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We philatelists have a habit of mainly concerning 
ourselves with what appears on the face of a stamp. 
But on a small fraction of the million-plus different 
postage stamps issued to date around the world 
you’ll find something other than just blank paper 
and maybe gum—and I don’t mean a hinge!

Here’s a sample of some of the interesting and 
unexpected things you can discover just by turning  
stamps over.



A brief outline of categories being presented:

• Advertising

• Coinage

• Counters

• Descriptors

• Philatelic Marks

• Security

• Stamp Production

• Technology



In the beginning… It should come as no surprise 
that Great Britain, the originator of the postage 
stamp, would be the first to experiment with stamp 
underprints.  Pilfering of stamps from businesses by 
employees was rampant.  The Post Office offered to 
print a company’s name on the reverse of a stamp 
in the color of the stamp, before gumming, to prove 
its ownership.  Only five companies took part in the 
program, which ran from 1866-1882.  Perkins, 
Bacon and Co. underprinted stamps until 1879, and 
De La Rue and Co. in the latter three years.

Origins



J. and C. Boyd & Co. 1866-1880 (Warehousemen)

W. H. Smith and Son 1867-1880 (Newsagents, stationers and booksellers)

Copestake, Moore, Crampton, & Co. 1867-1882
(Mail order company)

Oxford Union Society 1871-1880 (Oxford University debating society)

Great Eastern Railway 1873-1880 (Railway company)

Origins



The idea caught on and several firms made their 
own unofficial underprints by printing on top of the 
gum in black ink.  Most were on Victorian issues,

Origins

but at least two firms are 
known on Edward VII and 
George V stamps.  An 
example of a printing roller 
offered for sale is here.  
Perfins eventually became 
the preferred anti-theft 
way to mark stamps. 



A few unofficially printed examples are below.
Origins



Advertising

Pears’ Soap advertisements were unofficially 
printed on the gum side of some British stamps 
from the 1880s by De La Rue and Company.  

Advertising



Perhaps knowing about GB’s Pears’ stamps, New 
Zealand Post and Telegraph saw money to be 
made.  In July, 1892 an ₤800 contract was awarded 
to three businessmen to solicit advertisers and 
provide electrotype settings for the future printing of 
advertisements on the pre-gummed reverse of the 
current set of definitives from 1d to 1 shilling.  Three 
different advert settings were used on sheets of 240 
stamps each.  Black, blue, brown, red brown, red, 
green or lilac inks were used, with ads offering a 
wide variety of everyday products and services.

Advertising



The first ad stamps were available in post offices in 
February 1893.  

Advertising



The campaign was a flop for the post office, 
cancelled after only 7½ months into the three year 
contract.  The public was appalled that they were 
forced to view ads when licking a stamp.  The ad ink 
and stamp gum did not bond well, resulting in 
partially sticking stamps, often needing brushed-on 
gum to adhere to an envelope.

Advertising



Backing paper on die cut stamps and their peelable 
sheet were the perfect place for advertising.   

Advertising



Between 1962-67 the French pharmaceutical firm 
Laboratoire Veyron-Froment of Marseilles prepared 
mail to doctors advertising their products, including 
inexpensive stamps that they underprinted. 

Advertising



Be on the lookout for stamps from this time period 
for examples like these, which command high 
premiums when identified properly.

Advertising

arthrodont-
dental 

hygiene 
toothpaste

Viberol 
tyrothricine-
skin drying 

agent



A large lot of Veyron-Froment underprints.
Advertising



Tourism was the theme of this 1971 issue from 
Mauritius in the Indian Ocean extoling its natural 
wonders on the depicted scenes as well as related 
text on each reverse, a veiled advertisement.

Advertising



Several sets from Norfolk Islands die                     
cut shaped stamps of 1978 featured                       
backings promoting the country.

Advertising



Coinage

Paper coinage was issued on an emergency basis 
several times in the twentieth century due to 
dwindling or non-existent metal supply.

Although produced primarily as change, they were 
eventually tolerated for use as postage.

Coinage



A coin shortage in Russia in 1915 necessitated 
three Romanov definitive stamp designs familiar 
with the public to be printed on thin perforated card-
board as a replacement.

Coinage

The reverse translates to, 
“Having circulation on par 
with silver subsidy coins” 
and bears the Imperial 
arms insignia.



Lower denomination stamp coins were needed in 
1916-17, “on par with copper coins.”

Coinage



Ukraine declared its independence after the 
breakup of the Russian Empire.  On April 18, 1918, 
the country issued cardboard stamps as currency.

Coinage

common 
reverse



Counters

Various countries have added counter numbers on 
the reverse of coil stamps at regular intervals to 
help clerks determine how many remain on the roll 
for accounting purposes.  Numbers are printed on 
the reverse either before or after the gum, counting 
backwards from the highest number on the roll at 
various intervals depending on the post office’s 
wishes, every 5, 10, etc.  

