WATERMARKS AND COUNTERMARKS OF THE AQ
LETTERSHEETS OF THE REPUBLIC OF VENICE, 1608-1797

Treatment

To the knowledge of the exhibitor, who has
collected AQ Lettersheets since 2001, this ex-
hibit is the most comprehensive showing of
them ever. They include all/ the scarce varieties
including the 5 great rarities of AQ Lettersheets,
omitting only common or duplicative types and
those without visible watermark or countermark.

Yet the lettersheets themselves are not the
focus of the exhibit. The focus is the water-
marks and countermarks. 33 of the 101 marks
shown are recorded only in 3 non-philatelic
sources. Each of the other 68 is new to philately.

The lettersheets are shown in the order of the
88 types of the dal Gian catalog. Each mark has
a line drawing and a photograph. Except for 8§,
each mark appears only once, watermarks in a
blue box of text on the left, countermarks in a
green box with text on the right. The 68 discov-

Synopsis
Watermarks and Countermarks

All paper made and used in Italy in the 17th and 18th cen-
turies was handmade laid paper. Often, but not always,
each sheet has two distinctive translucent embedded by
the papermaker into the paper as both a trademark and a
security device. Each “full sheet” was typically 42 cm x
30 cm as it emerged from the papermaker’s vat, and was
immediately cut in half, into two “half sheets”, each about
30 cm x 21 cm. One of the two marks is always located in
the center of one of the half sheets, the other always in the
corner of the corresponding other half sheet. The mark in
the center of one half sheet is the watermark. The mark
in the corner of the other half sheet is the countermark.

Full Sheet >
<«4—— Half Sheet —<4¢—— Half Sheet —

eries also have a second brown outline box.

The exhibit presents a new unified number-
ing system of all 101 marks, by subject or con-
tent. Each mark has a small tag with the unified
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catalogue number of the mark, plus the number \‘\JLA/'

of that mark known to exist. That number is the
sum of the marks in this exhibit, the exhibitor’s
stock, and the collection of the only other collec-
tor known to the exhibitor to collect the marks.
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Original research on a massive scale.

Over 80% of AQ Lettersheets have a watermark or countermark. When this exhibitor started collecting
them in 2001, the scant philatelic literature barely mentioned their existence, and no more. Because most
philatelists focus on material from 1840 and later, no philatelist seems to have known that non-philatelists
known as filigranists study watermarks and countermarks in ancient paper for the period through 1800.
Filigranist Charles Briquet spent most of his life in archives, libraries, monasteries, and other repositories
throughout western Europe in the late 1800s . He traced 44,000+ watermarks and countermarks in printed
and other sources published from 1282 to 1800, each with dates and places of known use. In 1907 he pub-
lished a 4-volume catalogue with these data and line drawings of each, but no photographs.

To the exhibitor’s knowledge, these sources were completely unknown to philately beginning in 2010
when the exhibitor identified 33 of the exhibit’s watermarks to the 3 published non-philatelic sources. But
68 marks do not appear in any of those sources. All 101 marks are shown in the exhibit, each on the page
on which is the AQ lettersheet with that watermark or countermark. Each page shows a color photograph,
the first photographs of any of these marks, a great improvement over Briquet’s line drawings.

Even though 33 of the 101 marks in this exhibit were known to filigranists, none was known to philate-
lists. Thus, each of these 101 watermarks is a discovery copy, previously unknown to philately, espe-
cially the 68 that were unknown even to Briquet.
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Importance of subject.

The Penny Black is the first and seminal
adhesive postage stamp, spawning myriad
progeny. AQ Lettersheets occupy the same
position for postal stationery. They are the
direct progenitor of Cavallini Lettersheets
which, in turn, are direct progenitors of
Mulready Lettersheets. (See the exhibitor’s
article on just this point, “Were the Caval-
lini Lettersheets a Precursor to Britain’s
Mulreadys?”, American Philatelist, March
2023, p. 224) There is no greater subject
matter importance of a major philatelic cate-
gory, either adhesive postage stamp or
postal stationery, than being the first and the
progenitor of such a category.

