
The Art of Qi Baishi on Stamps         

I’m not sure when or how I became interested in art. Maybe it was because my mother was a water colour painter, 

or was it because my cousin is a wonderfully trained oil painter? Whatever the reason, I took up Art at school, failing 

the O Level, but passing the A Level … how bizarre is that? 

So when I rediscovered the joy of stamp collecting in my late twenties, I was thrilled to find 

that painting featured in thousands of stamps. Should I collect paintings on stamps? Or should 

I collect bird stamps? I chose the latter, but have a special interest in stamps featuring bird 

paintings, which of course I try and find for my collection! 

I am not so keen on the stamps which feature classical paintings with miniscule images of 

birds, such as the 1970 Grenada Christmas stamp (left), with a teeny weeny Goldfinch just 

about visible on the stamp, although I do have these in my collection! 

Stamps featuring the paintings of Chinese artists is much more to my liking, for example those 

of Qi Baishi and Xu Beihong. You may indeed already have a stamp in your collection featuring 

the paintings of Qi Baishi, without you knowing it, for the People’s Republic of China 1980 River Kingfisher (sg 2946) 

is indeed by this talented artist. It is one of a 16v set of paintings, and is shown here. 

This is a lovely example of Qi Baishi’s brushwork, often described as a ‘whimsical and playful style 

of work’. Qi Baishi was a Chinese Master painter, born on 1st January 1864 to a peasant family from 

Xiangtan, Hunan. His initial interest in painting was influenced by the ‘Manual of the Mustard Seed 

Garden’, a printed manual of Chinese painting compiled during the early Qing Dynasty. He is known 

for his simplicity in painting, fusing traditional freehand brushwork and folk-art technique, and 

focusing on a natural appearance. He liked painting small things like frogs, insects, flowers and of 

course BIRDS. Many of the Chinese painters of his era were influenced by western culture, but Qi 

Baishi stayed true to the Chinese traditions and ordinary things of life. This is well illustrated in a 

souvenir sheetlet and Mini Sheet from Gambia below. Issued in 2007, they celebrate the 50th 

Anniversary of the death of Qi Baishi. The souvenir sheetlet (sg 5049-52) features 4 paintings, each 

stamp valued at 25d, and the mini-sheet (sg MS5053) at 65d. All stamps display his special genre of 

‘Red flowers and Inky leaf’, and 2 of the sheetlet stamps and the mini-sheet feature birds. Kjell 

Scharning categorises these as Crested Mynahs, although sometimes stamp catalogues do not 

always agree … Scotts begs to differ! To me, it matters not, as I collect these stamps, not for their 

ornithological correctness, but merely for the splendid art that is featured. 

  



Qi Baishi is famous for painting in the freely expressive ‘xieyi’ style, 

literally translating to “sketching thoughts”, and requires a 

spontaneous application of paint led by the spirit. He stands as the 

indisputable giant of twentieth century Chinese painting. He died in 

Beijing in 1957 and many commemorative sheetlets and Mini Sheets 

have been issued by various countries to celebrate the 50th 

Anniversary of his death, as in the example above from the Gambia, 

and a 4v sheetlet from Nevis shown left. This was issued in 2007, (sg 

2045-8), and is one of my favourites, featuring an unidentified Eagle.  

Cocks and hens frequently feature in Qi Baishi’s paintings, an example 

being the Chinese New Year “ Year of the Rooster” sheet from Grenada in 2005. The sheet, shown here ( MS5017) is 

valued at $4 and illustrates Taro leaves and hens. I had to look up Taro leaves, and found that they are part of the 

Taro plant, best known for its starchy roots, but it is the leaves that are used as part of a staple food in many 

different cuisines in the sub tropics….. there you are, botany lesson too!. 

Stamperija have even issued  stamps depicting Qi Baishi’s 

paintings, with Sierra Leone issuing ‘A Sparrow on a Branch’, in 

2016, a delightful picture, again illustrating the beauty of 

simplistic brush strokes. 

Qi Baishi experienced much fame and success during his long 

life, which has grown exponentially since his death at the age 

of 93. His paintings today can fetch many millions of dollars. 

In 1953 the Ministry of Culture selected Qi Baishi as the 

Outstanding Artist of the Chinese People. In 1954 he was 

selected as a representative of the Chinese people, and 

attended the National People’s Congress, and in 1956 he was awarded the World Peace Prize by the World Peace 

Council. 

I complete Qi Baishi with a sheetlet from Uganda, issued in 1996 to celebrate ‘China 96 - the 9th Asian International 

Stamp Exhibition’, in Peking, China. This sheetlet displays the true quality of Qi Baishi’s skills as an artist, and again 

features his unique Red Flower and Inky leaf genre, and typical picture content … the Mandarin Ducks, Mynahs, 

Cocks and Hens together with shrimps, crabs and flowering plants, all in one sheet, cracking!  

And a few more stamps featuring his paintings too! 

Left: sheetlet from 

Ghana, 2008, sg 

MS3730, issued to 

celebrate the 150th 

Anniversary of Qi 

Baishi’s birth. 

The sheet features 

Hens and Chicks 

and Crows 

returning to trees. 

Left: printed by Stamperija, 

Sierra Leone issue from 

2016, featuring the Bird of 

Paradise. This stamp is part 

of a larger set of Qi Baishi 

paintings. 



I suppose it might be true to say that the stamps featured in this article are not to everyone’s taste, and would 

almost certainly not be included in a collection of pure ornithologically based stamps. However, for me they add a 

completely different flavour to the theme ‘Birds on Stamps’, along with Cartoon stamps (which I do not collect), and 

space stamps featuring the American Bald Eagle (which I do collect!).  

So for now, they will remain a worthy addition to my bird stamp collection …. Are they in yours? 

Gilly Christmas 


