
For Your Consideration. 
The Most Beautiful 
Stamp in the World:  
A French landscape 
engraving? 


INTRODUCTION 

	 Let me present to you a  
group of superb artists and 
stamp engravers — and their 
work.

	  There are 32 names listed in a database of French landscape stamp 
engravers, including just one woman. The list includes those first profiled in a 
series of publications issued in the 1950s and 1960s under the title, “Ceux Qui 
Creent Nos Timbres” — those who create our stamps. This stable of 
thoroughbreds began to be assembled in the 1930s by Jean Mistler, the cultural 
visionary, able administrator and philatelic enthusiast who served as arts 
minister and supervised the post office, among other things. His team of 
engravers got busy turning out landscapes depicting the countryside of France 
and its overseas territories.  Over the years, the landscapes grew ever more 
gorgeous and detailed, with multi-color printing and technological advances in 
plates, rollers, printers, engraving tools and more. One thing never changed: the 
arduous and exacting toil of engraving. It takes the patience of Job, the keen 
sight of St. Francis, the focus and intensity of Zeus. Bacchus and his earthly 
pleasures are abandoned while you sit indoors, hunched over a table with your 
microscope and instruments. 

	 Fortunately it’s not particularly hazardous duty, or bad for one’s health: 
Many of these engravers lived well into their 80s, some longer. And oh! What 
beautiful work they did. France is not the only country with masterful stamp 
engravers. Yet in our search for the World’s Most Beautiful Stamp, surely there is 
a chance we will come across that wondrous artifact among these luscious 
landscapes. Along the way we’ll feast our eyes on stunning works of philatelic 
art that sing the praises of France. Could anyone get through this gallery of 
delights without an urge to go there and experience first-hand the  beauty of the 
French landscape?

	 It was my privilege to travel as a teen with my family around France in the 
early 1960s, during the golden era of engraved landscape stamps. Sure, it was 
special to be able to stop in at a local post office and find a beautiful new 
landscape stamp on sale at the counter. (For more, see Blog Post, Freddy’s 

Is this it? The most beautiful stamp in the world? What do you 
think? Read on to find out more.



France https://mancryfmf.files.wordpress.com/2022/03/freddys-
france.pdf.)  But almost as good, in my opinion, is to immerse 
yourself in these delicious engravings of French landscapes on 
stamps in the comfort of home. Vive la belle France! 
	 What follows is a series of brief sketches of noted French 
landscape engravers, together with a sampling of their philatelic 
art. These men did much more than draw and engrave landscape 
stamps. They taught, illustrated books, made art. They produced 

arrays of stamps for French colonies and later, 
independent francophone republics. Some of 
those stamps are spectacular. 

	 The artists and engravers also competed 
to produce  portraits of the French female 
allegory — Marianne, Sabine, Liberte. These 
images on stamps have become cultural icons, emblematic 
of the French nation and the French national character, if 
there is such a thing. The images are beautiful, stirring, some 
of them worthy of consideration as the world’s most 
beautiful stamp. (You can explore these images in my blog 
post, “La Belle France,” https://mancryfmf.com/2019/09/)  
This essay, however, is about French landscape engravings, 
so let’s stick to our original purpose, stay focused and 
proceed. 

	 Each artist/craftsman has a story to tell, a style of his 
own, though many have similar backgrounds — middle 
class, alumni of the same prestigious art schools, helped 
along by family connections and a network of engravers who 
came before. Starting in the 1930s, they were recruited to 

perform a cultural service to the nation. Their mission: to produce a rich 
evocation of France through beautiful engravings of its landscapes. The success 
of their endeavor is beyond question. What follows is a gallery of their work — 
some of the most beautiful stamps in the world. 

	 A recent stamp essay explored the life and work of Albert Decaris 
(1901-1988), a prominent, idiosyncratic member of the engravers guild (https://
mancryfmf.files.wordpress.com/2022/07/albert-decaris-master-engraver.pdf). 
Now we turn to one of the early landscape-stamp engravers, Henry Lucien 
Cheffer (1880-1957). 


This portrait of Marianne — 
sober, wary, lines under the 
eyes — was issued after 
WWII and is said to depict 
the French spirit emerging 
from ravages of war.

Here is an example of a 
fine stamp from the 
colonies. 



Henry Lucien Cheffer    1880-1957 

	 	 Get used to seeing pictures of French 
landscape engravers posing this way for their 
portraits — at their desks, surrounded by the tools 
of their trade. Did they ever leave their engraving 

tables?

	 	 Here is Henry Cheffer, an early contributor of engraved French 
landscape stamps and a 
mentor to others in the French 
engravers’ fraternity.  Cheffer 
was a talented kid — with 
advantages. He was born in 
Paris, and art was his heritage 
— his father was an engraver, 
Auguste Rodin a cousin. Henry 
went to the right schools and 
won the coveted Prix de Rome 
award for engraving — twice. 
He made his living as an 
illustrator, but also produced 
stamps for  countries including 
Iran, Belgium, Luxembourg 
and the Dutch territories. 

	 In 1929 he was among 
the first to submit designs for 
the new landscape stamps  
commissioned by the French 
Post. Two of his five designs 
were accepted: the port of La 
Rochelle, and Pont du Gard.  


