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upcycled postage stamp artwork by Su Mwamba

I have a confession to make... When I 
am working on a collage I very rarely 
look at the stamps before I use them.  
What I mean is, I only look at them in 
terms of the colour or colours that they 
represent, and how that fits into my 
overall composition. To me (at this stage 
in the process) they are simply 
rectangular blobs of paint.  And this 
leaves me with a problem...

I'm not a philatelist myself, although I 
will confess to the creation of an ever-
growing 'stamps I like' album. My 

point is, I'm far from any kind of expert 
in the field.  The stamps I have sorted 
out by colour into my 'paint boxes' 
(above) come from clearance lots and old 
albums bought second hand, and I work 
on the assumption that somebody with a 
lot more knowledge than me has first 
picked through to remove anything of 
potential value.

I'm more than happy to work with the 
stamps that have 'flaws', stamps that 
have little tears or creases, stamps that 
are simply too common to be collectible 
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– the stamps that would be at home on 
the philatelist's reject pile. As Edward 
J. Nankivell says in his 1902 treatise, 
Stamp Collecting as a Pastime: 

“They are not the
rarities of the stamp

album. Some are even
regarded as weeds

in the philatelic garden.”  
Seriously, give me a bouquet of daisies 
of dandelions and I will be quite happy!

Once collaged, the flaws become 
unnoticeable: the colours still blend 
nicely with one another, and a spot of 
discolouration or a smudged postmark 
can often be used to great effect within 
a larger composition!  So...what's my 
problem?  My problem is this:

As mentioned above, I'm actually quite 
fond of weeds, and by the by, am not a 
gardener.  I were to do a spot of 
weeding it’s not beyond the realms of 
probability that I would pull up a plain 
green plant but leave a clump of pretty 
flowering weeds to flourish.   Likewise, 
I'm not a philatelist.  I'm pretty sure I 
could recognise a Penny Black, but 
otherwise, I really have no idea what 
has value and what doesn't. 

So what happens once I'm out of the 
composition 'zone', and all my carefully 
selected colours have been glued into 

This is the point at which I look over 
my creation and see which individual 
building blocks have become a piece of 
my design's jigsaw, and if something 
piques my interest, do a little 
investigation into its background. 
Sometimes I see a country I have never 
heard of (usually which no longer 
exists). Sometimes I spot the 
commemoration of something very 
random. And sometimes I find 
something like this...

This particular collage was led by a 
central stamp of bathing hippos from 
Gabon, which blended nicely into the 
almost-reflection of an underwater 
lionfish stamp from Tanzania!   Much 
rummaging provided the necessary 
greens and teals to finish off the 
design.   I thought no more of it until I 
started writing my description for the 
notebook listing online, where I also 
usually catalogue the countries of 
origin for the stamps used.   I noticed 
one that I didn’t recognise, and wasn’t 
immediately identifiable.  
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I'll admit I was slightly alarmed when a 
quick Google search revealed that the 
stamp was from 1850s Tuscany (when it 
was an independent Italian state – who 
knew?!), and that the area:
 

“produced two postage 
stamp issues which are
among the most prized
classic stamp issues of
the world, and include

the most valuable
Italian stamp.”  

So, the Italian equivalent of the Penny 
Black , then. Um...uh oh  …  

 

Can you spot the difference between the 
circled stamp from my collage (previous 
page), and this 1851 Tuscan stamp as 
illustrated on Wikipedia?  

It was with great relief that I read the 
final paragraph of that Wikipedia 
entry:

“Tuscany’s postage stamps 
have been forged numerous 

times for the philatelic 
market. Fernand Serrane 
stated in 1927 that 'a small 
book would be needed to 

describe in detail the more 
than 100 or so counterfeits of 
the first two Tuscany issues'” 

Again, thanks to Google, I found an 
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I found an amazing website that is 
entirely devoted to 'Forgeries of the 
Italian States' (coincidentally named 
forgeriesofItalianstates.com, if you 
wanted to check it out!), and for which I 
owe sincere thanks to the dedicated 
philatelist/s responsible.  After using 
the handy cross-referencing tool, I’m 
now almost completely  convinced that I 
collaged a forgery rather than the 
rarest of Italian stamps.   I’m almost 
sure it was a fake. Honestly, I'm very 
nearly positive...  

Maybe I should have kept that 
particular notebook, 'just in case'.  But 
hopefully the recipient of the notebook 
will simply enjoy using their little work 
of functional art, regardless of that one 
stamp's true provenance, and whether 
or not they are aware of the 'is it or 
isn't it' back story.  I'm sure any value 
it might have had was destroyed with 
the first swipe of glue, but I definitely 
felt a touch of queasiness when I 
realised what I might have done.

And while I still have little-to-no real 
stamp knowledge, this experience has 
encouraged me to double-check my 
'weeds' at the sorting stage of my 
process (before any gluing takes 
place!). Just in case...

N.B. This newsletter has been issued 
retrospectively, and is based on a 
collage & blog post from 2016. - SM

WHO AM I & WHAT AM I DOING HERE? 
I'm a part-time artist living in Derby. 
I've always been obsessed with all 
things postal, and grew up in a home 
where upcycling was second nature. 
Discovering the joy of collage enabled 
me to combine those things with an 
inherent love of colour & landscape. 
Creating original pieces of functional 
art at the same time as preserving 
fragments of history is a uniquely 
satisfying ongoing experiment! 

- Su Mwamba, January 2018  
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