
    
 
 
 
 

 

     

 

 

Thoughts on Thematic Exhibiting  

Don Overstreet  

 
Letôs say youôre one of the majority of the population that doesnôt collect postage stamps and 

by some lucky coincidence you find yourself, both physically and philosophically, attending 

a well-run stamp show with all the trimmings of an auction, a dealer bourse, and a fabulous 

selection of philatelic exhibits.  Youôve never seen such a thing!  Look at all those stamps 

and envelopes with lizards on them!  Or look at this one with all those variations on the 

ñReturn To Senderò handstamp!  Who would have thought you could make such an amazing 

presentation about all of the post offices that arenôt there anymore in some out-of-the-way 

county in Oregon?  Welcome to the world of philatelic exhibiting, and in this particular view, 

the world of thematic exhibiting. 

 

Stamp collectors may be among the most fortunate of hobbyists in the sense that the ways 

one can pursue an interest are many and amazingly varied.  Whether putting together a 

traditional by-the-catalog-numbers album of a certain countryôs issues or mapping the routes 

of early mail carriers in newly created nations, there is often a uniquely personalized 

approach to the effort that can result in tremendous satisfaction and almost endless 

challenges.  For every personôs interest, they can say they do it that way because itôs 

enjoyable and pleasing for them and others who collect that way. 

 

The reasons someone collects in a particular way donôt matter.  The individualôs method of 

putting an organizational framework to use and calling it his or her hobby is really the most 

important thing.  That is, until you show it to someone else.  Whether a fellow collector, your 

brother-in-law, co-workers or your new potential life partner, everybody seems to reserve the 

right to weigh in on your choice of a pastime 

and either has an opinion or just comes out 

and passes judgment one way or another.  

ñYou collect WHAT?ò  ñI have a trash bag 

full of that stuff if you want it!ò  ñThatôs sooo 

cool!ò  Weôve all heard these kinds of 

remarks.  So, why would anyone want to 

emerge from the anonymity of the household 

den and put up an exhibit? 

   
Letôs see.  Iôll spend lots of money and time, put together a selection of some of my favorite 

stamps and covers and then write a detailed narrative of how they all fit into a thematic story.  
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Then Iôll put the pages Iôve created into plastic sleeves and take them to a stamp show and let 

the world look at them?  Certainly, because, if I think highly of what Iôve done, Iôll want 

others to take a look, too!  But I wonôt use everything from my topical collection, no matter 

how nice they are, because thatôs not what constitutes a philatelic exhibit, and clearly not a 

thoughtful thematic exhibit. 

 

A person can be a philatelist without being an exhibitor, but in order to put a successful 

exhibit together one must certainly have a high degree of philatelic knowledge.  To take the 

point a thematic step further, one must combine knowledge of stamps with an expertise in a 

particular topical area to create a story that ties everything together so that even someone 

who isnôt a stamp collector [Yet!] can have a bit of a journey and arrive at the end of the 

exhibit with the thought, ñHey, thatôs really interesting!ò  In one sense itôs just this reaction 

that either the would-be or the veteran exhibitor is trying to elicit. We become something of 

an entertainer when we exhibit, and as anyone whoôs been on stage knows, thereôs nothing 

like applause. 

 

Exhibits may be simple or complex, one frame or many.  Frames are usually sixteen pages, 

so itôs a fairly broad selection of material that can coherently take up ten or more frames.  

The one-frame exhibit is a category unto itself, not unlike the short story.  The aim of the 

exhibitor is always to share an interest, but it is not always done in the context of a 

competition where judges evaluate the efforts, score points and present awards and give the 

exhibitor advice on how to improve the presentation with the idea that the next time they may 

either win an award or a higher level of award. Many stamp shows with exhibits include a 

non-competitive section where collectors simply put their thematic story on display.  

   

Letôs take a look at an award-winning thematic exhibit.  Tom Current , one of the founders 

of the Northwest Philatelic Library, created an 80-page exhibit he 

called ñThe Harp - From Cradle to Cloud.ò  Tom won a Special 

Award and a Multi-Frame Silver Award from the American Topical 

Association, the sponsoring organization.  Tom chose the harp as his 

subject because he was an avid student of the instrument and was 

able to assemble an impressive selection of material that he arranged 

in such a way as to tell the history of the instrument, feature many 

different players and composers, and illustrate a diverse group of 

cancellations, postmarks and cachets.   

 

Tom chose to begin his exhibit with an introductory page showing six stamp images arranged 

around a statement about harps [Figure 1 on the next page].  Not all thematic exhibits need to 

begin this way, but itôs a perfectly acceptable format and an effective way of establishing the 

thematic nature of the story.  Tom then moved on to a very important aspect of the exhibit, 

the Exhibit Plan [Figure 2]. 

