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There are two different approaches one can take to tackle the 
ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎǘŀƳǇǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƻǊΧ

üThe Scientific- discussing colorimetry, colloidal systems of 
fine pigment particles dispersed in a solvent (otherwise 
known as ink!), additive and subtractive color systems, X-ray 
diffraction to determine composition, spectral analysis, etc.  
For something like that, do a Google search and have fun.

ƻǊΧ

üThe Relatable- something understandable by everyone.         
LŦ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ you, continue on!

A good site ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘΧ http://inventorartist.com/primary-colors/
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Take a good look at this stamp.   
What color is it?  Purple, dark purple, 
lilac, grape?  Are you sure?  How did 
you decide?  How do stamp printers 
and catalogs describe its color?  This 
brief presentation explores the role 
color plays in our philatelic hobby.

üWhat is Color?
ü Describing Color
ü Stamp Inks
ü Printer Samples

ü Stamp Color Guides
ü Comparing Catalog 

Colors
ü Fun with Stamp Color
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As defined on the Crayola 
ŎǊŀȅƻƴ ǿŜō ǎƛǘŜΣ άColor is the 
aspect of things that is caused 
by differing qualities of light 
being reflected or emitted by 
them.  To see color, you have to 
have light.  When light shines 
on an object some colors 
bounce off the object and 
others are absorbed by it.  Our 
eyes only see the colors that 
are bounced off or reflectedΦέ https:// www.crayola.com
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Start with the primary colors 
of blue, red and yellow.  
Mixing these make others-
blue and red make purple, 
red and yellow make orange, 
yellow and blue make green, 
and so on.  Back in grade 
school you probably learned 
ǘƘŜ ŀŎǊƻƴȅƳ άwh¸D.L±έ ǘƻ 
help remember the order of 
the color spectrum.
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So, how can one describe a color?  Think about it.  While there 
are basic color names whose origins are perhaps lost to history, 
ƭƛƪŜ άǿƘƛǘŜΣέ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻƭƻǊ ǎƘŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƴŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ 
ŦƭƻǊŀΣ Ŧŀǳƴŀ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎΣ ƭƛƪŜΧ
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The color pallet of Renaissance artists 
was created by mixing oils and 
natural ingredients from plants and 
animals.  One of the red pigments 
was made from cochineal beetles 
found on oak twigs.  The color 
"Carmine lake" comes from the Latin 
word carminiumfrom Sanskrit krmija
(red dye) produced by a worm 
krmi=worm and from Latin 
minium=cinnabar/red lead.

7



An early effort to standardize the 
nomenclature of color was by 
German mineralogist Abraham 
GottlobǿƘƻ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ ά²ŜǊƴŜǊΩǎ 
Nomenclature of ColoursΦέ  Lƴ 
1814 it was updated by Scottish 
painter Patrick Symewho added 
color swatches using DƻǘǘƭƻōΩǎ
specs.  It was used by scientists 
and naturalists to describe the 
world around them.  Printers used 
it to help identify ink colors.

Page through the English 1821 edition 
of the book online at: 
https://archive.org/stream/gri_c0003
3125012743312?ui=embedand 
additional info at 
http:// www.openculture.com/2018/0
9/an-interactive-online-version-of-
werners-nomenclature-of-
colours.html
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The book had color tiles to compare the 
item in question with.  It was found so 
useful that Charles Darwin referred to his 
second edition copy to describe the flora 
and fauna he found on his various 
expeditions around the world.  Some of 

these color 
names found 
their way into 
stamp printer 
vernacular.

9



Fast forward to 1840 and the 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 
postage stamps.  The 
consideration of their color was 
secondary only to the design 
itself.  Black and blue were 
eventually decided on in part 
to best display the engraving 
artistry of the design and make 
them readily noticeable on an 
envelope.

The Line Engraved Postage Stamps of Great Britain, Bacon, 1920  http://www.gbps.org.uk/information/downloads/files/postage-stamps/The%20Line-
Engraved%20Postage%20Stamps%20of%20Great%20Britain,%20Vol%201%20-%20Edward%20Denny%20Bacon%20(1920).pdf 10

http://www.gbps.org.uk/information/downloads/files/postage-stamps/The Line-Engraved Postage Stamps of Great Britain, Vol 1 - Edward Denny Bacon (1920).pdf


Within a month of their May release, 
a problem developed.  Powder of 
creosote was being used to remove 
the red ink used to cancel the 
stamps.  A black colored ink formula 
was then tried, again without 
success.  On June 27 Rowland Hill 
wrote, άI shall prepare a report on 
the subject of obliteration, and 
propose to adapt (sic) a light colour
for the penny stampsΦέ
ϝ ά¢ƘŜ [ƛƴŜ 9ƴƎǊŀǾŜŘ tƻǎǘŀƎŜ {ǘŀƳǇǎ ƻŦ DǊŜŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ǾƻƭΦ мΣέ .ŀŎƻƴΣ ǇǇ фл-91  

wŜŘ ŎŀƴŎŜƭ ƛƴƪ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀΥ м ǇƻǳƴŘ ǇǊƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜŘ ƛƴƪΣ м Ǉƛƴǘ 
linseed oil, 1/2 pint sweet oil droppings, all mixed well*

