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Thematic

Exhibiting
An Animal Makes an 

Interesting Subject

For a thematic exhibitor there are two distinct challenges in creating an exhibit: choosing a 
non-philatelic subject that presents an interesting story and also one that provides rich philatelic 
material. Numerous thematic exhibitors have chosen animals for their exhibits. Animals are fre-
quently pictured on stamps, and it is interesting to tell their stories thematically.

We interviewed a couple of high award-winning exhibitors and asked them to share informa-
tion about the process of creating a thematic exhibit about an animal. 

Larry Davidson of Ontario, Canada, won the Grand 
award at the National Topical Stamp Show in 2015 with 
“Beavers: Nature’s Engineers,” a display exhibit treated the-
matically. 

Greg Balagian of Sacramento, California won a Gold 
award in the National Topical Stamp Show portion of the 
Great American Stamp Show in 2021 for “The Lion – Most 
Symbolic Animal of All,” a display exhibit treated themat-
ically.

Question: How did you choose the animal for your exhibit? What criteria did you 
have in mind?

Larry: I wanted to create an exhibit to show in both Canada and the United States, so I wanted 
a topic that would be of interest to viewers in both countries. I also wanted an original subject. 
Because the beaver is the national symbol of Canada, the state animal of Oregon, and the state 
mammal of New York, I thought it would be an appropriate subject. The search for beaver pelts 
was responsible for the opening up of western Canada and western United States by organiza-
tions such as the Hudson’s Bay Company and John Jacob Astor’s American Fur Company, so the 
beaver is an important animal in North American history.

Greg: I consider myself a FELINATELIST, or philatelist whose main area of interest is the 
family of cats. Of course, I made up that term, but it applies to hundreds if not thousands of stamp 
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collectors fascinated by these amazing creatures. Anyone can identify a cat 
as a cat, whether it is a tiny domestic cat or a huge lion, and felines have  
fascinated and inspired us since the beginning of recorded history.

Over the years I have been blessed by having number of beautiful cats 
as members of my family, and naturally being a stamp collector from a 
very young age I was unable to ignore stamps with images of cats, both 
domestic and wild. Eventually my collecting interests narrowed down to 
wild felines only, especially to the King of the Beasts.

The main criteria in picking the lion for my exhibit called The Lion 
– Most Symbolic Animal of All was the fact that the lion’s presence and 
role in human culture is larger and more diverse than of any other animal.

Question: How did you decide on the number of frames needed 
for your topic?

Larry:  I did not decide on the number of frames until I collected suit-
able philatelic and non-philatelic material and read a lot of books and ar-
ticles on the beaver, which took a couple of years. I decided early on that I 
wanted to create a display exhibit since I wanted to show a piece of beaver 
fur, beaver felt, trade tokens, coins, banknotes, and so on. I only decided 
on the number of frames after I had written my story on the beaver.

Greg: At the beginning of the process of research for the development 
of the structure of my exhibit I did not have a set number of frames in 
mind. Only after the lengthy process of analyzing the scope of philatelic 
and non-philatelic material in my possession and creating the blueprint 
of the plan did it become clear to me that the most appropriate number 
of frames for my exhibit is seven. I felt that it would allow me to cover all 
aspects of the plan and create a balanced exhibit.

Question: Can you describe how you developed your plan?
Larry:  I read a lot of books about the beaver, their engineering feats 

such as building lodges and dams, the fur trade and the reintroduction 
of beavers in many areas in Eurasia, where the beaver had disappeared 
because of over hunting. I also researched the importance of the beaver in 
First Nations culture as well as the use of the beaver in advertising. So, it 
was through my research and reading that the plan began to emerge.

Greg: The development of the plan is the key factor in the process of 
the creation of an attractive and successful thematic, or thematically orga-
nized exhibit. In the very beginning of the development of my exhibit I ac-
quired a substantial number of publications and read them thoroughly and 
highlighted the most relevant excerpts for my exhibit. Then I created a 
blueprint of the plan and began analyzing the available material and made 
a list of the so-called “white spots,” which helped me to make a list of 
what I needed to look for to be able to have a comprehensive and balanced 
narrative. I must admit that I am an enthusiastic fan of display exhibits, as 
it gives me an opportunity to support the narrative even if there is a lack 
of specific philatelic material. I re-mounted this exhibit seven times, and I 
must thank judges and fellow experienced exhibitors for helping me with 
their advice and suggestions during the process of achieving a balanced 
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plan. I am especially thankful to Edwin Andrews and Robert Henak for 
their deep analysis and extremely helpful on the point suggestions.

