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Study Unit

Children’s Books and Stamps: Studies in Design

Charles “Chuck Lewis Ripper

By Phyllis Van Orden

Charles Ripper, or “Chuck,” as he is often
cited in the professional literature, acclaimed
as one of the leading nature and wildlife art-
ists in the country, was born on 28 October
1929 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He reflects
his life’s passion, devoted to conservation and
painting, by inscribing many of his books with
the words: “That path of nature declared most
interesting, is but the path most patiently ob-
served.”! Elsewhere he notes that, “if any of
my books or drawings . . . open the eyes of
just one more person to the world of nature,
my efforts have not been wasted.”?

Designs on postage stamps provide an inter-
esting way for Ripper to communicate his love
of nature to a wider audience. He believes that
“stamps are something that everyone sees,
though they don’t think of them as paintings
or know who created them.”3 He notes that the
United States Postal Service has a policy for
its postage stamps, that the artwork can’t be
more than five times the size of the stamp.
“They found over the years if you make the
painting too large and then reduce it down to
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postage size, it melts together like yesterday’s
spaghetti.”

Chuck Ripper’s dual interest in art and na-
ture began as a child. He began taking classes
at the Art Institute of Pittsburgh on Saturdays,
which continued throughout his high school
years. After graduation he enrolled in the In-
stitute’s two-year commercial art program.
Before Ripper graduated from the Art Institute,
one of his drawings was published in Nature
Magazine, which led to his first commission.
During his last week of school, he received a
letter from an editor at William Morrow in New
York saying he had a manuscript for a chil-
dren’s book and asked Ripper to send some
samples of his artwork. Addison Webb, the au-
thor of the children’s book, Song of the Sea-
sons, had seen his drawing in Nature Maga-
zine. Ripper received the commission and did
the 61 drawings for the book from June to Oc-
tober; he had illustrated his first children’s
book before his 20th birthday.

After completing a commission to do a pen-
and-ink drawing for an annual report at Pitts-
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burgh’s Carnegie Museum, he was offered a
job there as a staff illustrator. In 1953,
when he returned from service in the Korean
War, where he worked as a topographic
draftsman for the Army Corps of Engineers,
he took his portfolio to several publishers in
New York. An editor at Morrow Junior Books
admired his drawings of bats and asked if he
would like to do a children’s book about
them. He did. Bats was the first of eleven
children’s books by Ripper published by
Morrow. They are printed in black-and-
white, which is typical of that era. Although
his first love remained painting, Ripper’s
written work expertly supplemented his
drawings and paintings.

Ripper also served as art director for Stan-
dard Printing & Publishing Company in
Huntington, West Virginia. This experience
provided a solid base for his understanding
of the processes involved in printing postage
stamps.

When Standard went bankrupt, he next
turned to full-time, free-lance wildlife illus-
tration. He had already developed a reputa-
tion for being a fine craftsman; careful with
details; seeking accuracy; and researching
his subject through books, photographs, live
specimens, and the study of skins, which is
the technique he used for his hummingbird
illustrations (Scott 2642-2646). As he ob-
serves,

Study skins are a great resource. .
. . However, their color does tend
to fade over time, so they don’t
give you the whole story. But you
can count the feathers and make
sure you've got all your anatomi-
cal details correct. For instance,

did you know that all songbirds
have 12 feathers in their tails, but
hummingbirds have only 10? That’s
one of the little sand traps that can
bury you as you go along if you’re
not careful.>

Ripper’s freelance work has appeared in nu-
merous periodicals, including National Geo-
graphic; on the covers of many outdoor maga-
zines; in nature identification books, such as
the Peterson Field Guides; and his images are
on every National Wildlife Federation conserva-
tion stamp sheet issued since 1959.

His work appeals to both naturalists and
stamp collectors. Roger Tory Peterson, editor of
the Peterson Field Guide series, wrote

[I was] well aware of the extremely
demanding work that has gone into
this . . . guide. . . . [the] work of two
veteran naturalists, [including
Chuck] Ripper, a professional bio-
logical illustrator, well known for his
wildlife and botanical paintings.®

Stamp collectors have also expressed their
appreciation of his work through their votes in
Linn’s annual contest (see pages 19-20 for il-
lustrations). Receiving approval were:

e American Wildlife (Scott 2286-2335) in 1987
as “best design” and “favorite stamps”;

e Coral Reefs (Scott 1827-1830) in 1980
shared both “most popular” and “best design”
with other stamps;

e Preservation of Wildlife (Scott 1921-1924) in
1981 shared “most popular” and “best design”
with others;

e Bobcat (Scott 2482) in 1990 as “best design
of definitives.”

One suspects that Ripper, an avid fly fisher-
man, was disappointed in the 1991 poll of
“least necessary” for
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$c2205-2209 Sc2445-2549

for the Fish booklet stamps (Scott 2205-
2209) designed by Ripper. Ripper followed up
this discussion with a formal proposal, which
included some supplementary information: a
newspaper article about the growing popular-
ity of fly fishing, a Royal Coachman fly he
had designed, and two sets of color sketches
for a se-tenant block of four stamps that dif-
fered only in the color of the background. The
Citizens Stamp Advisory Committee (CSAC)
preferred the second, a sepia view of the
scenery where each of the flies would be
used. The sepia background avoided the cold
effect that black and white would create and
the clash between background and the colors
of the flies if he had used full-color back-
grounds. He also created the picture used on
the booklet cover.

Ripper’s Louisiana World Exposition stamp
of 1984 (Scott 2086), takes one to bayou
country with myriad birds and reptiles on
land or in the air, while underwater one sees
two gold shiners (minnows), a chain pickerel,
and a Louisiana crayfish. Although the fair
went bankrupt, the USPS sold about $26 mil-

lion worth of the
stamp.

The attention
to detail found in
Ripper’s drawings
for the Peterson
Guide book exem-
plifies the stan-
dards one expects
of him. This accu-

racy is important
for identification
whether in a book

Louisiana World Exposition
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or on a stamp. For the Wildlife series the
Postal Service checked the anatomical accu-
racy and proper locale of his pencil sketches
with expert sources, such as the Smithsonian
and National Geographic magazines. Later
these same experts checked his final work for
color. One anticipates, based on Ripper’s large
collection of photographs and his care for all
details, that the experts had an easy job. One
example of how he approaches his assignment
is seen in the two bobcat stamps (2482, $2.00
and 2332 from the American Wildlife pane). In
addition to consulting stacks of photographs
and drawings, Ripper notes that

they have a state game farm at

French Creek, West Virginia, about

an hour and a half, two hours from

where we live, where they take or-

phaned animals that people have

taken home and then found they

couldn’t really care for them, and

they have bobcats there. We stop

every time we’re driving by and I

look and sketch and take pictures.®

No wonder that viewing prevsvvvsvvvey
his drawings is such a sat-
isfying experience both for

their color, their accuracy,
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American Wildlife series (Scott 2286-2335) : “Best Design” and “Favorite Stamps” (1987)

and the artist’s respect for his subjects. If are sure to find a few of your favorites among
you enjoy nature and nature paintings, you the many stamps of Charles “Chuck” Ripper.
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Sc1827-1830: “Most Popu-
lar” and “Best Design” in
Linn’s 1980 annual contest
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