Philatelic importance.

This exhibit is doubly important philatelically.
First, it features 101 watermarks or counter-
marks, each completely unknown to philately,
some unique. It is the first and only exhibit to
connect pre-1800 watermarks and countermarks
with the non-philatelic catalogues by filigranists
of marks in pre-1800 paper. How many other
exhibits of pre-stamp material can benefit from
using this connection to identify marks of previ-
ously unknown origin? Second, this exhibit is
the most comprehensive showing of AQ Letter-
sheets ever made, to the exhibitor’s knowledge.
It includes all the major and interesting varieties,
including the five great rarities, such as the In-
verted Lion, a unique discovery.

Condition. The oldest AQ Lettersheet is over 400 years old, the youngest over 200. They fre-
quently suffered greatly from the humid climate of Venice and direct water damage from the rising
waters of the Adriatic, protection from which was the reason for the fee of 4 soldi per letter paid
for AQ Lettersheets. Vermin and mold took their toll, as did rough handling and storage for centu-
ries. Pristine examples simply do not exist. In addition, many AQ Lettersheets have a hole in the
center. This is not a defect. AQ letterheets were often stored by poking a hole in the center with a
needle, and drawing a string through the hole, so that they could be tied together in bundles.

Difficulty of acquisition. AQ Lettersheets are The Five Great Rarities of AQ Lettersheets

seldom encountered at all, rarely in any quan- Frame Page
tity or in a collection. When found, they often | ® Type 2: vertical format, fewer than 5 known 2 3
must be acquired singly. Few dealers or auc- | ® Type 4: vertical format, fewer than 5 known 2 4
tioneers recognize what they are and often mis- | ® The Inverted Lion, UNIQUE 27
identify them as other paper of the same period | ® 1¢ Rotated Lion, 3 known i g

e Type 17y: the manuscript provisional

also headed by the Lion of St. Mark but whose
use was not mandatory and did not pay a fee.
This exhibitor has accumulated those shown
here mostly singly or in small groups, primarily
in auctions in Europe since 2001.

How many AQ Lettersheets survive? One
writer* estimates that 1,500,000 AQ Letter-
sheets were sold over 189 years, from 1608 to
1797, an average of fewer than 8,000 per year.
The population of the Republic of Venice was
about 140,000, with many literate people con-
ducting a vast mercantile business, so use of
8,000 lettersheets per year seems reasonable.
Given the passage of over 400 years, wars, dis-
ease, and persistent flooding, the exhibitor esti-
mates that fewer than 5,000 have survived.

References: The best catalogue of AQ Lettersheets is:
Giorgio dal Gian, [ Timbri Postali Tagli delli Soldi
4 per Lettera della Repubblica Venezia (Venice, 1950)

The best survey article about AQ Lettersheets, with discussion
of watermarks and countermarks, is by the exhibitor:
“Italian AQ Lettersheets of the Republic of Venice,”
Fil-Italia, vol. 39, no. 3, Summer 2013, pp. 107-111

The three non-philatelic sources for pre-1800 watermarks are:

1. Charles M. Briquet, Les Filigrans: Dictionnaire Historique
Des Marques Du Papier Des Leur Apparition Vers, 1282
Jusqu’en 1600 (4 vols., Geneva, 1907; covers 16,000+ of
Briquet’s 44,000+ marks, modern reprint available)

2. University of Geneva, Thomas Gravel Watermark Collection,
www.gravell.org (covers remaining 28,000+ of Briquet’s marks)

3. Edward Heawood, Watermarks Mostly of the 17th and 18th

Centuries (London, 1950)

* Charles F. Meroni, “Posts and Postal Markings from
Ancient and Medieval Times, ” Covers, July 1959,
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