Question: What were some of the challenges in finding material?
Larry: While most stamps showing beavers are readily available, 

non-philatelic covers franked by those stamps are more difficult to find. 
Pieces of postal stationery that show beavers and that have been postally 
used are better than mint copies, but provide an extra challenge. Covers 
from locations that were named because of beavers in the vicinity, such as 
Beaverton, Oregon, or Biberach, Germany (biber = beaver in German) are 
nice finds, especially those posted before 1900. One always hopes to add 
preproduction material to an exhibit to earn points for rarity/difficulty of 
acquisition, but availability and one’s budget may make that difficult.

Greg: The biggest challenge was the search for items to cover several 
specific areas of the exhibit, especially trying to find fitting material to 
have a good balance of philatelic and non-philatelic items on every page. 
At least fifty percent of my exhibit pages were re-mounted after I was able 
to find material which fits better to each page. It was also challenging to 
find unique and rare items, especially in a good condition.

Question: What are some of your favorite items?
Larry:  Although there are around 100 postal issues that depict the 

beaver, only a few, in my opinion, are good representations, such as those 
from Austria, Estonia and Great Britain (Figure 1). Canada’s first stamp, 
the 3-pence issue of 1851 has the distinction of being the first stamp to 
depict a wild animal. An unused copy was beyond my pocketbook, so, 
instead I show a trial color plate proof with “specimen” overprint in a block 
of four (Figure 2). A letter, written in 1838 and sent from Norway House, 
Rupert’s Land via Hudson’s Bay Company canoe to York Factory, then by 
HBC supply ship to London, England where it entered the mails as a ship 
letter and was rated ¼ sterling collect (in manuscript) mentions that the 
fur trade was particularly good that year (Figure 3). It is a treasured find. 
Another item I like includes a fancy pictorial cancel from Beaverpond, 

Figure 1. Larry identifies these issues (from Austria, Estonia and Great Britain) as good representatives of the beaver.
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Ohio on an over-franked cover postmarked in 1933 
(Figure 4). Of the non-philatelic items in my exhibit, 
I like the Canadian Bank Note Company engraving 
showing beavers at work (Figure 5). In a display exhibit, 
non-philatelic items can often illustrate features of the 
story that no available philatelic item can. Some of these 
items, while not expensive, are items that seldom appear. 
If you see an unusual item for sale, it is best to purchase it 
then, as you may never see it again. One such item is one 
produced after World War I. With money in short supply, 
many German towns printed their own emergency notes, 
known as notgeld. The note shown, from the municipality 
Beverstedt (Beaver city) is dated 1922 (Figure 6). 

Figure 2. A trial color plate proof with 
“specimen” overprint.

Figure 3. A letter, written in 1838, mentions that the fur trade was particularly good that year.

Figure 4. This piece has a fancy pictorial cancel from Beaverpond, Ohio on an over-franked cover.



Second Quarter, 2022  |  The Philatelic Exhibitor  •  35

Greg: There are numerous items in my exhibit that are notable. On 
the title page there is a beautiful Civil War Patriotic Cover with symbolic 
depiction of Union General Nathaniel Lion. This cover is the only known 
example of this design type mailed to a foreign country. (Figure 9.)

I love advertising covers and there are a number of them in my exhibit, 
but two of them are exceedingly rare and should be noted. The first one is 
the advertising cover of Steen Brothers Hercules Powder mailed in 1904 
(Figure 10), and the second one is the advertising cover of E. S. Frost, 
manufacturer of Colored Rugs or Mat Patterns, Rug Hooks, Frames, etc. 
(Figure 11).

I was lucky to purchase unique tarot card made in 1790 by famed Ger-
man printer, Johann Matheus Backofen (Figure 12). Another rare item 
that I was lucky to acquire is the 1916 POW letter, franked by non-de-
nominated label issued by Belgian authorities at the request of German 
military for use as a postage at Dutch internment camps for Belgian pris-
oners of WW I (Figure 13).

Figure 5. A Canadian Bank Note Company engraving 
showing beavers at work.

Figure 6. A German emergency note (“notgeld” in German) 
from Beverstedt (Beaver city). 

Figure 9. One of Greg’s favorite pieces is this cover, the only known example of this design type 
mailed to a foreign country.
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Figure 10. An adver-
tising cover of Steen 
Brothers Hercules Pow-
der mailed in 1904.

Figure 11. This lion-themed advertising cover is from E. S. Frost, 
manufacturer of Colored Rugs or Mat Patterns, Rug Hooks, 
Frames, etc.

Figure 12. Greg also includes 
this tarot card made in 1790 by 
famed German printer Johann 
Matheus Backofen.

Figure 13. Note the lion on the nondenominated label of this 1916 POW letter.
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And lastly, I would like to bring 
your attention to an 1834 Spanish 
stampless folded letter mailed from 
Leon to Barcelona with an illustrious 
red hand-stamped free frank of Leon 
(Figure 14).

Question: What advice would you 
offer someone contemplating an 
exhibit on an animal?

