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THE THEMATIC EXHIBIT
has two essential properties:

1. It describes a story 

2. The story is illustrated with 
appropriate philatelic material in its 

postal aspects



Appropriate material

A Thematic exhibit uses all kind of philatelic material in its 
postal aspects according to illustration, purpose of issue 
etc.

Guidelines:
Appropriate postal-philatelic material is that which, for the 

purpose of transmitting mail or other postal 
communications, has been issued, intended for issue, or 
produced in the preparation for issue, used, or treated 
as valid for postage by governmental, local or private 
postal agencies, or by other duly commissioned or 
empowered authorities.



MATERIAL

There should be as much variety as possible
(both within the whole exhibit and on the single sheet)!

- In the TYPE of material: 

Stamps, cancellations, postal stationery, covers, proofs…

- Spatial: 

Material from ALL OVER the world

- Temporal:

Material from ALL PERIODS from pre- to modern-philately



MATERIAL

Stamps, meter marks, booklets …..



MATERIAL

…. postal stationery…..



MATERIAL

…. postal history items…..

…. watermarks…..

…. perfins…..

…. machine cancellations…..



MATERIAL

Artist die
proof

Large sunken die 
proof

Phase stage die proof

Chromaline proof



MATERIAL

Meter 
mark 
archive 
card

Postal
stationery

variety (no
black 

color) Proof (above) and issued (below)
postal stationery



MATERIAL

Multiple franking with correct postage



THE PILLARS OF THEMATIC PHILATELY

© Jonas Hällström



Non-postal aspects of philatelic material
Some of the most common such material:

1. Postal stationery with added private print (repiquage)
2. Illustrations on FDCs
3. Revenues (some exceptions allowed!)
4. Private decorations on covers and cards
5. Picture postcards (unless postal stationery)
6. Private vignettes (e.g. aero-philatelic)
7. Private additional cancellations (e.g. Antarctic bases, 

research vessels etc.)
8. Content of letters, postcards (both text and drawings)
9. Non postal administrative marks and addresses, that 

do not imply the privilege of free postage



New TH Guidelines - Inappropriate material
The following items and the information made available by them should not be used for
thematic development:

A GROUP (Never to be used)

• fantasy issues from non-existent postal territories

• issues of exiled governments

• issues of organizations without postal services

• abusive, illegal and undesirable issues, as defined by the UPU and the FIP Philatelic
Congress of 1976 (and available on the website of the FIP Fight against forgeries
commission)

• picture postcards, unless they are postal stationery produced by a Postal Authority

• privately printed or manuscript annotated military postcards and lettercards (e.g.
Feldpost), unless accepted or authorized by Postal authorities as admitted to the postal
privilege without other official markings



New TH Guidelines - Inappropriate material
B GROUP (Exceptionally permitted)

• private additional cancellations and cachets applied by a sender or a supplier before
mailing the documents

• private additional prints on postal stationery (also known as “repiquages”)

• administrative marks (not postal), when they do not give any postal privilege

• private decorations and decorative overprints on envelopes and cards

• private vignettes (advertising labels), whatever the purpose of their use

In exceptional cases (see also 3.2.2), where no postal-philatelic material for important 
aspects of the theme exists, the items under B) can be considered as acceptable items as 
long as they present a significant thematic connection and are supported by a thorough 
philatelic justification.

The cases include also commercially used revenue stamps and covers with addresses sent to 
personalities subject of the theme, and other similar material, if on postally travelled 
cover or document.



Non-postal aspects of philatelic items

Example

The print on the left (Skopje, date and hour of the earthquake) MUST 
NOT BE USED 



Non-postal aspects of philatelic items

Examples of private prints on card and envelope



Borderline material

Some items only follow to a certain extent the 
definitions of appropriate or inappropriate 

material; therefore they should be used mainly 
when no other material is available to describe a 

specific thematic detail. 

When included in the exhibit, they should always be 
supported by a thorough philatelic justification. 

