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Stamps International

Bye-Bye, IPK!

years of dutiful service, is finally retiring. The

IPK, a golf ball-sized cylinder made of a spe-
cial platinum-iridium alloy (90:10), was introduced in
1889 at the first General Conference on Weights and
Measures (CGPM) near Paris to define the unit of mass
using an artifact fabricated with the utmost care and
precision available at the time. New units were sub-
sequently adopted for other physical quantities such
as electric current (the ampere) and temperature (the
kelvin), and the increasing need for a more cohesive
set of units of measurement led to the implementation
of the International System of Units (SI) in 1960.

The International Prototype Kilogram, after 130

In the ensuing decades, progressively more sophis-
ticated definitions were adopted for certain S| base
units but, remarkably, the kilogram remained until
recently the only one still defined by a physical ob-
ject rather than a fundamental property that could
be independently measured in different laborato-
ries. Things changed last November when the 26th
CGPM voted unanimously to update the definitions of
some base units and start defining the kilogram using
a fixed value of Planck’s constant (h), which is now
known with a high degree of certainty. On 20 May
2019, World Metrology Day, an updated and more sta-
ble Sl will become effective, and the venerable IPK will
literally rest in peace.

There are at least 30 or 40 postage stamps dedi-
cated to the metric system, including several issued in
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1975 to mark the centennial of
the Meter Convention and oth-
ers that feature Sl base or de-
rived units. Surprisingly, as far
as | know, there are only three
stamps that depict the IPK.
The ones from Indonesia and
Bulgaria, illustrated above, also
show the International Proto-
type Meter, a rigid bar with a
characteristic Xshaped cross-
section made of the same al-
loy as Le Grand K and used
to define the meter
until 1960. In turn,
the third stamp dis-
plays one of Mexico’s
original replicas of
the IPK and was is-

sued in 2015 to com- HETER TR

DONESIA

memorate the 125th
anniversary of the
country’s  member-
ship in the CGPM. So,
this coming May 20th,
let’s all bid farewell to
the revered prototype
with a heartfelt “Au
revoir, IPK!”

Written by Daniel Rabinovich
<drabinov@uncc.edu>.
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The International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry
is the global organization that provides objective scientific expertise
and develops the essential tools for the application and communi-
cation of chemical knowledge for the benefit of humankind and the
world. IUPAC accomplishes its mission by fostering sustainable devel-
opment, providing a common language for chemistry, and advocat-

President:
Qi-Feng Zhou (China)

Vice President:
Christopher Brett (Portugal)

Past President:
Natalia Tarasova (Russia)

ing the free exchange of scientific information. In fulfilling this mission,

IUPAC effectively contributes to the worldwide understanding and
application of the chemical sciences, to the betterment of humankind.

NATIONAL ADHERING ORGANIZATIONS

Australian Academy of Science (Australia)

Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften (Austria)
Bangladesh Chemical Society (Bangladesh)

The Royal Academies for the Sciences and Arts of Belgium (Belgium)
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (Bulgaria)

National Research Council of Canada (Canada)

Sociedad Chilena de Quimica (Chile)

Chinese Chemical Society (China)

Chemical Society located in Taipei (China)

LANOTEC-CENAT, National Nanotechnology Laboratory (Costa Rica)*
Croatian Chemical Society (Croatia)

Czech Chemical Society (Czech Republic)

Det Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab (Denmark)
National Committee for IUPAC (Egypt)

Finnish Chemical Society (Finland)

Comité National Francais de la Chimie (France)

Deutscher Zentralausschuss fir Chemie (Germany)
Association of Greek Chemists (Greece)

Hungarian Academy of Sciences (Hungary)

Indian National Science Academy (India)

Royal Irish Academy (Ireland)

Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities (Israel)

Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche (ltaly)

Caribbean Academy of Sciences—Jamaica Chapter (Jamaica)

INTERNATIONAL UNION OF
PURE AND APPLIED CHEMISTRY

Secretary General:

Richard M. Hartshorn (New Zealand)

Treasurer:

Colin Humphris (UK)

Science Council of Japan (Japan)

Jordanian Chemical Society (Jordan)

Korean Chemical Society (Korea)

Kuwait Chemical Society (Kuwait)

Institut Kimia Malaysia (Malaysia)

Academy of Sciences of Mozambique (Mozambique)
Nepal Polymer Institute (Nepal)

Koninklijke Nederlandse Chemische Vereniging (Netherlands)
Royal Society of New Zealand (New Zealand)
Chemical Society of Nigeria (Nigeria)

Norsk Kjemisk Selskap (Norway)

Chemical Society of Pakistan (Pakistan)*

Polska Akademia Nauk (Poland)

Sociedade Portuguesa de Quimica (Portugal)
Colegio de Quimicos de Puerto Rico (Puerto Rico)
Russian Academy of Sciences (Russia)

Comité Sénégalais pour la Chimie (Sénégal)
Serbian Chemical Society (Serbia)

Slovak Chemical Society (Slovakia)

Slovenian Chemical Society (Slovenia)

National Research Foundation (South Africa)
Spanish IUPAC Committee (Spain)

Institute of Chemistry, Ceylon (Sri Lanka)

Svenska Nationalkommittén fér Kemi (Sweden)
Swiss Academy of Sciences (Switzerland)

Ministry of Science and Technology (Thailand)
Turkiye Kimya Dernegi (Turkey)

Royal Society of Chemistry (United Kingdom)
National Academy of Sciences (USA)

Programa de Desarrollo de Ciencias Bésicas (Uruguay)
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