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The first postage stamp 
of Greece, the ‘large 
Hermes head’ is a 
twin brother of the 
first French stamps, 
the ‘République’, 

‘Présidence’ and ‘Empire’ types. It has 
always been considered one of the 
world’s most beautiful stamps due to its 
classical aesthetics and the quality of its 
typographic printing. But the stamp also 
has a strong reputation as being one of the 
most difficult classic stamps to recognise 
and classify. This can be explained by 
the multiple printings between 1861 
and 1882, first in Paris then in Athens, 
where these stamps were printed almost 
on demand. The ‘large Hermes head’ is 
also the only classic stamp with ‘control 
numbers’ printed on the reverse.

So the ‘large Hermes head’ offers not 
only a multiple set of printings, and then 
a matchless spectrum of colours, but also 
a huge number of different varieties such 
as ‘control numbers’ errors, printings 
defaults, plate flaws, and shades of the 

Louis Fanchini provides an in-depth introduction to the first 
printings of Greece’s classic ‘Large Hermes Head’ stamps, 

produced in Paris during the 1860s

colours. These many varieties make the 
‘large Hermes head’ one of the most 
passionately collected classical stamps.

In 1855 the new Kingdom of Greece 
decided to introduce postage stamps for 
its postal services. After an unsuccessful 
negotiation with Perkins Bacon & Co of 
London, the Greek postal administration 
asked, in 1860, the French Mint 
commission in Paris to print its first 
stamps. After some exchanges between 
the Greek legation in Paris, the president 
of the commission des Monnaies de 
France, Théophile-Jules Pelouze along 
and the Chief Engraver, Désiré-Albert 
Barre (known as Barre fils), the Greek 
Government ordered the following 
materials on 31 July, 1860:

• A die, in typographic engraving, to the 
effigy of the Greek god Hermes.

• Seven typographic plates for the 
impression of the stamps of seven 
values: 1 lepton, 2, 5, 10, 20, 40  
and 80 lepta.

• The impression and gumming  
of 1,100,000 postal stamps of  
the seven values.

Hermes on stamps

In Greek mythology 

Hermes was the 

son of Zeus and is 

an Olympian god 

‘of transitions and 

boundaries’

The medallion die, as for all the 
French classic stamps of this period, 
was engraved by using the ‘direct 
plate’ method by Barre fils. The 
seven typographic plates, which 
were initially supposed to be built 
by Anatole-Auguste Hulot using the 
‘galvanoplasty’ method, were finally 
manufactured by Barre fils using his 
‘direct striking under the coining 
press’ method, developed in 1858-59. 
They consisted of 150 clichés, so each 
sheet featured 150 stamps.

The stamps, which were also initially 
supposed to be printed by Hulot, 
were finally realised by the private 
printer ‘typographie Ernest Meyer, 
rue de Verneuil, 22, à Paris’. All these 
materials were shipped to Athens in 
August and September, 1861. 

As with the French stamps of the 
nineteenth century, the ‘large Hermes 
head’ stamps were printed using the 
typography method. In typographic 
printing, the relief parts of the 
typographic plates are inked and print 
the paper by pressure.

Barre fils introduced an innovation 
by printing ‘control numbers’ of the face 
value, in the same colour as the stamp, 
on the reverse of the stamps. He had 
experimented with this reverse printing 
for the 10 lepta of the Paris issue, and the 
practice was continued on all the Athens 

National 
symbols

Greece’s Large 
Hermes Head

From left: original die 

of the medallion of the 

large Hermes head. 

Engraved using the 

direct plate method in 

1860/1861, by Désiré-

Albert Barre. The only 

one die engraved by the 

Chief Engraver himself;

a block of eight of 

the 80 lepta with 

the printer’s imprint: 

Typographie Ernest 

Meyer, rue de Verneuil, 

22, à Paris
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printings up until 1880 for the values of 
5, 10, 20, 40 and 80 lepta.

The nine values of the ‘large Hermes 
head’ stamps, with the two new values 
(30 and 60 lepta) introduced when 
Greece joined the Union Générale des 
Postes in 1875, were printed during more 
than twenty years (from 1861 to 1882) 
from the same nine typographic plates 
(one per plate per value). They stayed in 
usage for more than 25 years (from 1861 

to 1886), and were used again, with an 
overprint, in 1900 and 1901.

Two postmarks, identical to the 
French ones of 1848, were initially 
used for the cancellation. The first 
one, for the cancellation of the stamp, 
was a diamond-shape of eight points, 
with the number of the post-office 
in the centre (type I). The second 
type, which had to be added on the 
front of the cover at departure and on 

the back upon arrival, was a double 
circular cancel with the date, name 
and the number of the post-office 
inside (type II).

The Paris printing – 
October 1861
To launch its postal services the Greek 
government also ordered 1,100,000 
of the seven first values (1 lepton, 2, 
5, 10, 20, 40 and 80 lepta) from the 
French mint. Finally, Barre fils shipped 
to Athens 1,345,000 stamps during the 
summer of 1861. 

The Paris printing stamps were 
distributed in the 97 existing post 
offices in Greece during this period, 
including the twelve foreign post 
offices in Constantinople, Smyrna, 
Thessaloniki, Arta, Larissa, Preveza, 
Ioannina & Alexandria in Turkey and 
Bucharest, Galatz, Ibraila and Jassy in 
Romania. The first day of issue was 1 
October, 1861 (Julian calendar) or 13 
October, 1861 (Gregorian calendar). 