Larry: I think you want to choose 
an animal for which there are a fair 
number of postal issues featuring the 
animal. In most exhibits on an ani-
mal, you would be expected to detail 
the taxonomy/classification, description, 
distribution and habitat, family life, food, predators, etc. Each animal will 
have other aspects to discuss, for example, its relationship to man, its part 
in popular culture, whether it is endangered and so on. Above all, choose 
an animal that fascinates you, and have fun!

Greg: My lifelong fascination with felines has helped me better under-
stand and appreciate the natural world and genuinely enjoy the beauty and 
diversity of countless species of animals. Of course, anyone who also loves 
and appreciates the animal kingdom has his own favorite ones: be it a dog, 
a gorilla, an elephant, a butterfly, an eagle, a shark, or a reptile, and if that 
person is a topical stamp collector, there are surely albums and boxes filled 
with material that is dear to his or her heart.

I passionately believe that true philatelists cannot fully enjoy our won-
derful hobby by merely acquiring the philatelic material without being 
involved in the most enjoyable aspect of philately – the process of creating 
an exhibit with a purpose of displaying it at a stamp show, so many others 
can see and appreciate it. Each exhibit is unique, so be creative, think 
out of the box, use the enormous possibilities of the internet in both the 
research and finding needed material. Most importantly, listen to your 
heart, and do what makes you genuinely happy and fulfilled.  )

Figure 14. An 1834 Spanish stampless folded letter with a red hand-
stamped free frank of Leon
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Q A&
By Patricia Stilwell Walker
8403 Abingdon Court
University Park, FL 34201
Email: psw789@comcast.net
.

This issue’s question came to me 
courtesy of Kathy Johnson who 
had received it originally from Mi-

chael Dixon. Michael, like many of us with 
time on our hands due to the COVID-19 
pandemic had gone looking for a project 
and landed on a group of satirical post 
cards from the Second Boer War. 

Michael sent the following request for 
advice	to	Kathy,	Seiju	Laakso,	and	Liz	
Hisey as his “consultants” for exhibiting 
postcards. [All have agreed that it’s OK to 
include their answers in this column].

Yes, the pest has returned with yet 
another request for advice on exhibiting 
PPCs. This time I about translations. 

I believe I made it known after catching 
the deltiology bug with my assembly of 
Keston Village (UK) postcards that I had 
been	bitten	by	the	proverbial	postcard	
bug!!	Over	the	Covidzilla	isolation	period	I	
started to accumulate Second Boer War sa-
tirical/propaganda cards. The vast major-
ity of these (which are mostly anti-British) 
were published in Germany, France and 
Holland.	I	attach	examples	from	each	
country to help clarify my question. 

For many of the cards the propaganda 
message is conveyed in the bold graphics 
and	needs	little	explanation.	A	caricature	
of Queen Victoria or President Kruger is 
obvious. But for many cards the political 
message is in the accompanying text.

For example the text on the German card 
[shown in Figure 1] translates as: A good 
pig will eat anything. But a good farmer 
[Boer] does not. The text on the pig’s body 
(Honi soit qui mal y pense) is, of course, 
the	motto	of	GB’s	prestigious	chivalry	
Order of the Garter (Evil to him, who 
evil thinks). The text on the French card 
[shown	as	Figure	2]	translates	as:	Reflec-
tions on a jaw. These teeth would be the 
pearls of the Kingdom. Third card [shown 
as Figure 3] is of Dutch origin and the text 
translates as: John Bull, now the cart is sold 
out of Bibles, we will give them Dum Dum 
bullets. I anticipate a good portion of the 
viewing public (and judges) will be able 
to cope with the French and German – but 

Figure 1: German card text translates as: A good pig will 
eat anything. But a good farmer [Boer] does not. The text 
on the pig’s body (Honi soit qui mal y pense) is, of course, 
the motto of GB’s prestigious chivalry Order of the Garter 
(Evil to him, who evil thinks). 
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Our AAPEs of the MONTH
     April, 2021: Bill Johnson, who is retiring after several years serv-
ing as our AAPE Awards Coordinator, and Joan Harmer, who has 
agreed to step into that role.  The job of Awards Coordinator is among 
our most time-consuming, yet extremely important tasks. Bill and Joan 

are examples of the high level of volunteerism we have in our great organization. 
      May, 2021: Scott English and the APS Team (and our AFDCS and ATA collabo-
rators), for the decision to go ahead with this year’s Great American Stamp Show. Let’s 
all help to make it a resounding success! 
      June, 2021: Andrew McFarlane, who has just published Creating the Philatelic 
Exhibit Synopsis – A Master Class, to present his ideas and rationale behind his award-
winning title and synopsis pages. It is available on Amazon. MacFarlane is the “master of 
the Synosis Page”—his book is a universal “must have” for all exhibitors.  
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