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Recently the Authentication Committee held a meeting to discuss several issues. Among  
the issues was the identification of Archer & Daly and Keatinge & Ball printings. To 
demonstrate the problem these printings pose, several blocks with marginal imprints identifying 
the printer were passed around. Examination of the blocks revealed that the decades old 
technique of using visual characteristics such as the detail in the design, color of the ink, color of  
the paper, and the gum are not always reliable. A stamp with excellent detail and light blue color 
can be an Archer & Daly print or a Keatinge & Ball print. Likewise a dark blue stamp with poor 
detail can be either an Archer & Daly print or a Keatinge & Ball print. There is only way to be 
sure, the stamp must be part of a block or strip that includes the marginal imprint identifying the 
printer. Even then it may not be totally accurate. 
 
There are several reasons for this dilemma. We have evidence that Keatinge & Ball did not 
immediately remove the Archer imprint and replace it with their own (Neil, 2008). This means 
that some printings by Keatinge & Ball may bear the imprint of Archer. It is very likely that 
when the plates were shipped from Richmond to Columbia, any remaining paper and 
compounds used to prepare the printing ink were also shipped with the plates. Thus there would 
be a period of time in which Keatinge & Ball may have used these "Archer & Daly" supplies to 
print stamps. Eventually these supplies were exhausted and other supplies procured. 
 
Is there a way to positively identify the printer? Perhaps, but it will be a revolutionary change 
from visual identification to identification by scientific forensic analysis. 



When we look at a stamp, we see the surface of a stamp or the paper it is printed on. This surface 
is subject to degradation over time. The degradation is not consistent, as it is dependent on 
different factors such as the conditions under which the stamp was stored. Thus two stamps from 
the same sheet that went their separate ways 150 years ago may appear markedly different if 
examined side by side today. The design on one may be a faded, color and the color of the paper 
dark. The design of the second stamp may be a bright color and the paper white. Under the 
surface layers of the printed design, the ink still has the original chemical characteristics of the 
ink from which it was printed and the paper still has the original identifying characteristics. The 
path to identification lies with scientific instruments that can analyze the characteristics of the 
subsurface ink and paper. 
  
A presentation by Harry G. Brittain at the CSA Annual Meeting in June 2012 demonstrated how  
X-ray powder diffraction and infrared spectroscopy can be used to identify the paper and the 
printer of a stamp. Tests conducted on a limited number of samples revealed differences in the 
paper used by Archer & Daly and Keatinge & Ball. Other tests have identified differences in the 
ink used. It must be stressed that these findings are very preliminary. Many more samples need 
to be tested and analyzed before this method of printer identification will meet the requirements 
of a statistical proof. 
  
If this method of scientific identification is determined to be reliable, what will be the impact on 
Confederate philately? Will collectors accept the results of a scientific test over visual 
observation? This is a question that may require an answer sooner rather than later. 
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