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The one-shilling denomination as a foundation  
of Britain’s monetary system dates to Anglo-Saxon 
times. In the Victorian era, pounds, shillings and 
pence were the basic units of currency in gold, silver 
and copper coinage, respectively. A shilling (written 
“1/-”) was 1/20th of a pound, equal to 12 pence.


EXHIBIT ORGANISATION


The story is divided into chapters chronologically by 
issue, with each section sub-divided into archival 
material, mint and used examples, cancel studies and 
postal history. There are brief diversions into e.g. 
revenues or private telegraph issues where 
appropriate for background and context.


Frame 1 With Rowland Hill’s reforms, inland letter 
rates dropped to a penny. Though overseas rates 
remained complex until the advent of the Universal 
Postal Union, a shilling was a typical overseas letter 
rate during the first half of Victoria’s reign. The use 
of stamps eventually became mandatory. The 
embossed one-shilling stamp of 1847, derived from 
revenue patterns, was commonly used. In 1855, the 
embossing method was dropped for adhesives but 
the embossed die remained in use for stationery.


Frame 2 De La Rue proved the quality of the 
letterpress process (a.k.a. typography or surface-
printing) for Draft and Receipt stamps. In 1856, the 
first surface-printed postage stamps were 
introduced, closely following the format of the 
Penny Black (though initially without corner letters).


The design was modified in 1862 and again in 
1865 to add and then enlarge corner check-letters. In 
1867, the watermark was changed from heraldic 
emblems to spray of rose. 


Britain set up a network of post offices abroad, 
mainly in South America, using British stamps. 
These lasted until the U.P.U. made them obsolete; in 
their heyday, use of the shilling stamp was common.


Frame 3 Private telegraphs had grown rapidly but 
chaotically across Britain, with haphazard rates. In 
1870, the General Post Office took over Britain’s 
telegraph networks, and postage stamps became 
valid for telegrams. A shilling was the basic rate for 
the first 20 words, leading to a fresh surge in demand 
for that value. The embossed die was used to stamp 
telegraph forms and cards, though many preferred 
adhesives. Poor controls led to the infamous Stock 
Exchange forgery of 1872-73.


G.B.In 1873, the need for faster production led to a 
design change from white to colored corner letters.


Frame 4 By 1876, a need for transparency led to the 
issuing of separate telegraph stamps, including a 
circular one-shilling embossed.


In 1878, Britain took over Cyprus, issuing a small 
quantity of overprinted stamps for the island.


Postal use of 0ne-shilling stamps by this time was 
minimal. In 1880, the one-shilling stamp color was 
changed to brown-orange (a.k.a. salmon). Plates were 
reconfigured and the watermark changed again, to an 
Imperial crown.


Overprints and perfins for official mail sent by 
various government departments came into use in 
1881. In the same year, telegraph stamps were 
abandoned and use of postage stamps resumed.


Experiments with doubly-fugitive lilac and green 
inks led to a unified series of stamps for postage and 
revenue purposes in 1883-84. Postage stamps could 
thereafter be used for revenue (fiscal) purposes and 
vice versa. 


Frame 5 Unpopularity of the lilac and green series 
led to the so-called ‘Jubilee’ series of 1887.


Parcel delivery, long outside the Post Office 
monopoly, was lucrative for Britain’s railroads. The 
Post Office sought to get in the action in the 1890s.


Colonial usage continued with Niger Coast (Oil 
Rivers), Bechuanaland and Zululand overprints.


Use of stamped-to-order envelopes and parcel 
labels grew in popularity during the 1890s, and a new 
Sunday-delivery express service costing a shilling in 
addition to postage was introduced in 1899.


The ‘Jubilee’ shilling was reissued as a bi-colour 
stamp in carmine and green in 1900. Like the dull 
green version, the final shilling adhesive of Victoria’s 
reign received official overprints and saw use abroad 
during the Boer War. Victoria died on Jan. 22, 1901, 
and her son ascended as King Edward VII. Many 
‘Jubilee’ and postal stationery designs were retained, 
just changing the portrait. The 20th century would 
bring new uses for stamps, such as telephone charges.
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BRITISH POSTAGE STAMPS IN THE VALUE OF ONE SHILLING took two basic forms during the reign of Queen 
Victoria (1837-1901)—embossed and surface-printed. The denomination fulfilled a broad range of roles: postage 
(adhesives and stationery), telegraphs, revenues, officials, registration, late fees, colonial use, and finally, parcel 
post and express mail fees. This exhibit traces how the two forms of the stamp, both derived from revenues, 
were employed, sometimes interchangeably, each evolving as its uses progressed throughout the century.


The medal bust of a teenage 
Queen by William Wyon, 
used on all postage stamps 

throughout her reign.

Victorian coinage portraits, 
as seen on these shillings, 
allowed the Queen to age. 

Not so postage stamps.

Co-Evolution of Form and Function of the 
One-Shilling Stamp in 19th-Century Great Britain
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