India, 1943, 9 piastres postal card with private advertising overprint

Courtesy: Paolo Guglielminetti



Unappropriate material

Items, that should NOT BE USED in a thematic exhibit

French gravures
and De Luxe proofs

Belgian souvenirs



Does Thematic Philately have too many rules? No, in fact there are only FIVE:

1) The CONCEPT, as shown by the exhibit
the STORY, shoud be exhibitor’s INNOVATIVE approach and work!

2) CHOICE OF MATERIAL: Philatelic criteria
POSTAL aspects of philatelic material (no private prints or markings!)

3) CHOICE OF MATERIAL: Thematic criteria
LINKED to the theme or development

4) CHOICE OF MATERIAL: Philatelic variety, quality and ... rarity
A WIDE variety of the BEST quality, possibly RARE

5) PRESENTATION of the exhibit
Understandable, nice looking, clearly presented, nicely arranged

RULES: GREV, SREV, Guidelines



Evaluation criteria and scoring in TH Philately

1. Treatment 35
Title and Plan 15
Development 15
Innovation 5
2. Knowledge, Personal Study and Research 30
Thematic 15
Philatelic 15
3. Condition and Rarity 30
Condition 10
Rarity 20
4. Presentation 5
Total 100



CRITERIA FOR EVALUATION

New Thematic philately Guidelines adopted in Bangkok 2018 and Jakarta 2022.

In order to help consistent judging, within all the previous evaluation criteria, 
except for Presentation, there is a distinction between Basic requirements and 
Achievements. 

Basic requirements. When all of them are fulfilled a score equal to 80% of the 
maximum is assigned. When any of them is not fulfilled, a mistake occurs, and the 
80% score is reduced accordingly.

Achievements. These requirements are gradual goals on the road to make the 
exhibit outstanding. They are worth >80% of the maximum and the fulfillment of 
all of them implies the top score.



TITLE

Plan

Title and Plan, and Development
are the components of the main 
criterion Treatment.

Story line

Pag. 2

Pag. n

Story line

2

1

3

TREATMENT: Title, Plan, Development

© G. Morolli

Development



TITLE
The CONCEPT of the exhibit: about what will my STORY be

Any theme can be illustrated with philatelic material:
Invitation to dinner, Simmetry, Hands, Angels, Circus, 

Mathematics, Dens sano in corpore sano (dentistry), ….

For some very particular or specialized subjects, there is less material 
available, but the story can be shown at least in one-frame exhibits.

If the theme is too wide, it is difficult to prepare an original exhibit, 
So it is better to narrow the theme (spatially, temporally, sub-themes...)

E.g. Archeology ….. Archeological jewels of Egypt
Olympic games….  Runs, throws, jumps



Innovative Titles for
Innovative Themes



BASIC requirements:
❑ Presence of the introductory page with the plan
❑ Consistency between the plan and the title
❑Adequacy of the plan (= efficient for understanding the 

structure)
❑ Covers all main aspects necessary to develop the theme

Achievements:
❑ The structure is correct, logical and balanced (Guidelines: 

the degree to which a story is told and not a list of 
variouos aspects, e.g. enumeration)

PLAN
Should be efficient and well structured!



Both Title
and Plan
are BAD
(enumeration, 
unbalanced, not logical)

MOUNTAINS IN PHILATELY

0. PLAN 1
1. Mountains in EUROPE 2-50

1.1  Alps
1.1.1  France
1.1.2  Italy
1.1.3  Switzerland
1.1.4 Austria
1.1.5 Slovenia

1.2 Pyrenees
1.3 Carpathians
1.4 Dinarides
1.5 Other mountain chains

2. Mountains in ASIA 51-65
2.1 Himalaya
2.2 Pamir
2.3 Tien Shan
2.4 Zagros
2.5 Mountains on islands

3. Mountains in the rest of the World   66-76
3.1 North America

3.2 South America

3.3 New Zealand

4. Mountains on ANTARCTICA 77-80
4.1 Mountain expeditions



Problematic Title and Plan

No story, not logical, enumeration of the 
type of philatelic material in each chapter! 



Problematic Plan No story, not balanced, 
partly enumeration! 



