
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

There are two aspects - the collection of taxes, and the 

payment for postage. These were regulated by different 

Ministries, but the Postal Service did all the work for both. Tax 

was levied on newspapers from 1803 to 1899, and special 

postage arrangements existed from 1851 to 1922. The display 

shows details of everything; the sections are presented in 

starting-date order. The frame contents are outlined on the 

next sheet, and copies are available. There are also handouts. 
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ewspapers as we know them today began as hand-written sheets, perhaps read aloud 

by the messenger to a gathering of those he’d been sent to. In Europe, moveable-type 

printing was invented around 1450, when German goldsmith Johannes Gutenberg 

(re)invented the metal movable-type printing press. [The Chinese had invented it 

around 1040 AD, using porcelain type.] The knowledge-of-possibility but not of the 

technology slowly spread west. 

This is a copy of a copy of the first issue of what became the Wiener Zeitung; that newspaper 

survives today but only on-line. 

 

  

N 



 

The Austrians first introduced a Tax on Newspapers on 1 July 1789, carefully defining what 

it did and didn’t apply to. There were immediate objections to the principle (“a tax on 
Knowledge”) and to the practice (“a hindrance to Trade”), and it was eventually withdrawn in 

1792. It was reintroduced on 1 January 1803; changed as the currency changed; suspended 

during the 1840s unrest; and remained until 1 January 1900. 

 

The payment of the tax was shown by either an impressed marking (a “signet”) in black red or 

blue; or by an adhesive stamp. For more details, see Carsten Mintert’s Timeline above the 

“1803 to 1850 signets” frames. Below is a selection of tax adhesives and tax signets. 

 

 

 

  

  

  

 

 

  



Inland newspapers could be ordered through the Post Office, by selecting from the approved 

list (frequently changing); completing a special form; paying the fee; and until 1880 

negotiating an additional fee with your Postmaster for delivery-to-home. Or you could walk 

to your Post Office and collect it; since this was often also the local pub, walking there wasn’t 

a total hardship. 
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Austria introduced adhesive postage stamps for letters on 1 June 1850. Special stamps for 

publishers to pay a reduced rate postage on inland newspapers ordered 

through the Post Office were introduced on 1 January 1851. This newspaper-

postage-stamp system lasted until 1 March 1922. 

The best-known of these stamps is the Red Mercury, for payment of the 

postage on a bundle of 10 newspapers. It was issued on 21 March 1856, and 

remained in use until 31 October 1858. Its sale stopped at the end of that day but copies in the 

hands of publishers could be used until 31 December 1858 when it was 

withdrawn and demonetized. They are rare; there are an estimated less than 

10 left in the world genuinely used on a piece of wrapper. Rather more (50?) 

survive as mint specimens; many of these were probably “liberated” from 

official archives and never saw a Post Office. Almost certainly, a newly-

discovered one will be either a reprint (there were 53,500!) or a forgery: both 

abound. The item on the right is a genuine reprint with a fake cancellation on an 1849 

newspaper which plausibly could have been used to wrap a bundle-of-ten. 

Above is a newspaper with both a blue tax stamp and a brown newspaper post stamp. 

 



The brown stamp used above is the 1859 colour-change issue - the 1858 blue was too similar 

to the 15kr letter post stamp! 

Above is a newspaper with both a tax signet and a blue newspaper post stamp. 

  



 



If you could read or write, you would be wealthy enough to employ your personal messenger, 

or you’d be a member of a Court, Guild, Monastery etc who did.  

 

This is my servant Igor, who tirelessly tramps the medieval roads and trackways of 

Europe carrying my messages to my correspondents. On his days off, I use 

WhatsApp. His second function is to scour the rubbish heaps he passes, in case they 

contain examples of the Newspaper Postage services to add to my collection. He is 

handsomely rewarded for what he brings me. 



 

 

 

Your personal messenger might well have been afforded a horse to speed his travel. 

But not always… 

    

 



In 
The Emperor’s messages, however, were carried by superior horsemen in a superior uniform 

and mounted on superior horses. A network of way-stations existed so that the messenger 

could change to a fresh horse. These were 15km apart in most parts of the Empire, but closer 

together in rough country - set at the distance a superior horse could reasonably be expected 

to gallop non-stop. Usually, the same messenger carried the message all the way. 

 

 

  



Vienna-area Post-route map from 1783, showing the roads and way-stations 

 


