VISUAL COMPOSITION; EVOLUTION OF THEMATIC
POSTAGE STAMPS AS CULTURAL ARTEFACTS,
REFERENCE TO VESAK STAMPS OF SRI LANKA.

D.L.N.S De Silva

228031F

Thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of requirements for the degree

Master of Science (Major Component Research)

Department of Integrated Design

Faculty of Architecture

University of Moratuwa

Sri Lanka

August 2024



Declaration of the candidate and the supervisor

| hereby declare that this thesis is my work and it does not incorporate any material
previously submitted for a Degree or Diploma in any other University or any Institute
of Higher Education, without acknowledgement. To the best of my knowledge and
belief, it does not contain any material previously published or authored by another
individual except when acknowledgements are made in the text. | retain the right to
utilize this content in whole or part in future work such as articles or books.

30/ 08/ 2024

Signature of the candidate Date

The above candidate has carried out research for their Master’s thesis under my
supervision. | confirm that the above declaration made by the candidate is true and
correct.

31.08.2024
Signature of the supervisor Date



Dedication

I dedicate this piece of work to all researchers,

who walk through a phase of darkness, to bring something into light.



Acknowledgements

| am truly grateful to my advisors & examiners Dr. Sumanthri Samarawickrama, Prof.
Tarun Deep & Prof. Petra Cerne Oven for their support throughout this master’s
programme. Their expertise, patience and guidance were fundamental in shaping this
research and the thesis. | would also like to thank all the academic staff of Department
of Integrated Design, University of Moratuwa, especially the former Head of the
Department-Mrs. Melanie Dissanayake, current Head of the department-Mrs.
Ruwandika Senanayake, and Dr. Kamal Wasala for the encouragement shown
throughout the process. The Senate Research Grant | received during this programme
is truly appreciated.

| am grateful to The Philatelic Bureau of Sri Lanka for the opportunity to
conduct this research, and the resources and support given throughout. |1 would like to
mention former Postmaster General-Mr. Ranjith Ariyarathne, current Postmaster
General-Mr. Ruwan Sathkumara, Mr. Channa Munasinghe and Mr. Uthpala Vithanage
for supporting me in this research.

| extend my gratitude to all participants, whose willingness to share their
knowledge and insights has been vital for this study. Special thanks to Mr. Niroshana
Peiris, Mr. Ruwan Upasena, and Mr. Chammika Jayawardene, thank you for your time
and consideration.

Many thanks to my fellow postgraduate researchers Shayanika Eramudugolla,
Supun Dulanga & Ravindu Subasinghe for sharing their insights and encouraging me
along the way. The support and collaboration shown by the non-academic staff of the
University of Moratuwa during this research is much appreciated.

A special thanks to Mr. James Balmond and to my colleagues at Clan B, for
being understanding and helpful at all times.

| am grateful to my parents for supporting me in this and many other things in
life. A special note to my fiancé Seshan, for standing by me through all the ups and
downs of this journey and helping me in every possible way to make it happen. Thank
you to all the beautiful strangers who heard about this research briefly and yet shared
an uplifting word. Last but not least, | am thankful to myself, for finishing what I started.



Abstract

Postage stamps are official documents issued by governments as a part of a
communication system, the postal service of the country. Whether attached to an
envelope as evidence of postal prepayment, or acquired as a collectable item, postage
stamps are primary sources of global material and visual culture. Being a product made
by a group of people for intentional communication, a postage stamp can be viewed as
an artefact of the culture it was produced. As the World Association for the
Development of Philately sees it today, in addition to being a piece of art, and a medium
for advertising and promotion, a stamp offers a window into diverse cultures across the
world; a calling card from each country. Postage stamps bought, collected and
discussed by an estimated 30 million collectors worldwide, are important as revenue
raisers. To meet the demands of the global philatelic market, the Philatelic Bureau of
Sri Lanka intends to improve the quality and novelty of their stamps, but it is ambiguous
what needs to be done. During the long history of philatelic production in Sri Lanka,
neither a systematic study analysing the postage stamps as a graphical composition, nor
a review of feedback from users/stamp collectors is done. Therefore, time seems fit to
reflect on what has been in production, and apply what is learnt, in future work. Based
on historical research as a method, this study documents the variations in visual
composition on the postage stamps of Sri Lanka, over time. To retain the coherence of
the study, it is focused on thematic stamps. The longest continuing sequel of thematic
stamps of Sri Lanka is issued commemorating Vesak festival annually. A sample of 28
Vesak commemorative issues accounting for a 100 individual Vesak stamps, issued
from 1969-2022 are considered for this study. The visual content on the sample of
stamps is analysed in two phases. First, the variation of each visual component on the
stamps namely; Name of the country, Denomination, Image, Colour scheme,
Typography, Title, Border, Shape, Size and Layout are studied through observational
data. Secondly, semiotic meaning-making of the stamps through their function &
connection to the world, style, iconic associations, cultural allusions, connection to the
social groups, individual experiences of people and additional meanings made in
specific contexts are discussed through observational data and qualitative data from
interviews with the focus groups made of individuals from the issuing authority, stamp
designers, collectors and the general public, incorporating the views of all stakeholders
into the study. The findings would present knowledge for visual communication
designers and the authorities regulating stamp design programs, which could be referred
to when planning the visual content on postage stamps.
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