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Penny Stars

• Produced between 1854 and 1862

• 14 Basic Stamps

• Printed by Perkins Bacon

• Line Engraved or Intaglio method

– Entire surface covered in ink

– Wiped away to leave ink in recessed areas

– Damped paper placed on plate and forced 

down by roller to pick up ink in recesses
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The Archer Experiments

• Henry Archer brought advantages of easy 

method of stamp separation to attention of 

UK government in late 1840’s

– Initial roulette trials unsuccessful

– Third machine produced by Archer was to 

perforate sheets

– Machine was unsuccessful at first but 

approved following a series of modifications
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The Archer Experiments

• Any perforated 1d stamp on a cover dated 

before 27 January 1854 originate from the 

trial

• On 27th January official perforating 

commenced

• Earliest recorded cover dated 24 February
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Identifying Archer Stamps

• In the absence of dated cover or piece 

Archer trial can be identified by studying 

corner letters

– Archer was provided with imperf stamps from 

plates 92 to 101 (& possibly plates 90-91) to 

conduct his trials

– Corner letters for these plates are all Alphabet I

– All officially perforated issues have corner letters 

from Alphabets II,III & IV
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Official Perforations

• In June 1853 Government purchased 
Archers patent

• Stamps issued in 1854 were perf 16

• However, due to splitting in January 1855 
the first perf 14 stamps were issued

• Up to the summer of 1855 both gauges 
were in use

• After this point 16 gauge punch sets were 
kept in reserve

https://tinyurl.com/whuz27c

https://www.ebay.co.uk/str/Newton-Hall-Stamps


Appearance

• Badly centred 

examples are 

common

• Excellent centring can 

be hard to find

• Some spectacular 

‘mis-perfs’ exist and 

can command a good 

premium
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Corner Letters

• Form of protection against 
production of forgeries
– Each sheet contained 240 individually 

lettered impressions

– System of lettering indicates position 
in sheet of any given stamp

– Left hand letter indicated row

– Right hand letter indicates position in 
row

– Rows lettered consecutively from ‘A’ 
to ‘T’

– Positions from ‘A’ to ‘L’
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The Alphabets

• The shape and size of corner letters make it 

possible to identify the four groups of Alphabets

– Alphabet I : all 1d values – 1840 to 1851

– Alphabet II : February 1851 to mid 1855

– Alphabet III : mid 1855

• Letters on Alphabets I to III inserted on plates by 

hand punch

• Plates 50 and 51 were hand engraved and 

issued during 1861 which led to Alphabet IV
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Characteristics Of Alphabets

• Alphabet I – letters are 

generally small

• Alphabet II – larger and thicker

• Alphabet III – taller but thinner 

than II

• Alphabet IV – larger in size 

and often distinctive but no two 

are exactly alike
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The Two Dies

• First two Penny Star issues produced 

using Die I

• Die I was retouched and is therefore 

known as Die II

• Die II originally appeared in February 1855

• Used throughout the remaining lifespan of 

the Penny Star issues

https://tinyurl.com/whuz27c

https://www.ebay.co.uk/str/Newton-Hall-Stamps


Recognising the Two Dies

• Obvious differences between the 

two dies are found in the profile of 

Queen Victoria

– Die I – Head appears flatter and less 

well defined

– The nose and chin are particularly 

angular

– Die II – Head appears more rounded

– The eyes, lips and nostrils are more 

defined and fully formed
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Watermarks

• The watermarks that appear on Penny 

Star issues

– Small Crown

– Large Crown

– Large Crown Modified

• Watermark errors

– ‘MA’ Watermark Error

– ‘TL’ Watermark Error
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Small Crown

• Small Crown can be found 

on issues up to mid 1855

• The watermark bits were 

shaped by hand so can 

vary a little in size and 

shape
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Large Crown

• The Small Crown was replaced 

by the Large Crown

• The Large Crown is more 

consistent in shape and size as 

each watermark bit was 

stamped out of brass sheets

• First Penny Stars with Large 

Crown appeared in May 1855
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Modified Large Crown

• Around March 1861 the Large Crown 
was modified

• It can be identified by the deletion of 
the two small vertical lines in the 
lower arches

• Slightly larger in size

• Some plated are known printed on 
paper with either watermark

• Issues to which this applies are listed 
as C10, C12 and C13 in the Stanley 
Gibbons specialised catalogue 
(Volume 1)
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Watermark errors

• To enable a whole sheet of 
stamps to be watermarked, the 
watermark bits were sewn on to 
a wire mess tray

• At some point two of the 
watermark bits were replaced by 
distinctive handmade versions

• They occur on stamps lettered 
‘MA’ ‘TA’ ‘ML’ and ‘TL’

• Plate 42 (23 June 1856) is the 
first known to occur with the 
watermark error
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Inks and Shades

• At first red-brown inks of type used on 
imperf Penny Red were used

• Some distinctive shades are known 
including Orange-red and Brown-red

• The pracise of adding prussiate of 
potash to make the Ink fugitive 
resulted in bluing of stamps

• Fugitive ink was used to prevent 
stamps being ‘cleaned’ and used 
again
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Inks and Shades

• During the transition period between October 

1856 and September 1857 the printers firstly 

eliminated the bluing of the paper

• Then worked on consistency of shade

• First Rose-red on white paper appeared in 

March 1857

• Thereafter a much more consistant colour

• A number of specialised shades printed on blued 

or toned paper are known
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Great Britain Stamps & Covers

• You will find to good-to-fine mint and used 

Postage Stamps of Great Britain 1840-to-date at 

reasonable prices - generally around 10% to 

30% of catalogue value on my Ebay Shop

• I hope that you will enjoy browsing my stock and 

trust that you will find that our offerings represent 

good value for money.

• Visit my Ebay Shop here: 

GreatBritainstampsandcovers
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