Enumeration Plan
No story, not balanced, 
just enumeration! 



Plan: 
Balanced, 
well structured.
The Chapters tell
the STORY!

In the plan keep
Chapters and 
Subchapters only, 
the rest should go
on the single sheets



The Maori Pidgeon
by Damian Läge

1. Well-being role in the forests of New Zealand – all year around
1.1 In the evergreen forests the table is richly laid from spring onwards
1.2 In late summer, the pidgeon’s favourite dish, the Tawa berries, ripens
1.3 In winter the small Puriri berries ensure the survival of the pidgeons

2. The Maori people estimate the pidgeon as a useful product
2.1 The Maori arrive and discover the giant pidgeon
2.2 Pidgeons are tasty and provide oil
2.3 Pidgeon feathers make beautiful clothes
2.4 So, the Maori invent a special hunting technique for the pidgeons

3.  Highly threatened  – and finally protected
3.1 The European settlers are turning New Zealand’s nature upside down
3.2 Many bird species have already become extinct – things are getting tricky
3.3 The pidgeon now has the central ecological role in the forests
3.4 Conservation organisations save forests and with them the pidgeons

Examples of plans that tell a story



General rules

The Guidelines say:

Development

The development means to elaborate the theme in depth, aiming to achieve an arrangement of the
material fully compliant with the plan.
The analysis of both the theme and the appropriate material, based on a thorough thematic and
philatelic knowledge, is a prerequisite for the best possible thematic development. This enables the
skilful selection of each item and its correct positioning and sequence, as well as a connecting
description. This is necessary to ensure a proper understanding of the relationship between the
item and the theme.

The storyline as presented by the plan should be developed on the single pages and written as a 
continuous story flowing through each page and through all pages. It should be read as in a book from 
top left to bottom right.
For an easy-to-follow development, each page should have at the top the numbered chapter or 
subchapter that indicates which part of the plan is being developed on the page. An additional page title 
summarizing the content of the page is also helpful.
The correct assembly and position of the items, including the individual ones on each page, is 
demonstrated by a well understood, correct, and fluent thread of development. Misplaced items make 
development confused and hard to understand. Items should be placed near the thematic text related to 
them.
The balance is demonstrated by giving the appropriate depth and size to the various thematic details, 
according to their significance within the theme. This also applies to philatelic studies.



Development
BASIC requirements:

❑ Elaboration of ALL aspects of the Plan (page (sub)titles help)
❑ Correct choice, order and positioning of the items on the page in 

conformity with the plan and the story being told
❑ Connection between items and thematic text
❑ Balance, given to each thematic aspect and detail, according to its 

importance within the theme

Achievements:
❑ Perfect connection between items and thematic text
❑ Depth, shown by links, cross-correlations, structures, 

causes and effects

Example of cross-correlation

The development of toads     depends on food     and enemies



Development
The story line (“red thread”) on the pages

Story line



Place always at 
top the sub-
chapter!
(It allows also to 
verify the 
development of 
all aspects of the 
plan!)
At top right a 
brief summary of 
the page content.

The story line 
flows across 
the page !

…A GOOD
DEVELOPMENT!

Development



Connection between 
items and thematic text 

We see only items 
representing Buddha.
WHY NOT A HORSE, 
BEGGARS, POOR 
PEOPLE? The 
connection between 
items and text would 
certainly improve!

Long text with a 
variety of information 
on Siddhartha’s life as 
a prince that escaped 
on a horse the 
luxurious palace and 
saw human misery, 
sick people, beggars 
and so on.



There is no logic in the positioning of the items!
If we change the position of the items, there is no difference!

Block text on top or in the middle

Block texts near 
each item, fine, 

but the story 
connecting the 

items is missing!



The items are NOT well linked to the text!
If we interchange their position, nothing changes!

Development



Positioning of the thematic text for a good development

MUCH BETTER if near the items, 
according to the story line!!