	 (EDITOR’S NOTE: 
Remember as you read this 
essay online, you can easily 
enlarge your view of the 
image. No need for a 
magnifying glass to admire the 

Port of La Rochelle (1929)

Pont du Gard, Nimes (1929)



engraver’s remarkable 
work in detail.)


       Cheffer’s striking 
landscapes over the 
years included Pointe du 
Raz (see below), which 
depicts the coastal 
beauty of France’s 
Finistere department — 
an area  Cheffer knew 
well because his summer 

home was there. 

	 


	 Cheffer continued 
designing and engraving stamps 
for France and its colonies 
through a long career.  He had a 
charming habit of taking his die 
proofs and enhancing them with 
colors, even adding watercolor 
scenes around his designs.  


	 Cheffer’s final offering — a 
charmingly rendered, if rather stark, 
view of the port of Brest, was issued 
two months after his death in 1957.   


St. Malo (1938) 

The port of Brest (1957)



Raoul Serres   1881-1971 

		 Not only was Raoul Serres artistically 
inclined, he was the son of a French Post official, 
so he knew stamps from an early age. He went 
through a successful apprenticeship, crowned 

with the Prix de Rome in 1906, and enjoyed a long career as an engraver and 
watercolor artist. In the 1930s he joined the team of engravers assembled to 
reimagine French stamps. Although he kept busy designing and engraving 
stamps for France and francophone territories, he didn’t contribute a lot of 
landscapes. Tant pis!  Here are several samples of his work, and aren’t they fine?  


	 I’m quite partial to this one 
(right), which pictures the Roman 
remains at St. Remy. The thick-set 
arch and the delicate tower are 
bathed in gentle light. The subdued 
colors harmonize perfectly. It’s a 
peaceful scene, evocative and 
beguiling. A masterpiece, I daresay. 


St. Remy les Antiques    1957

Uzes chateau   1957
Stanislas Square, Nancy   1946



Charles Mazelin    1882-1968 

	 Charles Mazelin was an indifferent student, but 
his talent got him into the Ecole des Beaux-arts in 
Paris in 1899. He must have excelled there, because 
he won 
engravers’ gold 

with the Prix de Rome twice — in 1906 
(co-winner with Cheffer) and 1908. 
Mazelin fought in WWI and was wounded 

at Verdun. He 
made a living as 
a book illustrator 
until the late 
1930s, when he 
was recruited for 
the stamp 
engraving team 
by friend and 
fellow-engraver 
Jules Piel. “Not 
that Mazelin 
needed a job,” noted his biographer, “but he liked the 
technical challenge of engraving on such a small 
scale.” 

	

		 (EDITOR’S NOTE: Mazelin 

	and Piel continued their work as 
stamp engravers after Germany 
defeated France and installed the 
Vichy regime in Paris. We’ll get to 

Vichy stamps later.) 

	 	 


	 Turns out Mazelin enjoyed making landscape 
stamps, and contributed 
some of these beautiful 
scenes to what became 
the yearly Tourism series. 
The stunning Laval 
landscape (right) was 
issued when Mazelin was 
80. 


Beynac Cazenac (Dordogne)   1957

Valentre bridge, Cahors   1955

Chateau and bridge, Laval  1962
Sioule valley   1960



Jules Piel   1882-1978  

	 	 He may be perched on his engraver’s stool 	
like the rest, but Jules Piel looks … different. He’s 
got a mischievous way about him, like a pixie, at 
least in this photo. He could be Charlie Chaplin, 
on the verge of committing some philatelic stunt.

	 	 To be honest, I’m just making stuff up, 
based on this photographic image. As far as I 
know, Piel was as serious as the next guy, if not 
more so. Just look at his microscope!


	 Born in Paris, Piel stood out 
from the start, both at the Ecole 
Estienne and Ecole des Beaux Arts. 
He was a busy commercial 
engraver, but competed for the Prix 
de Rome, losing to Mazelin in 1908 
and finally winning in 1910. He 
reluctantly gave up his sinecure in 
Italy at the start of WWI, and went 
into the army.  Happily, he was able 
to return to Rome and finish his 
studies after the Armistice. He 
gravitated toward designing bank 
notes, and through mutual friends 
became attached to the team of 

French landscape stamp 
engravers. He apparently took to 
the recess-printing process of the 
new Chambon presses, producing 
two popular landscape studies in 
1938 —  of Carcassone and 
Avignon. “Piel loved the work,” 
writes his biographer, “and found 
that the relief effect of the printing 
was so much more satisfying than 
the flat printings of the letterpress 
methods.” 


Carcassonne    1938

Avignon — Palace of the Popes    1938



		 In a thoroughly French way, Piel 
drew national accolades for his prowess as 
a stamp engraver, earning the title “Un des 
Meilleurs Ouvriers de France” (one of the 
best craftsmen in France). 

		 He went on to win the Legion 
d’Honneur and an even 
higher ranking, Order 
Nationale de Merite. 

		 Piel said his favorite 
subject was portraits, and 
his annual Red Cross 
stamps are masterpieces of 
warmth and charm (see 
right); next favorite was 
nudes, with landscapes 
coming in third.


TO BE CONTINUEDArachon   1961

Notre Dame de Paris    1947

Here is one of Piel’s 
charming Red Cross 
stamps, from 1953. 