 
This Plan is the organizational framework around which the various elements are arranged: 

written material that serves to develop the story the exhibitor is telling, stamps that illustrate 

the text or covers that show a postal history element.  If the Plan describes a part of the story 

in textual form then it must show a related philatelic item.  In Tomôs presentation, a lot  
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of ground is covered in a few pages relating to the history of the instrument in different parts 

of the world [Figure 3].  We see that the harp has many forms and musical traditions, and 

that, in fact, angels play harps!  Many of the pages feature stamps, covers and postal 

markings of Ireland, as is only fitting where the harp is a national symbol. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 1  
Introductory Page : òThe Harp ð From Cradle to Cloudó 
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Figure 2  
The Exhibit P lan : A Roadmap to Telling the Story  
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Figure 3  
History of the Harp in Different Parts of the World: Ireland  
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Throughout the exhibit, Tom follows his Plan carefully, typically letting the philatelic 

material, called ñelements,ò tell the story without lots of explanatory text.  Some of the more 

obscure lines of connection do need a few words to lead the viewer to the relevant aspect, 

such as the tiny images in the coats of arms.  Much of the selection of elements and their 

arrangement are based on decisions about the goals of the exhibit.  If a person is more 

interested in sharing his or her collection in a general way, then many of the órulesô wonôt 

necessarily apply, whereas anyone who wants to stand a chance of winning awards in larger 

competitions must follow very closely the guidelines of the sponsoring organization. 

   

For the exhibitor who would like a step-by-step guide to winning awards, Thematic 

Exhibiting by Wobbe Vegter [2010] is probably the most comprehensive.  This thin volume 

is packed with information in great depth and makes reference to all pertinent rules and 

regulations of various international judging organizations.  While Vegterôs objective is still to 

have fun with exhibiting, he makes it clear that there is an art to the process, which means the 

exhibitor is going to have to be most creative but within the bounds of what is expected. 

 

Among the many ideas in Thematic Exhibiting, one of the most important is understanding 

the complex interaction between expertise and the enthusiasm for and knowledge of a 

particular subject.  Tom Currentôs harp exhibit shows how a knowledgeable collector goes 

about identifying and obtaining interesting elements within his topical area.  If one is a 

sharing kind of exhibitor, the material doesnôt have to be so very rare and expensive.  If one 

is going for the gold, however, the elements for the exhibit must be of a very high level in 

terms of rarity, condition, and philatelic interest while at the same time adhering to the 

structure of telling a coherent story along the lines of the exhibit plan.  One must be able to 

demonstrate a broad philatelic and subject area expertise. 

   

Gathering appropriate elements for a thematic exhibit could take a lot of time and money.  

This is not the thing for the casual collector on a budget if one has aspirations of winning 

medals!  Once committed to the idea of creating an exhibit, the exhibitor must prepare to 

devote more than an ordinary share of time to finding things that fit  into a really first-rate 

story and presentation.  Relationships with philatelic dealers should always be cultivated, but 

when one decides to exhibit, these connections become even more important.  We would all 

like it if dealers called us first with really good stuff, but thatôs where the willingness to part 

with some serious money comes in to bring together perhaps hundreds of top quality stamps, 

covers and ancillary items.  While the monetary value represented in an exhibit should never 

be the first consideration, it goes without saying that thousands of dollars can easily be spent 

before the collector is finished with the accumulation phase. 

   

As important as material is, a valuable source of information to tap is the group of fellow 

collectors, even if they arenôt doing topical collections or exhibits.  Conversations with 

judges at the major or local stamp shows can be very instructive, if only to learn what not to 

do!  Someone who is getting started with an exhibit should look at many finished ones to see 

what it takes to tell the story, look good and win awards. 

 

Iôd like to think I could put together a nice presentation about the history of violins in a 

thematic exhibit.  Finding stamps with violins and related material was what got me back into 



Book Reports July-August 2011    Page 7 
 
 
 
 
 

stamp collecting some years ago after a long period when the collection took a back seat to 

other pursuits.  It just seemed too easy.  There was a small item in The Strad magazine about 

a new issue of stamps from Belgium that included a booklet pane featuring J.S. Bach, a 

violin, a harpsichord and a couple of other items [Scott 1817a].  It was issued on the occasion 

of the opening of the Musical Instrument Museum in Brussels.  Not long after the magazine 

article, I saw a notice of a stamp show here in Portland and went there to see if anyone sold 

that kind of thing.   

 

At the show I was introduced to Judy Packard, a local dealer who 

specialized in topical new issues.  I showed the article to her and her 

immediate response, ñOh, Iôve got that,ò was the beginning.  Only a 

few dollars to get started and by now my violin ñareaò has expanded 

to include performers and composers both on stamps and on cover.  

