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upcycled postage stamp artwork by Su Mwamba

This is the story of a notebook collage 
that followed a slightly moody colour 
pattern and turned out a little darker 
than intended...

This collage began with a combination 
of two stamps whose colours blended 
beautifully together.  The heather and 
moss palette of the finished piece with 
deepening lavender-slate sky reminds 
me of a highland landscape...  
Unfortunately, I was paying so much 
attention to the colour blending during 
the composition stage that I genuinely 
failed to notice a little row of riflemen 
lining up to take shots at the centre left 
critter (mongoose?) until after I had 
glued them into position!  (Apologies to 
anybody whose sensibilities this 
unfortunate adjacency might offend.) 

Allow me to distract you from this 

unintended tableau...

The 'critter' stamp is from the Republic 
of Maluku Selatan, a country which I 
had never heard of.  Although I love 
the sense of history inherent to the 
stamps I collage with, geography has 
never been my strong point, so I at first 
assumed that it was simply another gap 
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in my somewhat patchy world 
knowledge.  However, my interest was 
piqued, and a little bit of research 
(okay, Googling) later, I was somewhat 
surprised to discover that the Republic 
of Maluku Selatan does not, in fact, 
exist at all!  

Did the country ever exist? Well, that is 
also an interesting question.  The 
Republic of Maluku Selatan is actually 
a small cluster of islands known as the 
South Moluccas, located in Indonesia. It 
fought for, but never actually gained 
independence. The then-president of 
Indonesia did not recognise the new 
Republic as such and sent in forces to 
overthrow the 'rebel' state.

So, then, did I collage a 'real' postage 
stamp? Apparently, technically not. 
Although postage stamps exist bearing 
the country's name, the designs such as 
the one in my collage overleaf were a 
private issue from the 1950s. They were 
never actually used postally, nor ever 
recognised as official issues by any 
postal authority.  

It appears that the majority of 
philatelists consider the RMS stamps as 
'bogus', and worth little to nothing. 
There are of course always collectors for 
everything, and I must confess that for 
myself, an intriguing back-story makes 
a big difference to the interest-factor of 
a non-postal postage stamp.  There 

were multiple different issues of stamps 
for the Republic of Maluku Selatan, not 
just the wildlife series I stumbled upon 
by chance.  The fact that somebody was 
tenacious enough to create the stamps 
at all in that particular environment, 
under those particular circumstances 
seems to me worthy of some level of 
recognition. Although never used 
postally, the determination of intent 
surely counts for something!

Investigating stamps from 'countries 
that don't exist' is a fascinating if 
sometimes confusing activity, with a 
whole host of reasons why the stamps 
themselves exist, whether or not the 
countries do.  Take Nagaland, for 
example:  

Nagaland is not a country but a state in 
northeast India, which has suffered 
much political upheaval over the years. 
Evidence suggests it is unlikely that 
stamps such as those shown above were 
created by a separatist faction as a 
statement of their political 
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independence.  It seems unlikely, in 
fact, that these stamps ever had any 
real connection with the region at all. 

I was actually quite shocked by the 
results of my research into the origin of 
Nagaland's stamps. It seems the 
popular belief is that they were 
produced by a British businessman 
named Clive Feigenbaum (apparently 
notorious in philatelic circles).  While 
it's not uncommon for postage stamps 
to be printed outside of their issuing 
country, it would appear that in this 
case, Feigenbaum initiated the printing 
and the distribution of Nagaland's 
stamps with no intention of them ever 
being used in their alleged country of 
origin. His intent, instead, was to cash 

in on a supposed philatelic value which 
he both created and fulfilled within the 
stamp market himself.  Although not 
technically forgery, Feigenbaum's 
stamps were produced solely with the   
intention to defraud and to make 
personal profit.  His legacy also 
includes stamps printed for various 
other countries with deliberate errors, 
in order to falsely inflate market value. 

The postage stamps of Occusi-Ambeno, 
have yet another kind of story to tell.  
It's a real place (although the name in 
this form can no longer be found on a 
map); but it is not a country in its own 
right, nor was it ever.  It is a part of 
East Timor, which has its own 
turbulent history.  As a 'country', the 
Sultanate of Occusi-Ambeno is the 
product of an artist/anarchist/hoaxer 
named Bruce Grenville (or Bruce 
Henderson) and exists only on a website 
and (non-)postage stamps of his 
creation. 

Working as part of a collective based in 
New Zealand, Grenville created an 
entire fictional history for the 
Sultanate. Why? An exercise in satire, 
and the promotion of libertarian ideals. 
The first stamps were issued in 1968, 
with the most recent listed on the 
website from 2007. There are even 
additional issues from the independent 
'provinces' of Occussi-Ambeno!  The 
stamps are apparently still available 
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from the Occussi-Ambeno Overseas 
Philatelic Bureau (a P.O. Box in 
Auckland, New Zealand)...

While Grenville's are quite evidently 
'bogus' stamp issues by any definition, 
they seem to have more in common 
with Fluxus and the mail art movement 
than with Feigenbaum's output: 
artistamps rather than charlatanism 
per se. I will still avoid including them 
in my collages, though!

I wonder where in the world my stamp 
art will lead me next? While I wait to 
see what turns up in my stamp box, I 
will be perusing the books below and 
discovering...who knows where? 
Nowherelands: An Atlas of Vanished 
Countries by Bjorn Berge
Lost Countries: Exotic Tales from an Old
Stamp Album by
Stuart Laycock
& Chris West
An Atlas of
Countries that
Don't Exist by
Nick Middleton 
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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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