiar. However, the Irish stamp 
may be the more pertinent, as Marconi’s major transmission achievements were 
conducted from West Ireland, from the major purpose-built first transmitter, so 
perhaps also a lens perspective, although I have not been able to find this fact 
recorded philatelically.

Figure 5.23: Germany, 1995. Guglielmo Marconi, centenary of first radio 
transmission. Gibbons Catalogue # 2638. 
Source: Author’s collection.
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Figure 5.24: Éire, 1995. Centenary of radio, Guglielmo Marconi. Hibernian 
catalogue # C717 and C718. 
Source: Author’s collection.

A 1974 West Berlin stamp has introduced an interesting character (Figure 
5.25). As a result of his personal acquaintance with Sir William Henry Preece, 
the head of the English telegraph administration, German engineer Adolf 
Slaby participated with the help of his assistant Georg von Arco, in Marconi's 
experiments with wireless telegraphy across the English Channel from 
1897 (Vyvyan, 1974). Vyvyan writes that Slaby recognised immediately the 
possibilities, and repeated the experiments in Berlin, winning the interest of the 
government and the military. This stamp is understated, with the named portrait 
and a background representation of wireless waves. It has to be assumed that 
the issuing authority expected the public to know the name and achievements 
of Adolf Slaby. The stamp is a mirror; it does not appear to challenge unless you 
know some of the story.

Figure 5.25: West Berlin, 1974. The 125th birth anniversary of Adolf 
Slaby (1849–1913). Gibbons catalogue # B450. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Flight

The history of flight has been faithfully recorded by postal authorities with the 
implied, and sometimes again stated, fact that their claimant is deserving of the 
acknowledgement of having achieved a first in the world history of flight.

Furvin Kryakutnoy was an early-eighteenth century Russian inventor. For a 
while it was thought he may have invented the hot air balloon 50 years before 
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the Montgolfier brothers. Figure 5.26 shows an image which may honour 
Kryakutnoy. However, the Gibbons’ Russia catalogue notes that “there is 
considerable doubt over the identity of the balloonist involved … and the date 
of the event” (Stanley Gibbons Publications, 2010, part 10, p. 73). As the stamp 
challenges thought, it is a lens.

Figure 5.26: Russia, 1956. 225th anniversary of first balloon flight in 
1731 by Furvin Kryakutnoy. Gibbons catalogue # 2034. 
Source: Author’s collection.

In 2006, France issued a set of six stamp, Flying machine, which included a 
stamp celebrating the achievements of Jean-Marie Le Bris (1817–1872) (Figure 
6.27). Le Bris, a naval officer, built a glider inspired by the shape of the albatross 
and named L'Albatros artificiel (“the artificial albatross”). During 1856, he flew 
briefly on the beach of Sainte-Anne-la-Palud (Finistère), by being pulled by a 
running horse, facing towards the wind so that people could not say he flew 
using the wind. He flew higher than his point of departure, , reportedly to a 
height of 100 metres for a distance of 200 metres, a first for heavier-than-air 
flying machines. The illustrations of the glider shapes invoke, in this observer, 
a fascination for the time and the events: this stamp is a lens. 

Figure 5.27: France, 2006. Flying machines, from a set of six, Jean Marie 
Le Bris. WNS numbering system # FR120.06. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The East German Democratic Republic staked its claim in 1991, publishing a set 
of four stamps with the title Historic flying machines designs, including Da Vinci 
sketches. Otto Lilienthal (1848–1896) was a German pioneer of human aviation 
who became known as the Glider King. He was the first person to make well-
documented, repeated, successful gliding flights. He followed an experimental 
approach established earlier by Sir George Cayley. Newspapers and magazines 
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published photographs of Lilienthal gliding, favorably influencing public and 
scientific opinion about the possibility of flying machines becoming practical. 
The German Glider King was a pioneer of human aviation, the first person to 
make controlled untethered glides repeatedly and the first to be photographed 
flying a heavier-than-air machine. He made about 2,000 glides prior to his death 
on 10 August 1896 from injuries taken during a glider crash the day before. 
Figure 5.28 shows a Lilienthal glider from two perspectives and names him as the 
celebrated designer. This is another stamp full of intriguing detail, again a lens.

Figure 5.28: DDR, 1990. Historic flying machines design, Otto Lilienthal. 
Gibbons catalogue E3010. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 5.29 shows two stamps from an airmail set of 11 with the portraits and 
the images of the flying machines of Lilienthal and von Zeppelin, another 
German celebrated in history for his airships. These two stamps are very early 
examples of a scientific or technical context being added to the portrait that 
dominates the image. During my study, the trend emerges whereby the stamp 
image changes from the person being the pre-eminent focus of the message to the 
context becoming equally important, adding an awareness factor to the message. 
These are mirrors, given the dominance of the portrait and the familiarity of the 
images of glider and airship.
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Figure 5.29: Germany, 1934. Otto Lilienthal (1848–1896) and Count 
Ferdinand von Zeppelin (1838–1917). Gibbons Catalogue # 535 and 536.
Source: Author’s collection.