It wasnôt long after, while having a chat with Tom Current at a 

meeting of the Oregon Stamp Society, that I discovered a way one 

could expand a collection.  It happened that we were talking about 

our pursuits in music and Tom described his harp exhibit and I told 

him about trying to find stamps with violin-related images.  Since 

Tom had acquired numerous items for possible use in his exhibit that 

turned out not to fit, he offered to sell the remainders to me, and in one friendly transaction I 

found many of the issues that now form parts of my own topical pastime. 

   

During a Metro show in Portland a few years ago, I had the pleasure of being part of a 

conversation with Tom and another musical topical collector, Cathy Osborne, who was then 

the U.S. secretary of the Philatelic Music Circle.  This was a British organization [sadly no 

longer with us] devoted to all manner of musical subjects and it turned out we were all 

members.  Tom had brought his harp exhibit along to show to Cathy; it was the first time Iôd 

seen the entire set of pages.  

   

Here I should mention that the elements [stamps, covers and ancillary materials] one has 

accumulated donôt all necessarily belong in an exhibit.  Vetger discusses the basis for judging 

the appropriateness of material for an exhibit.  For me as an example, this would mean that 

stamps issued by Sharjah that have images of Ludwig van Beethoven should not be included 

in a thematic exhibit on the history of the violin since it is primarily a Western European 

musical tradition I would be illustrating.  Beethoven wrote lots of music for the violin, but 

Arabic and African cultures simply donôt have much connection to him. 

   

If I were to go forward with creating a thematic exhibit on the history of the violin, I would 

still want to find quite a lot more in the way of materials other than stamps.  While I have 

managed to find a number of covers that relate to the violin, both commercial and personal, 

some of the covers in the general collection are first day of issue types and arenôt really the 

best thing for the exhibit that aims to win awards. 

 

On the other hand, the commercial cover with five copies of Germany Scott 1808 is more 

like it.  Here we have an example of an item sent from a specialist bookseller in the violin 

trade in Germany to the owner of a violin shop with stamps commemorating the career of the 
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violinmaker Mathias Kloz [reduced in Figure 4].  The stamp design shows steps in the 

carving of a violin scroll.  A Grand Slam cover if ever there was one!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My exhibit on violins is still on the drawing board, and for now Iôm still gathering ideas and 

material, but getting the concept together, i.e., the story, and deciding how it might proceed is 

the first stage for anyone.  When it comes together, I will have a number of fellow collectors 

to thank for their advice and example, Tom Current being the first.  Iôll probably start with a 

local show and go in with an exhibit that aims to compete but not sweep anyone off their feet 

with my first effort.  Who knows?  Getting one done will be a satisfying accomplishment, 

and the variations on the theme, as they say in music, could be the most interesting part. 

 

[Note:  A variety of literature references are available to guide the thematic exhibitor in 

addition to that mentioned in the essay.  These are available at Northwest Philatelic Library.  

Included would be: Randy Neilôs The Philatelic Exhibitors Handbook, 3
rd

  revised and 

updated by Ada Prill [2006]; ñAdventures in Topical Stamp Collecting,ò ATA Handbook No. 

133 by Griffenhagen and Husak [1997]; and the American Philatelic Societyôs Manual of 

Philatelic Judging, 6
th
 [2009] also available from the APS website.  Each publication devotes 

targeted attention to the thematic exhibit.] 

 

      
Don Overstreet is  a certified violin maker whose stamp collecting interests include Germany 

and the Philippines, with occasional forays into Spain, the U.S. and world wide airmail.   In an 

aerospace family , these flights of fancy were encouraged and early on the friendly pursuit of 

stamps was a regular thing.   After the usual collecting dormancy, Don was captivated by 

the designs on many foreign stamps that featured images of violins, composers and players 

of stringed instruments, and the new area became a true topical collection.   This is his first 

appearance as a writer in the philatelic area .  

 

 

Figure 4  
A commercial cover supporting the historical theme of the violin.  
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Collecting Notes 

U.S. SECURITY GRILLS: A REFRESHER 

Charles Neyhart  

 
If youôve dabbled in early U.S. stamps, you are likely familiar with the concept of grills,  

small dot-like impressions embossed in the stamp paper arranged in rectangular grid form 

best seen from the back of the stamp.  Grills were used for only a short time, but grill patterns 

changed often.  Grills are conventionally referred to sequentially by letter ï óAô for the 

earliest through óIô [and sometimes óJô] and óZô which represents an outlier in this 

chronological system.  Not coincidently, grills became progressively smaller in overall size 

over time.  Each grill created a new stamp variety with a unique catalog number.   

