
by Stanley Max
We all know that stamps are usually rectangular or square in shape, and that they come in many differ-

ent sizes. If variety is the spice of life, then we could enhance that variety by adding to the mixture a genre of 
stamps possessing a certain mathematical regularity — metric dimensions.

One need not be a philatelist to know that there are size limitations beyond which a postage stamp can be 
too big or too small to be useful. The minimum width of a stamp should be, let’s say, about 10 mm or else the 
stamp becomes difficult to handle and cannot contain a legible inscription. The maximum length should be 
about 50 mm to prevent the stamp’s interfering with the standard letter envelope or postcard. Within these 
broad parameters, however, what should the stamp’s dimensions be?

The International Organization for Standardization (ISO), the privately funded standards-setting orga-
nization based in Geneva, Switzerland, has specified very clear and easily applicable rules governing paper 
sizes in the metric system.1 According to these rules, the ratio of length to width must equal the square root 
of 2 (√2), which is approximately 1.4.

But any aspect ratio can accommodate an infinite range of areas. To make it metric-sized, not only must 
the aspect ratio be √2, but the ISO has established that the area of what it calls A0 paper must equal one 
square meter (1000 mm x 1000 mm). To obtain an area of one square meter and do so while maintaining an 
aspect ratio of √2, the length of the paper needs to equal 1189 mm and the width must be 841 mm.

The ISO has set up an entire series of A-type paper. To get to the next larger size of paper, we multiply each 
dimension (length and width) of format A0 paper by a factor of √2. 
This format, which the ISO calls 2A0, has a length of 1682 mm and 
a width of 1189 mm. Starting from format A0 and going to the next 
smaller size of paper, we divide each dimension of format A0 paper 
by a factor or √2. This format, called A1, has a length of 841 mm 
and a width of 594 mm. This procedure results in each larger format 

The Dimensions of 
Metric-Sized Postage Stamps

The Logic of Metric-Sized Paper
To go from a larger size (A0) to a smaller size (A1), the width of A0 
becomes the length of A1 and the length of A0 is halved to become 
the width of A1. To go from a smaller size (A0) to a larger size (2A0), 
the length of A0 becomes the width of 2A0, and the width of A0 is 
doubled to become the length of 2A0. The aspect ratio of length: 
width always equals √2. Furthermore, every larger size has exactly 
twice the area of every smaller size.
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of paper having exactly twice the 
area of each smaller format. Thus 
the area of 2A0 is twice the area 
of A0, and A0 has twice the area 
of A1.

The first table (above) shows 
the dimensions and area of sev-
eral A-series paper formats. No-
tice how the width of one format 
becomes the length of the next 
smaller. I extended this table 
down to A4, because that is the 
most widely used metric-sized 
paper in the world. Every country 
that utilizes metric-sized paper 
(which is every major country 
other than the United States and Canada) produces the bulk 
of its office correspondence on A4 paper. Then I skipped sev-
eral formats and resumed the list at A9, because that is where 
the issue becomes interesting to philatelists.

In the second table, I picked up the list again at A9 and 
proceeded down several more sizes. I also added a column 
that asks whether the given size would be useful as a post-
age stamp. It would seem that metric-sized paper yields three 
sizes suitable for a stamp.

It should be noted that the ISO has set up B-series and 
C-series metric formats as well as A-series. However, they 
all adhere to the principle that the aspect ratio must equal 
√2, and the conclusion that I reach regarding suitable stamps 
sizes would scarcely differ.

From what I have been able to tell, postal authorities 
throughout the world have not set out to print stamps using 
metric sizes. And if they continue not to do so, that would 
surely not spell a calamity. Nevertheless, since most coun-
tries the world over have adopted metric-sized paper for all 
kinds of purposes, to produce a series or two of metric-sized 
postal stamps may not be a bad idea. It would certainly lead 
to a new collecting theme.

Endnote
A useful source for this article has been Markus Kuhn, “International Stan-
dard Paper Sizes” (created October 29, 1996, and last modified May 2, 2006), 
in http://www.cl.cam.ac.uk/~mgk25/iso-paper.html. Kuhn summarizes the 
content of several documents published by the ISO as well as various other 
standards-setting organizations.
Collectors might also be interested in the Mathematics Study Unit, an affiliate 
of the APS. Its mision is “To further the collection and study of stamps and 
philatelic materials that pertain to mathematics and mathematicians.” The Unit 
publishes a quarterly journal, Philamath, and can visited at its website: www.
math.ttu.edu/msu/. 
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