Block of text at the top or at the middle

A4 sheet ‘Square’ sheet

Development



INNOVATION

Innovation is demonstrated by a personal elaboration of the 
theme, that transforms an exhibit from a sequence of 
classified items into an "original" story

! Introduction of new themes
! A new theme, by itself, is not sufficient, when not 

sustained by an innovative title, plan & development
! New approaches for known themes

! E.g. Historical approach, that widens the scope for 
analysis. Original story in the plan…

! New aspects of an established or known theme
! New chapters, paragraphs

! New thematic application of material
! To support new thematic facts



The construction of cablecars Mountaineering journals

New themes !



New chapters
The origin of mountains Limits to climbing



BASIC requirements:
❑Appropriateness, conciseness and correctness of thematic 

text
❑ Correct thematic use of the material

Achievements:
❑ Presence of new thematic findings for the theme
❑Use of material that has a thematic qualification which is 

not immediately obvious and needs to be discovered by the 
exhibitor

THEMATIC KNOWLEDGE



NO TEXT………………................. OR ………………... TOO MUCH TEXT !!

De Benedictis, CIFT 2013

Thematic Knowledge: examples
Thematic text



NO TEXT …… OR ……   TOO LITTLE TEXT !!

… denotes poor thematic knowledge!



Too much text, not concise

… distracts from the attention to the items and the 
details in the text are not all linked to the items shown!



TOO MUCH TEXT !!

ERROR: The Neanderthal flute was found in Slovenia 
And NOT in the Schwabish Jura in Germany as claimed…

Thematic Knowledge



Direct thematic information

Olympus

Etna

Zeus

Muses

Parnassus

‘SURPRISING’
material

Thematic Knowledge: examples



Indirect thematic information

Climate changes

Bicycle

Thematic Knowledge: examples



Insurance

Heart

Brain

Thematic Knowledge: examples
‘Surprising’ thematic information



Arrived in 
bad 
conditions

Thematic Knowledge: examples
‘Surprising’ thematic information



BALLON 
MONTÉ 
TORRICELLI

Thematic Knowledge: examples
Indirect (and ‘surprising’) thematic information



Indirect thematic information:
”surprising” material used for printing, perforation

THE SILK ROUTE

PRINT ON
BANKNOTE PAPER

THEMATIC USE OF 
PERFORATION

Thematic Knowledge: examples



Indirect thematic information:
postal services functions, that have a thematic significance

SWISS HOTEL 
STAMPS

(recognised by the 
post in the period 

1864-1883)

Thematic Knowledge: examples



BASIC requirements:
❑ Full compliance with the rules of postal philately (e.g. no cut 

stamps or cut postal stationery, improper MC)

❑Appropriateness of postal documents (select items of real philatelic 
significance, justification of borderline items)

❑Appropriateness and correctness of philatelic text, when 
required (e.g. to describe unusual, rare, postal history, borderline items…) 

❑ Presence of the widest possible range of postal-philatelic 
material and its balanced use (items of all periods and from as many 
countries as possible within the possibilities of the chosen theme

PHILATELIC KNOWLEDGE



Achievements:

❑ Presence of widest possible range of postal-philatelic 
material and its balanced use

❑ Presence of material which has not yet been researched 
for that theme. Or where that has been very little research

❑ Presence of philatelic studies and related skilful use of 
important philatelic material (if the material is of thematic and 
philatelic importance, a concise and balanced philatelic study is commendable)

PHILATELIC KNOWLEDGE



Variety 
of 
material



Use of
Postal 
history 
items



Description of unusual or rare items



Small philatelic study

Enhance some important 
stamp with die proofs, 
important varieties ….



Philatelic study with essays, varieties and usage



Skilful thematic use of 
philatelic elements



SKILFUL THEMATIC USE 
OF PHILATELIC ELEMENTS  



Postal-philatelic items (e.g. stamps, postal stationery, proofs, sketches..) 
should be shown in their entirety. 

Overlapping is allowed when showing varieties of postal stationery, in a way that 
the detail with the variety itself is clearly visible. Windowing of cancellation and 
imprint on a postal stationery is allowed when the thematic text refers to the 
cancellation. Windowing or folding is allowed for very large items such as large 
telegrams, complete sheets of stamps etc.