The Paris printings are easily 
recognisable as they are extremely 
finely printed on high quality, lightly 
tinted, calendered paper. The shaded 
lines of the cheek and nape of the 
neck of the Hermes head are very 
fine and broken. The spandrels, in 

GREEK STAMPS

Cover stamped at the domestic rate of 20 lepta for a letter up to 15 grams. 

With five 2 lepta (including one vertical pair) of the Paris printings and 

one 10 lepta of the first Athens printings. Departure from Patras (9), on 3 

October, 1863, with types I and type II postmarks on the front of the cover. 

Arrival in Athens (1), on 5 October, 1863, with type II postmark on the back 

of the letter

Above: the seven values of the Paris printings of 1861: 1 lepton chocolate, 2 lepta bistre-olive, 5 lepta yellow-green, 10 lepta 

orange on blue, 20 lepta blue, 40 lepta violet on blue and 80 lepta rose-carmine; bottom row: back of a strip of twenty, top of the 

sheet of a 10 lepta, Paris printing imprimatur with control number errors: Reversed ‘0’ in position 4, open ‘1’ in position 14, and 

open ‘0’ in position 16

Letter shipped from Constantinople, Turkey on 4 October, 1861 (Constantinople French foreign post-office 

postmark on the bottom-right of the envelope), arrived and taxed in Athens (1), on 6 October, 1861, via 

Piraeus (2), on 6 October, 1861 (postmarks on reverse). The 115 lepta tax is corresponding to the effective 

rate, up to 30 October, 1867, according to the January 1838 convention between France and Greece, 

for a fourth level of weight letter, from 15 grams and to less than 20 grams, between the French foreign 

post-offices and Greece. 6 October, 1861 is the first date known for the usage of the 10 lepta of the Paris 

printings of the ‘large Hermes head’. The four stamps are from the Paris printings
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particular, are extremely fine as we 
can perfectly see the points between 
the wavy lines. 

Only the 10 lepta of the Paris 
printings features control numbers on 
the reverse. These ‘control numbers’ 
are 8mm high, when on all the 
subsequent Athens printings they are 
only 6.5mm high. There are several 
control number errors of the Paris 
printing 10 lepta, as follows:

• The reversed ‘0’ (Positions 4 and 88)
• The reversed ‘1’ (Position 86)
• The open ‘0’ (Position 16)
• The open ‘1’ (Position 14)
•  The ‘uneven numbers’ (Positions 88 

and 127)
• The reversed ‘10’.
The 10 lepta without ‘control numbers’ is 
an imprimatur.

Two new values
In 1876, two new values (30 and 
60 lepta) were introduced following 
Greece’s membership of the UGP 
(Union Générale des Postes). The 
Greek postal administration sent back 
to Désiré-Albert Barre fils in Paris 
the final die in order to manufacture 
the two new typographic plates for 
these new values. Barre fils shipped 
to Athens, on April 1876, 150,000 
stamps of each value (30 and 60 lepta).

Unlike the seven typographic 
plates of the seven first values of 
the Paris printings of 1861, these 
two new plates were manufactured 
by using the ‘Galvanoplastie-Type’ 
method. These two new values were 

printed by J. Claye & Cie of Paris. 
They have the same quality as the 
printings of 1861 and do not have 
‘control numbers’ on the reverse. 

Forgeries
Like all the classic stamps of the 
nineteenth century, the ‘large Hermes 
head’ has been counterfeited many 
times, with examples from as early 
as the 1860s. So how does one 
recognise the genuine article? There 
are several imperfections coming 
from the hardening of the final die, 
which can be used to differentiate the 
‘large Hermes head’ forgeries with 
the genuine stamps. In particular, the 

wavy lines of the north-west spandrel 
are broken at their base. All the plate 
proofs, all the imprimaturs and all 
the issued stamps of all the printings 
from 1861 to 1882 of both Paris and 
Athens printings have this feature, 
while the majority of forgeries do not 
have the broken line. The exception 
is the Jean de Sperati forgeries, 
which were produced by using the 
photolithography process.

Galvano-type of the  

60 lepta, consisting  

of fifteen clichés in  

pure copper

Above: the two values (30 and 60 lepta) printed in 1876, for the Union Générale des Postes (UGP) rates; forgeries of the 20 lepta, 

top row from left: unknown provenance, forgery of the Spiro brothers, ‘poor sad Hermes’, two forgeries of Alissafi; bottom row, from 

left: forgery of Oneglia, forgeries of Fournier, unknown provenance (recent) and cutting of the stamp of the centenary of 1961

Three members of the Barre 

family held the post of Chief 

Engraver at the French Mint in 

the nineteenth century:

Jacques-Jean Barre, named 

and known as Barre Père, from 

1840 to 1855, who created the 

first French stamp featuring an 

image of Ceres.

Désiré-Albert Barre, known 

as Barre fils, the second son 

of Jacques-Jean, from 1855 to 

1878, who created all the French 

stamps, moneys and medals of 

this period, as well, as Greece’s 

Large Hermes Head stamps.

Jean-Auguste Barre, the 

oldest son of Jacques-Jean,  

from 1878 to 1896.

THE THREE BARRES

Hermes on stamps