.ƭŀŎƪ ŎŀƴŎŜƭ ƛƴƪ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀΥ ōƭŀŎƪ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǇǊŜǎǎ ǇǊƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƪϝ
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¢Ƙǳǎ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ǘƘŜ άwŀƛƴōƻǿ 
¢ǊƛŀƭǎΣέ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ 
using different stamp ink 
formulations on different 
papers tested against various 
cancellation inks to determine 
the best combination to 
prevent stamp re-use.
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¢ƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭ άǿƛƴƴŜǊέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
trials was, as Hill expected, a 
lighter colored stamp that could 
become well cancelled with black 
ƛƴƪΣ ǘƘŜ мŘ άǇŜƴƴȅ ǊŜŘΦέ  ¢ƘŜ 
initial printing came from the 
same seven penny black plates, 
numbers 1A, 2, 5, 8, 9, 10, and 11. 
Plates 12 to 177 were used to 
print further imperf penny reds 
with corner alphabet sets I and II.
Later printed block from plate 132 onward based on the margin star

13



But what color was it?

Like its predecessors, these 
were printed by Perkins, Bacon 
and Company. Claimed to be 
άǇƛƴƪέ ōȅ WΦ .Φ .ŀŎƻƴΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ 
ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ άrose-pink, 
prussiate of potash, cochineal, 
carbonate of potash, and ƻƛƭΦά  
The result was red-brown, but 
ǘƘŜ ƴƛŎƪƴŀƳŜ άǇŜƴƴȅ ǊŜŘέ 
stuck and is used to this day.
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/ƻƭƻǊ ǎƘŀŘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎŀǳǎŜǎΧ

ü inks and oils used obtained from 
different sources

üwrong ink formulations mixed

üabsorbency of the paper

üviscosity of the ink when applied

ü temperature and humidity of the 
printing room

üoxidation of ink over time

üchemical alteration after printing
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Put yourself in the shoes of a stamp printer a century ago and 
even today.  How could you best display your work to 
prospective clients and standardize specific colors by combining 
inks to be used in their various issues?

Χ .ȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ άŘǳƳƳȅ ǎǘŀƳǇǎΦέ  ¢ƘŜ 
following pages give a representative look at these from several 
British and US printing firms.
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American Bank Note Company (USA)
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Bradbury Wilkinson (Great Britain)
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Thomas De La Rue (Great Britain)
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Thomas De La Rue (Great Britain)
Samples made to distribute to printers taking 
over the Machin De La Rue production contract.
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Harrison and Son (Great Britain)

Twenty color variation cards of both designs in each pocket.  
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Harrison and Son (Great Britain)
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So how do stamp catalog 
ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŀ ǎǘŀƳǇΩǎ 
color for their listings and how do 
you tell what color your stamp is?  
Unfortunately, there are no easy 
answers to these basic questions!

23



IŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǇŀƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ мутп 
{ǘŀƴƭŜȅ DƛōōƻƴΩǎ {ǘŀƳǇ /ŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ 
describing worldwide issues, their 
denominations, colors and 
pricing.  The colors listed seem 
rather basic, including those of 
DǊŜŀǘ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ
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As time went on, color names for stamps 
and shades became more descriptive, 
especially when identifying more pricey 
varieties and newer issues.  Stanley 
Dƛōōƻƴǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘ ōȅ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ά! 
/ƻƭƻǳǊ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅέ ƛƴ муфф ŀǎ ŀ ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎ 
naming 200 colors and reproducing 56 
color images in concordance with catalog 
listings.  This booklet underwent two 
revisions published in 1908 and 1913.
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Pages from {ǘŀƴƭŜȅ DƛōōƻƴΩǎ муфф ά! /ƻƭƻǳǊ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΦέ
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Stanley Gibbons teamed up with two 
stamp printers to produce an updated 
ά/ƻƭƻǳǊ DǳƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ {ǘŀƳǇ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƻǊǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
1920s. Perkins, Bacons & Co., Ltd. printed 
100 color reference labels found in the 
booklet.  Attaching the labels was very 
labor intensive. Interestingly the back 
cover refers to Harrisons and Sons, Ltd. as 
the manufacturer of the guide. Colors 
ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ ōȅ tŜǊƪƛƴǎ ǘƻ DƛōōƻƴǎΩΣ 
άŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǎǘŀƳǇǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ōȅ ǳǎ ŀǎ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎΦέ
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Pages from ǘƘŜ мфнлǎ ά/ƻƭƻǳǊ Guide for Stamp Collectorsέ 
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Pages from ǘƘŜ мфнлǎ ά/ƻƭƻǳǊ Guide for Stamp Collectorsέ 
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