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Outline

• What is topical or thematic collecting
• Some tips about topical collecting
• Expanding a topical collection beyond stamps
• Topical vs Thematic



Ways to Collect

The scope of a topical or thematic collection is limited 
only by the collector’s imagination!

‘Traditional’ Topical or Thematic
Focuses on the philatelic aspects of the 

material collected (stamp production and 
usage, rates, routes, markings, etc.)

Focuses on the images or subject 
depicted on the material

Organized according to philatelic aspects 
(country of issue, routes, etc.)

Organized according to the topic or theme

Collection may include stamps, postmarks, 
postal stationery, postal history

Collection may include stamps, postmarks, 
postal stationery, postal history



Topical or Thematic Collecting

Orchids
Birds

The subject can be as broad or narrow as you like

Flowers
Loons

Owls

Falcons

Birds of prey

Peregrine 
falcons



Choosing a Topic

• Your job
• Other hobbies e.g. gardening, birding, sailing
• Places you have lived or visited
• A favourite food/sport/artist/author/holiday etc.
• Anything that tickles your fancy!



Choosing a Topic

Work PlayBlood donation on stamps



Starting a Topical Collection – Finding Stamps

First blood donation 
stamp, Hungary 1942



Topical Collecting – Things to Consider

Not all the stamps in a set may be relevant to your topic

75th anniversary 
of Ethiopian Red 
Cross Society

50th anniversary of 
British National 
Health Service (1998)



Topical Collecting – Things to Consider

3 bird stamps in a wildlife set of 6 Set of 6 different bird stamps: 
keep the set together or sort by species?



• philatelic agencies under contract to postal administrations of many different countries

• produce stamps sold directly to the new issue market targeting topical collectors

• the topics depicted on the stamps are often not relevant to the issuing country

• stamps generally are not available for postal use in the country for which they are issued 

(and often have high face value)

• although legal (listed in Scott), the stamps are considered “wallpaper” by many collectors

Lithuania New York

A Word of Caution – Agency Stamps

(formerly Stamperija)



Expanding a Topical Collection Beyond Stamps

Postmarks and meters

GB (Northern Ireland) meter mark

Belgium meter mark

Allied Military Government, Free Territory of Trieste (1954)



Expanding a Topical Collection Beyond Stamps

Postal stationery

1961 Romania postal stationery card (from set of 6)
“Giving blood is an act of high patriotism”

1961 Bulgaria postal stationery envelope, domestic use 
with Military Post cancel
“Citizens, BECOME BLOOD DONORS!”



Expanding a Topical Collection Beyond Stamps

Advertising on postal stationery

Japan echo card: cost subsidized by the ad
Belgium Publibel: income from ads used for 
social services 

“for anemias”

Does this item 
belong in a 

collection about 
blood donation and 

transfusion??
Topical collectors can collect the whole world of philately

Every collection is unique!

Advertising on tabs



Topical versus Thematic
ThematicTopical

Every item depicts the topic Every item depicts the topic 
or a related aspect of the topic

An illustrated catalogue An illustrated storybook

Learn about the magical 
world of butterflies: their 
beauty, their importance 
to plant life, and their 
incredible metamorphosis 
and migration.



Germany ElsterPost
14 May 2020

Pictorial postmark 
Zagreb, Croatia 

Vatican City aerogramme
10 Sept 2020

Iran – first COVID-19 stamp
18 March 2020

Serbia, 30 Sept 2020

A COVID-19 Topical Collection



A COVID-19 Thematic Collection

Social distancing

Facemasks (Unusual stamp)

Handwashing Drive-through testing (ATM) Social isolation

Vaccination
Essential workers



Expanding a COVID-19 Collection Beyond Stamps
Slogans and meters

Postal stationery

Pictorial 
postmarks

Impfen = 
vaccination



Disinfected mail
(China Post)

Postal History

Mail returned to sender due to suspension of service

Mail delayed due 
to ‘quarantine’

Expanding a COVID-19 Collection Beyond Stamps



Poland, 15 July 2021

The final stretch!
#WeVaccinate

India, 16 January 2022

Korea, 2 August 2021

Design errors

Expanding a COVID-19 Collection Beyond Stamps



Evolution of a Thematic Collector

• Decide on a topic to collect
• Build a collection of stamps related to the topic
• Discover other types of philatelic elements related to the topic
• Organize the material around storylines (…exhibiting)



Ways to Collect

‘Traditional’ Topical or Thematic
Focuses on the philatelic aspects of the 

material collected (stamp production and 
usage, rates, routes, markings, etc.)

Focuses on the images or subject 
depicted on the material

Organized according to philatelic aspects 
(country of issue, routes, etc.)

Organized according to the topic or theme

Collection may include stamps, postmarks, 
postal stationery, postal history

Collection may include stamps, postmarks, 
postal stationery, postal history

A thematic exhibit tells a non-philatelic story, 
illustrated by philatelic material



My One-Page 
Exhibit! (not judged)

ataexhibits.com

Start Small – One-Page Exhibits

BTA One Page Virtual 
Competition 

britishthematic.org.uk/
bta-one-page-virtual-

competition.htm

americantopical.org/events
October 26: Creating Your 

One-Page Exhibit