OVERLAPPING

PHILATELIC KNOWLEDGE



Some examples

A pre-philatelic cover overlapping a postal stationery



Some examples

Postal stationery overlapped by photocopy



Some examples

Overlap of a proof 
by proof. 
Same design but on 
the upper one even 
the design is 
overlapped!
Moreover the upper 
one is a Deluxe 
proof, better not to 
show it ...



Some examples

Overlapping is thus allowed between the three postal stationery items!

Overlapping is allowed when showing variants 
of postal stationery



❑ Rarity depends on the difficulty to achieve an item 
(availability)

❑… and on the general demand for this item in philately 
(importance)

❑ Items which, despite being very rare, have no or insufficient 
relationship to the theme, should not be included 

❑ Borderline (even unappropriate - if present) items, even if 
very rare, do not count in the evaluation of rarity 

RARITY



General and specific importance

General importance is seen as the significance for philately or 
postal service per se. 

In other terms, the key items of significant subjects are the 
items of general importance. (Not every theme allows for 
including such material.)

Specific importance is defined as the significance of an item for 
the subject: Hence, important items are those which are the 
“key items” of a subject.



General importance

Example of such material

© Damian Läge



Specific importance

For Scouting exhibits

For Bicycle exhibits



Specific importance

For military themes exhibits

Jonas Hällström



Degree of importance of philatelic material

• Stamps
• Postal stationery and booklets
• Other: cancellations, telegrams, frankings …
• Artist sketches and examples of printing process*
• Examples from postal history

(*)  Depends on the issuing country and printing hose (e.g. Tonga vs.
House of Questa)



Importance of Proofs and Essays

❑ world status essays and proofs for the most classic stamps
❑ high importance: accepted drawings and essays,  unissued stamps, 

die proofs for controlling engraving process
❑ moderate importance: rejected stamp drawings, 

colour and plate proofs (production process), 
presentation sheets, cards for asking final approval

❑ lesser importance: preliminary drawings of accepted designs, 
presentation issues (including artist‘s die proofs), 
colour proofs for philatelists, 
modern colour separations

❑ no importance: preliminary drawings of rejected designs, 
imperforated stamps from French countries, 
modern specimen stamps, 
photographic archive material

NB: Items from the latter two catagories do not substantially improve the
philatelic quality of an exhibit.



Judges will primarily be looking for:
❑ Rarities of general importance in philately, if available for the theme
❑ Rarities of specific importance for the theme, if known to exist
❑ How easy it is to duplicate the exhibit
Judges will also be looking for:
❑ Scarce and uncommon items, particularly from TR, PH, PS

RARITY

BASIC requirements:
❑Normal and modern material plus unusual and scarce items

Achievements:
❑ Presence of rare items



CONDITION

Common material 
must be in top (normal) condition

Scarce and rare material
– since not easily available – may vary in condition. 

The best is when an exhibit shows (many) top rarities 
and all of them are in their best possible condition.



• Cancellations should be as clear as possible with all essential wording 
complete and allow the stamp design, where thematically relevant, to 
be clearly visible.

• Booklets should be presented complete with stamps.
• If an item has been restored or manipulated, it must be described as 

such.

Basic requirements
• Normal and modern material in excellent quality, plus all unusual in 

good quality, and rare material in average condition

Achievements
• Rarities in above average up to the best quality

CONDITION



Mulready in poor condition (left)

A good condition one (below)!



PRESENTATION
Criteria mentioned in the Guidelines

Clarity of display
Clarity of text

The overall aesthetic balance of the exhibit

The efforts of the exhibitor are demonstrated by the arrangement of the items and the text on 
appropriate exhibition pages in order to effectively communicate the story and to highlight the 

philatelic material in an attractive and aesthetic way.

Hints: - Use white or very light colored paper
- Do not use black Hawids
- Do not frame the page
- Do not overcrowd the page
- Use blank space only for high-lightning rarities
- All pages should have the same template



THANK YOU 
FOR YOUR ATTENTION !!