During the period 1948–1990, the West Berlin postal authority maintained a 
careful equilibrium with respect to Cold War politics and issued a set of four 
stamps in 1978 celebrating Aviation History, that included Otto Lilienthal and 
the Wright Brothers on equal footing. The images show Lilienthal under a set 
of glider wings, dated 1891, and bi-plane model of the Wright Brothers, dated 
1909 (Figure 5.30). All the stamps in the set name the celebrant and subject.

Figure 5.30: Germany, 1978. Otto Lilienthal and the Wright Brothers. 
Gibbons catalogue # 8548 and 8549. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Australia also has a candidate for the first flight by a heavier-than-air vehicle. 
In 1994, Australia Post issued a set of four stamps celebrating aviation feats. 
Three of the celebrants were aviators, but Lawrence Hargrave (1850–1915) 
was an experimental design scientist. The Australian inventor of the box-kite 
linked four of his kites together, added a sling seat, and flew 16 feet in 1894. By 
demonstrating to a skeptical public that it was possible to build a safe and stable 
flying machine, Hargrave opened the door to other inventors and pioneers. The 
achievement is shown in Figure 5.31. The design is rather busy, incorporating 
box-kite designs from two perspectives, early wing designs, a portrait, and 
the naming of Hargrave. The date of the flight is shown in large letters but in 
a rather neutral colour from the background design. The design is modern, 
emphasising both the man and his machine. This is a page of history, perhaps, 
not well known to the Australian public and therefore is a lens.



The Representation of Science and Scientists on Postage Stamps 

168

Figure 5.31: Australia, 1994. Centenary of an aviation feat, Lawrence 
Hargrave. Renniks’ catalogue # 1441. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Hargrave devoted most of his life to constructing a machine that would fly.  
He believed passionately in open communication within the scientific community 
and would not patent his inventions. Instead, he scrupulously published the 
results of his experiments in order that a mutual interchange of ideas may take 
place with other inventors working in the same field, so as to expedite joint 
progress. While the Wright brothers denied that they owed anything to Hargrave, 
his discovery of the cellular kite and his investigations into the superiority of 
curved wing surfaces played an important part in European experimental work, 
which culminated in the first public flight by Santos-Dumont in France in 1906.

Alberto Santos Dumont (1873–1932) appears within the same French set of six 
Flying machines as Le Bris. The design incorporates four perspectives of the 
vehicle he demonstrated, named Demoiselle, and Dumont’s name. Figure 5.32 
combines the attributes of a mirror and also a lens into the history of flight.

Figure 5.32: France, 2006. Flying Machines, Alberto Dumont. WNS 
numbering system # FR119.06. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Within the millennium issue of New Zealand is the challenging stamp shown 
in Figure 5.33. It was issued as a part of a set of six in 1999 and included in 
a miniature sheet in 2000. The stamp celebrates the inventiveness of Richard 
William Pearse (1877–1953). The text describing the stamp in the 1999 Yearbook 
of New Zealand Post, intrigues; “Though the first recognised flight by a heavier-
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than-air machine was that of the Wright Brothers in Flyer 1 on 17 December 
1903 that flight may not have been the first” (Di Somma, 1999, p. 66). This 
millennium stamp uses as its main image the drawing of Pearse’s airplane. Telling 
the message are a logo of New Zealand, used for the millennium issues, and the 
words “leading the way” and “powered flight c. 1903”. This stamp challenges 
the status quo, and is a lens.

Figure 5.33: New Zealand, 1999. Millennium issue (Series V), Leading the 
way, powered flight c. 1903. Campbell Paterson catalogue # SH104. 
Source: Author’s collection.

George Bruce Bolt (1893–1963), an aircraft pioneer and chief engineer of Air 
New Zealand, undertook initial research into the achievements of aviation 
pioneer and inventor Richard Pearse during the late 1950s and early 1960s. 
More recently, Geoffrey Rodliffe has pursued the Pearse story and the claim 
that his flights pre-dated those of the Wright Brothers (Rodliffe, 2008). Pearse 
is shown in Figure 5.34 in a stamp from a set of six New Zealand achievers. It is 
an image very much like the Lilienthal image in Figure 6.29. It is the man who 
is celebrated, his machine is added to provide the context; this is a lens because 
of the controversial claims made for Pearse:

Pearse must be the first and the only aviator who had at that time 
designed his own unique internal combustion engine; and designed his 
own aircraft (pre-dating the microlight by about seventy years). He built 
both the engine and aircraft in his secluded elementary workshop with 
minimal assistance, enabling him to make a number of flights piloting 
the aircraft himself (Rodliffe, 2008).
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Figure 5.34: New Zealand, 1990. The Achievers, Richard Pearse. 
Campbell Paterson catalogue # SH28. 
Source: Author’s collection.