 

Some grills are among the rarest U.S. stamps.  The 1-cent Z grill, of which only two 

examples are known, is currently catalogued at $3 million.  A 3-cent B grill, also printed in 

1868 and of which only four are known, sold for over $1 million in a 2008 auction.   

 
Seminal research results were first published in 1913, 38-years after the 

last grilled issue.
1
  At that time, questions about grills remained 

unanswered, principally because proprietary mechanical grilling devices 

used and production data were not available for inspection and review.  

Subsequent research, involving some well-known names in philately, 

have, by necessity, relied on informed conjecture to form conclusions 

about grills.  Even now, points of controversy about grilling survive.  

These are key procedural questions about grilling.  Areas for fruitful 

discovery may still remain.    

 
Stamp catalog coverage of grills is typically limited to nomenclature and classification.  

There is, however, much more to know and learn to better understand this strange artifact of 

philatelic history.  

 
 

The need for grills  

 

Iôm not certain who caused the use of grills on U.S. stamps: the U.S. Post Office Department 

or the National Bank Note Co. which held the U.S. stamp printing contract in 1867.  There 

were Post Office Department concerns about the illegal reuse of stamps by removing their 

cancels.  Charles Steel, superintendant of stamp production at National Bank Note Co., 

invented a grilling process and promoted it to the Post Office Department as a viable means 

of mitigating the removal of cancels.
2
  Steelôs process mechanically broke the surface fibers 

of the stamp paper allowing a deeper, suffused penetration of the canceling ink, making it 

                                            
1
 This research was conducted by William Stevenson and published in the /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƻǊǎΩ WƻǳǊƴŀƭΦ  This was then 
ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ aŜƪŜŜƭΩǎ ƛƴ мфмсΦ  ¢Ƙe study was later updated by Lester Brookman and serialized in 
aŜƪŜŜƭΩǎ ƛƴ мфпн ώǊŜǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ нллт-08].  The history and provenance of the Ψ.Ω ƎǊƛƭƭΣ ǿŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ōȅ YŜƴ 
Lawrence and published in Scott Stamp Monthly [April 2009]. 
2
 {ǘŜŜƭŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŜƳōƻǎǎƛƴƎΣέ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǇƘƛƭŀǘŜƭƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ 

the waffle-like grid produced by the process.   

 

E Grill  
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difficult to remove the cancel by washing without physically destroying the stamp.  Steel 

ñsweetenedò his presentation by claiming improved adhesive properties afforded by the 

grills.  

 

Steele began experimenting with grills during 1867 and on October 22, 1867 was granted 

patent number 70,174 for his method of embossing postage stamps.
3
  In August 1867, the 

Post Office Department amended its contract with National Bank Note Co. to require security 

embossing [grilling] on stamps prior to delivery and, in exchange, added a premium to the 

price it paid for stamps.  This resulted in a 66 percent increase in the cost of stamp 

production, 12-cents to 20-cents per thousand.   

 

Grilling postage stamps lasted only seven years but covered parts of three U.S. stamp series: 

the 1867-68 printings of the 1861 issue, the 1869 Pictorial issue, and the early part of the 

1870 issue printed by National Bank Note Co., though not all grill patterns were used on all 

denominations.  There appears to be an after-the-fact consensus that stamp reuse was 

exaggerated and that the cost of grilling exceeded any revenue protection. 

 
 

THE GRILLING PROCESS 

 

Most writers believe grills were applied under pressure by a roller cylinder.
4
  The cylinder 

was covered, directly around and lengthwise, with designs that look like either inverted or 

upright Vs.  The designs on the early experimental grills were recessed below the cylinder 

surface; for later production grills, the designs were raised above the surface, i.e., cut in 

relief.  The grills produced from the recessed ñfemaleò roller cylinder produced a biscuit- 

shaped grill point that had a pyramid base and rounded top.  The raised-in-relief ñmaleò 

cylinder produced a pyramid-shaped cross grill but with a ridge rather than a pointed top. 

These two grill types are illustrated in Figure 1.  Grill points on the cylinder were 

approximately 1/32 inch apart on center leaving very narrow ridges between the rows of grill 

points.  This produced the waffle-like grid impressions.   

 
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 

                                            
3
 9ƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ άLƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ tƻǎǘŀƎŜ {ǘŀƳǇǎΦέ  {ǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅΣ {ǘŜŜƭ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǳōƳƛǘ ŀ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳ 

of his grilling machine or its components as part of his patent application.     
4 Others have suggested that the griller was actually a plate rather than a roller, citing as advantages the 

relative simplicity of manufacture and use and ensuring consistent registration of the grills. 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 .  Recessed roller surface and resulting ôbiscuitõ grill (left ); raised -in -relief 

roller surface and resulting ôcrossõ grill  (right ). [Brookman, 1942]  