Counters



Some examples.
Counters

Germany 
1959

France 
1985

Sweden 
1974

Switzerland 
1970

Germany 
2006



Descriptors

Of all the things you can find on the reverse of a 
stamp, an explanation or further details of what is 
depicted is most likely what is written.  

Descriptors



Portugal’s 1895 “Ascension of St Anthony of Padua” 
set of 10 stamps is one of the earliest, all bearing a 
common Latin reverse, quoting St. Bonaventure.

Descriptors

Centenary of Saint Anthony

1195 * 1895 

Oh blessed tongue, that ever 

praised the Lord, and led others to 

praise Him;  now it is clear how 

great are your merits before God.  

St. Bonaventure



Hungary’s 1925 set depicts sports, but it’s not until 
you read the message on the back that mentions a 
100% surtax is added in support of sporting groups.

Descriptors

Valid from 4/27-

12/31, printing 

of 133,738 sets.

(issue 

includes the 

world’s first 

Scouting 

stamp, 1000 

krona value)



Montenegro’s 1943 Italian occupation issue honors 
Peter Petrovich Nyegosh and his National Poem.

Descriptors



Numerous stamps and sets have additional details 
underneath them, way too many to show here, but 
would make a challenging area to collect.

Descriptors



Philatelic Marks

Post-production philatelic identification marks can 
be broken down in three categories based on who 
made it:

• Collector marks- the owner or former owner of a 
stamp

• Dealer marks- the seller of the stamp

• Expert mark- guarantor of a stamp’s genuineness

Philatelic Marks



Each owner of the 
world’s rarest and 
most famous stamp, 
the British Guiana 1 
cent magenta, left their 
mark on the back...

Philatelic Marks



Dealers have left their mark...
Philatelic Marks



As have stamp expertizers…
Philatelic Marks



Security

Stamp counterfeiting has been a problem since the 
first use of postage stamps.  In some cases post 
office stock was stolen or ravaged by war, needing 
some addition to newer stock to differentiate 
stamps.  Postal administrations have come up with 
several ways to imprint the reverse of their stamps 
as a security measure, known as control marks.

Security



Security

Greece 1875 issue- denomination imprint Sweden 1886 issue- post horn design

Queensland 1895 issue- moiré pattern Brazil 1941 issue- three vertical green lines

Fiume 1918 issue- name pattern

Lebanon 1957 issue- line design



At the turn of the twentieth century Spain started to 
print long numbers on the back of its stamps.  Why?  
Thievery from post offices, with stolen stamps being 
taken to other parts of the country.  Government 
agents would frequent tobacco shops and alike to 
make sure only mint stamps with numbers allocated 
to their zone were being sold by the business.

Security



Great Britain began a scheme in 1982 selling a 
portion of stamps at a discount.  They were printed 
on the reverse with various designs in light blue for 
accounting purposes.

Security



Stamp Production

The act of printing stamps has had both intentional 
and unintentional effects on what would eventually 
be found on the their reverse.

Stamp Production



Let’s start with the paper itself.  More advanced 
collectors will note that certain issues were printed 
on different types of paper, some recognizable by 
what can be found on a stamp’s reverse.

Stamp Production

Bavaria 1875 issue- silk thread paper granite paper quadrille paper



Paper was often in short supply during times of war.  
Latvia is best known for recycling unusual “papers.”

Stamp Production

German 
military maps 
were used on 
the country’s 
first stamps in 
1918.  At least 
141 different 
map types of 
the region 
were used.

12 rows of 19 stamps/sheet



Later issues were printed on banknote paper stock.
Stamp Production

5 rouble 1919 Latvian Soviet 

government banknote 

10 mark Bermondt-Avalof

army forces banknote 

partially reconstructed 10 

rouble Bolshevik banknote



The act of printing can leave behind traces of ink in 
reverse on the back known as “set-off.”

Stamp Production



Technology

Stamps implement advancing technology to assist 
in all aspects of postal activities. 

Technology



Great    
Britain 
added 
graphite 
lines on the 
back of 1957 
definitives to 
aid in letter 
orientation 
for machine 
canceling.

Technology



This 2012 French souvenir sheet has a bar code on 
the reverse for use by postal clerks to use at check-
out. It was moved to the face in 2014. 

Technology



I hope you enjoyed this presentation on things that 
can be found on the reverse of postage stamps.  
There are certainly more out there!

Additional Online Resources
• http://www.underprints.com/

• https://www.barrell.co.uk/pages/protective-overprint-and-underprints

• https://www.filatelia.fi/experts/index.html

http://www.underprints.com/
https://www.barrell.co.uk/pages/protective-overprint-and-underprints
https://www.filatelia.fi/experts/index.html

