
Elizabeth on Stamps, Part Two: the Machin definitives 

	 Let’s start by wading through the swamp of “not-Machins” — stamps the 
British Post Office issued with portraits of QEII in the years before 1967, when 
the first definitive stamp designed by Arnold Machin was released.	 	 	 	
	 By the early 1960s, the 1953-vintage images of the queen were decidedly 
dated. A few updates were mediocre. Here’s a look at the hit-or-miss record of 
“pre-Manchins.”  For a while, the 1953 model was recycled in other formats. The 
regal gaze to the left (below)  looked worn-out by 1965, when it was hauled out 
for use in  Mauritius, and for the “independence” issue of white-ruled Rhodesia.   


	 The series below shows QEII looking to the right. Same deal. By 1967, her 
image looked positively antiquated!


 


	 In 1959, a Canada stamp featured a stunning new portrait of the queen 
(left) by Pietro Annigoni. Though the image  would be used and adapted 
elsewhere, it never became the “new” likeness of the queen. She looks elegant, 
gallant, beautiful. (I was gobsmacked.) But I guess the pose was too breezy and 
sporty, not queenly enough. 
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	 Now let’s examine some of the QEII portraits on stamps that were 
blessedly one-offs, never to be seen again.  One example is the profile 
from a short Canadian definitive set issued in 1962 (right). The rendering is 
handsome enough, but she is so cool, she could be carved from ice! This 

is an ice queen, 
not the warm, 
approachable 
monarch Britons 
knew and loved.  

   


Let’s pause to 
consider the ghastly 
qualities of this 
misbegotten 
definitive series from 
the Caribbean 
colony of St. Lucia 
in 1964. The color 
choice for the 4-
center (left) is an 
unfortunate ghastly 
green. (The 
catalogue calls it 
“brt. blue green.”)  
As you can see from the stamp above right,  
the full-color version isn’t much of an 

improvement. Hey guys, this is the queen, not a green goose, 
nor a garish, bejeweled sad sack. Show a little more 
discernment. How did this one ever get past the royal Stamp 
Advisory Committee? 


Canada 1962

St. Lucia  1964

Ascension 1966. 
Gold foil? Uh, no. 

Cook Islands 
1967. She looks 
pretty all right. 
Pretty bored. 

This flawed effort (above) from 
St. Vincent in 1965 shows a 
gawky and over-eager QEII 
staring out over the gaping hole 
of a crater. Eek! Watch out!

Nothing obviously wrong with these 
stamp portraits (above). Are they 
classics?  Uh-uh. The black outline 
(right) is amateurish and antiquated, by 
the way. Not to mention unsightly.

N. Rhodesia 1963 Bermuda 1962



	This very attractive and formal portrait appeared in 
the mid-1960s. The dignified engraving graced several 
sets in the rapidly dwindling number of British 
colonies. The photogravure version (center right, above)  is not as 
successful. Where to go from here? 


	 In 1966 came this breakthrough 
(above and left). The first new likeness of 
QEII on British stamps since 1953 was a 
profile/silhouette/cutout. Simple, elegant, 
it served the purpose of identifying the 
monarch and the country — and left room 

for the imagination to fill in the lines and forms of the maturing 
queen, now 40 years old. This icon would be in use for decades 
on stamps from Great Britain and its much-diminished empire. 
In 1966, it was evidence of the coming sea change in Britannia 
Philatelica: the arrival of the Machins.   
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Bahamas 1965

Gibraltar 1967

Tristan de Cunha 1967

One more shocker: This high value 
originally issued by Turks and Caicos 
Islands in 1967 features QEII in a pose 
like the ones just above — but not 
quite. Not even close. Consider, first 
and foremost, the Royal Nostril. It 
flares beneath a prominent nose, 
dominating the face. Eyes wide,    
eyebrow arched, this is a monarch 
aroused, incensed, or at least taking a 
great whiff of something. She looks 
ridiculous. 

GB 1966

Here are three interpretations of the QEII silhouette from 1967. The 
black is classic, ageless — though the neck looks youthful; I don’t mind 
the gold, though her mouth looks pinched; the gray is nice, if ghostly.



	 It feels like a spoiler to present you with 
an image of the first Machin definitive, (near 
right). It looks so simple. You can’t imagine how 
hard how many people worked, for how long, to 
create it: the toil, the trouble, the tries and 
misses, the narrow escapes and timely rescues. 
Reading about it reminds me of how a movie 
gets made, or a bill becomes a law. There were 
lots of moving parts in this philatelic construction 
project, with myriad complications in the mission 
to arrive at a magnificently pared-down result.

	 The Machins were a long time coming. By 
1961, philatelic artists and others were complaining 
publicly about the 1953-vintage stamp effigy of the queen. The Dorothy Wilding portrait, they 
argued, had become an embarrassment. It took up too much space on commemorative 
stamps, imposing an awkward three-quarter perspective with its half-turned view. Besides, the 
queen was getting older …

	 The debate was on, and the search for an  alternative continued for years. Artists 
including Mary Gentleman, Andrew Restall, Anthony Buckley and Lord Snowdon, brother-in-
law of the queen, got involved. In January, 1965, with the queen’s consent, the Stamp Advisory 
Committee settled on the basic profile image, and the British artist and sculptor Arnold Machin 
got to work on a final model. 