The United States has celebrated the Wright Brothers’ initial controlled flight 
three times since 1928. The first time was to mark the International Civil 
Aeronautics Conference held in Washington, DC during December 1928. The 
issue also served as the 25th anniversary of the Wrights’ first flight of 17 
December, 1903. The format of the stamps follow United States Postal Service 
convention of the times. Figure 5.35 includes “US Postage” as an index, and 
the value (in figures in the bottom corners) constitute the indexation. The 
name of the conference is also given, as are the conference dates. The location 
shown with Congress and Washington Memorial images either side of images of 
airplanes. The 2 cent stamp shows Kitty Hawk, the Wright’s vehicle, and a later 
biplane superimposed over a globe to represent the international aspect of the 
conference. The stamps are mirrors of the event.

Figure 5.35: United States, 1928. International Civil Aeronautics 
Conference, Washington and 25th anniversary of the Wrights’ first flight. 
Scott catalogue # 649 and 650. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Sketch representations of Orville and Wilbur Wright are shown on three 
stamps of the United States in 1949 and 1978. Figure 5.36 was issued as a part 
of the Millennium series of US stamps. The stamp is worth looking at from two 
perspectives. First, it is an example of very few stamps that have been printed 
with an explanation of the main image on the obverse side. Second, the way the 
image has been drawn seems to show a flight that reached several hundred feet. 
The first flight did not. The stamp is a lens.
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Figure 5.36: United States, 1998. Celebrate the century, the 1900s. 
The front and back of the stamp celebrate Kitty Hawk and the Wright 
Brothers. Scott catalogue # 3182g. 
Source: Author’s collection.

Figure 5.37 seems to take the Wright Brothers first flight even higher, to a 
height where the earth’s curvature is clearly visible. This stamp celebrates the 
centenary of the first flight. It is a mirror of the event.

Figure 5.37: United States, 2003. Centenary of first flight. Scott 
catalogue # 3783. 
Source: Author’s collection.

It is clear that in pursuing their objectives of telling their nations’ stories, 
particularly historical stories, postal authorities look to scientific achievement 
as a viable conduit for their messages. Aircraft provide such a vehicle in an 
immediately recognisable context. None of the claims examined has been beyond 
reason. Such claims are made and substantiated through publication and remain 
in circulation for as long as stamps are saved in collections and are included in 
the annual update of the country’s catalogue of stamp issues. 

To conclude this section of my analysis, I need to add a post-script. Merton 
(1957) describes the most extreme level of deviant behaviour, that of seeking 
to be recognised as being the first in science, through fraud. To illustrate one 
example of this behaviour my study needs to step outside of the ten countries 
being examined, to South Korea (Figure 5.38). I have to acknowledge that the 
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dubious nature of the celebration was unknown at the time of issue. The stamp 
shown in Figure 5.38 is semiotically rich. The design incorporates as indices the 
South Korea name and emblem, the year of issue and achievement as 2005. The 
left-hand side of the stamp incorporates laboratory equipment, the title of the 
issue, and a magnified illustration of a medical procedure involving a stem cell. 
But what makes this a hard-edged lens is the sequence of events, which shows 
a disabled person in a wheelchair, presumably after treatment with human-
cloned embryonic stem-cells, through four phases of recovery to a place where 
a normal life is possible.

Figure 5.38: South Korea, 2005. The successful establishment of human 
cloned embryonic stem cells. WNS system # KR005.5. 
Source: Author’s collection.

In its January 2006 issue, in a section called “science in culture”, Nature 
magazine looked at the story behind the falsification of stem-cell research of 
Korean scientist Woo Suk Hwang, and the issue of the stamp shown above, in 
an article entitled “Stamping his Authority: The Hwang scandal highlights the 
dangers of hyping science”. Martin Kemp, the author of the article, concludes 
by stating: “the question raised by the stamp and other such visual and verbal 
hype is whether it is now possible to become a big beast in the jungle of science 
without becoming ensnared in the perilous mechanisms of celebrity” (Kemp, 
2006, p. 396). Kemp endorses Merton’s assertion about institutions promulgating 
priorites when he writes:

Hwang’s rise involved celebrity-minded scientists, state bodies in South 
Korea concerned with national prestige, funding agencies accountable 
to government masters, educational institutions bent on international 
competition, and journalists intent on good stories. They came 
together in a complex symbiosis to create a distorted image of scientific 
achievement (Kemp, 2006, p. 396).

Merton’s 1957 paper has been shown to be relevant today and, indeed, the 
images and stories described in this section could well be used to illustrate his 
paper. Looking at the question of who was first and the scientists featured on 
postage stamps through the mirror or lens perspective shows that the scientist 
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and his achievement can be used either as a reflection of reality or as a prompt 
to further enquiry or thought. It depends on the overall message the designer 
wants to tell. 

A University of Pittsburgh paper prompts me to add an additional thought 
concerning the visual representation of science and the use of images:

Given the prevalence of visual representations in scientific discourse, 
it begins to seem that if these visual representations are to be taken 
seriously as genuine parts of scientific discourse, they will have to 
be understood to express claims, (Visual representations in science 
(abstract) philsci-archive, 2006).

Given that this study is seeking to understand the representation of science and 
scientists on postage stamps, I endorse the proposition that they are genuine 
parts of scientific discourse. In the next chapter, I examine the heroes of science 
celebrated on stamps.
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