	 Arnold Machin (1911-1999) was a celebrated ceramics painter and sculptor, a member 

of the Royal Academy of Arts since 1947.  He produced a clay bas-relief of QEII, based on a 
photograph, and tinkered for months to get the desired result. After the first stamps were  
issued in 1967, his fame grew and the stamps took on his name. Today, a celestial orb is 
named in his honor — planet 3109 Machin. 

	 I can think of no better way for you (or easier way for me) to get better acquainted with 
the story of the Machins than to spend a little time with the following two British souvenir 
sheets from 2017, celebrating 50 years of Machins.  Each tells part of the story, and I’ll pick 
up afterwards where they leave  off. 


	 


The  first Machin definitive, the 4d value (above left), 
was issued in 1967. It was printed dark brown, a 
direct reference to the Penny Black of 1840 (right).

Arnold Machin



	 Postmaster General Short was right: the Machin is indeed “one of the classics of stamp 
history.” Not only is its elegant design deceptively simple: no other stamp in my memory 
comes close to the 
ubiquity and 
profligacy of its 
numbers. In 1970, 
decimal values 
were introduced; 
new stamps and 
colors were 
added to keep up 
with postal rates; 
perforations 
changed, as did 
printing methods; 
there were new 
sizes and shapes. 

The portrait and 
numerals were re-
drawn. Starting in 1993, 
elliptical perforations 
were carved out of the 
vertical sides, and other 
security measures 
followed to prevent 
forgeries — like “Iriodin,” a 
sparkly, iridescent ink;  and wavy 
lines saying “Royal Mail” printed in 
the background. “Ellipsoidal shear 
panels” were cut into each stamp 
to make them harder to remove 

Elliptical or “syncopated” perforations

The first oversize Machins were issued in 1967, before the decimals came in 1969.

Shear panels cut 
into the stamp



and re-use. 

	 The Scott catalogue lists 654 Manchins, 
and that’s excluding perforation varieties, panes 
and booklets, the so-called Prestige Booklets and 
others. Altogether, it is estimated there were more 
than 5,000 varieties of Machin stamps issued between 1967 and 2022.


	In my collection I “only” have 176 varieties 
of Machins.  For a recent Syracuse Stamp 
Club auction, I went through my duplicate   
Machins and came up with 87 different used   
stamps, which I 
offered to members 
for the usual opening 
bid of a buck. The 
bidding was lively and 
the collection sold for 
a respectable $10 — 
not surprising, since it 
contained high-value 
stamps up to the 5-
pound value, which 
itself has a used 
catalogue price of $8.

     As you might 
suspect, all these 

varieties and incarnations fueled collectors’ imaginations and sparked a 
popular collecting specialty. The colors themselves are a compelling 
feature — line up dozens of Machins and watch the hues resonate and 
bounce off each other. Some stamps have light backgrounds and darker 
profiles, others are reversed, and some seem to blend right into each 
other. Backgrounds may be solid or shaded light to dark. Most Machins 
are single-hued, but some combine startling colors. Even within one 
color palette there are multiple possibilities.         





One of many pages of Machins in my collection. 

Look how many changes the 20p went through. 

The regular-size 5-pounder 
(enlarged here to show 
detail) is an engraved 
beauty.

Color choices: From left, the 9d. combines dark and light green; the 1/9 is light orange on 
a solid black background; the 23p has a rose pink background and darker profile; the 1/- 
appears uniformly light violet; the 1/2p greenish blue goes from dark to light. 

In 1971 the post office launched Machin regional issues for  (left to right)  Wales, 

Isle of Man, Scotland and Northern Ireland.



Here is a progressive study of the 2p value — four views of the same stamp in differing light angles. In the 
first image (far left), the stamp appears quite similar to the original Machin value issued in the 1960s. In the 
middle two shots, the scoring at the bottom of the stamp becomes prominent (“ellipsoidal shearing”), and 
the ROYAL MAIL background stands out. In the shot at far right, the queen’s image practically disappears 
amid the wavy lines, the scars of the shearing, and the eerie sheen that may be “Iriodin” ink. The effect is 
unintentionally saturnine, turning the queen into a fading relic,  her visage swallowed up by an iridescent 
Sargasso Sea.                                             END OF PART TWO

In 1988 came the “castles” high-value definitives featuring 
“Machin-like” QEII profiles. I say Machin-like because they are 
washed-out versions of the original — you can hardly see her 
face! Not only that: I think the 5-pound stamp is the only 
“Machin” profile facing right. Not a good look.

The follow-on set in 1992, with a gold 
silhouette effigy, is a more successful 
design.

The post office had 
some fun with these 
oversize Manchin 
interpretations. Above is 
a beautifully engraved 
version; upper  right is a 
splendid ink facsimile of 
an engraving; right is an 
embossed rendering. I 
don’t imagine many of 
these made their way 
onto letters …

A fairly recent philatelic wrinkle is this Royal 
Mail postal label. They are oversize self-
adhesives (note tongs and regular-size 
stamp added for scale). At left the label 
carries a Machin profile in the upper right; 
the other label, printed in gold, features an 
enormous Machin — the largest ever. 


