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I have always had an interest in the stylised artwork of the 1930s-era and nobody 
captured that style for me more than Theyre Lee-Elliott, especially his GPO 
commissions relating to the airmail service, the artwork for which generally 
incorporated my interest in letter boxes. I was inspired by the 2009 BPMA exhibition 
Designs on Delivery: GPO Posters from 1930-1960 held last October at the London 
College of Communication and decided that I would delve deeper into the work of 
this man.  
 
 
 

Biography  
It has proved difficult to obtain a detailed biography about him, but I record here what 
I have found, largely due to contact with his nephew, Anthony David Lee-Elliott. 
 
While researching this article, Theyre’s actual name and place of birth had been the 
cause of much confusion to me and his surviving family members. After much effort, 
I finally traced his birth record and found that he was registered by his parents in 
quarter three of 1903 under the name “David Lee Theyre Elliott”. Note that his 
surname was not shown as “Lee-Elliott”, so when his name became double-barrelled 
is still unclear. 
 
He was born on 28 May 1903 at the rectory at Southover in Lewes, Sussex – his 
family had been unsure whether it was at Lewes or at the rectory at Blakeney in 
Norfolk, but as the birth registration occurred in the Lewes district it is reasonable to 
assume that this is where he was also born. He died in solitude, a virtual recluse, in 
Sloane Avenue on 24 December 1988 in the Chelsea district of London.  
 
Anthony recalls: “Theyre went from Winchester to Cambridge and thence to The 
Slade School of Art and lived in Chelsea all his life, dying at the age of 85 in 1988. It 
was The Slade that drew him to the studios and fellow artists of Chelsea.  
    He never married or had issue, so far as we aware, but had seven nephews and 
nieces. He exhibited worldwide and when in Tokyo and Hong Kong, would paint local 
scenes before and after his exhibitions. Before the war he painted the scenery and 
backdrops at Sadler’s Wells, where he fell in love with all the dancers and painted 
them in his spare time. He met all the stars and painted hundreds of action pictures 
of them. Whenever he came to stay he always painted pictures for us of our toys and 
where we lived during the war and after. A lot of his paintings were bought by the 
stars of stage and screen of yesteryear.  
    A student of theology, he excelled at the high jump, tennis and table tennis whilst 
up at Cambridge and represented England in the last event at the 1924 Olympics. 
Both his subject matters and style varied considerably according to his moods and 
health.” 



His non-GPO Work  
His best remembered creation in the minds of older members of the public is 
probably that of the Imperial Airways Limited “Speedbird” logo design. This was used 
by Imperial from 1932 to 1939 and later continued in use through to 1973 by its 
successor BOAC after the merger of Imperial and British Airways Ltd in 1939. In 
1974, BOAC was forced to merge with British European Airways (BEA) to form the 
modern British Airways and the Speedbird device was kept until the airline employed 
Landor Associates to create a new identity in 1985.  
 

 
The Speedbird logo, which appears to have indiscriminately been used facing in either direction,  

as a single or multiple image and in different colours. Signed LEE-ELLIOTT in red  at bottom right. 
 

The Speedbird design still looks modern today despite being three-quarters of a 
century old and could so easily have just been submitted by a design agency to an 
airline undergoing a current rebranding exercise. Indeed, one internet enthusiast of 
the logo notes: “It looks both yesterday and today at one and the same time”. It lives 
on today not as a logo design but as the main British Airways flight captain’s call-sign 
to Air Traffic Control. 
 



The Speedbird logo was used on at least three labels from Imperial Airways. These 
were introduced to help promote the company and its airmail service and, being 
gummed, were presumably intended for affixing to envelopes. 
 

                     
Poster stamps promoting the airmail service, believed to be circa mid-1930s.  

Commissioned by Imperial Airways. Signed L-E at foot. 

 
Other commercial work appears to have primarily been undertaken for Imperial 
Airways, plus Southern Railways, the original British Airways and for London 
Transport (for whom he undertook commissions between 1936 and 1952), plus, no 
doubt, others. All are instantly recognisable from his unique style and all 
commissioning companies are in the transport sector.  
 
Lee-Elliott published a book entitled Paintings of the Ballet, a subject that he first 
painted in 1936. This book had an introduction by Arnold Haskell and included a 
selection of his drawings and paintings, recapturing the mood and magical spirit of 
the original performances, delighting all lovers of the ballet, as it did Theyre.  
 
He also undertook extensive commissions on a religious theme and many of these 
are preserved in the collections of religious bodies, such as the Methodist Church.  



General Post Office Commissions  
I am aware of the items illustrated here that were created for the General Post Office 
of the 1930s by Lee-Elliott, but other gems may well lie hidden in the archives of the 
British Postal Museum & Archive in London, although their search engine reveals 
nothing else of relevance under a keyword search of his name.  
 
If the Speedbird design was the best-known non-GPO design, then the Airmail 
Wings design must be one of the most familiar GPO designs to this day, as it was 
used on airmail labels, posters and leaflets for many years throughout the British 
Empire. Again, like Speedbird, there was an inconsistent use because the wing 
colours can both appear in black, or one in white and one in black, or both in white. 
 

 
Lee-Elliott seated in front of his Speedbird and GPO Airmail Wings designs. 

 Image believed to be from the mid-1930s. 

 



Airmail Etiquettes (Labels) 
BPMA holds on file a single die proof of the original label printed gravure in blue and 
black on a large sheet of otherwise blank paper dated 1934. (To examine this item 
ask to see Airmail volume PH08, page PH09/1A.)  
 
Douglas Muir confirms in his latest book George V and the G.P.O. (available to 
purchase at £19.95 from the BPMA shop) that the Airmail Wings etiquette was 
introduced into service on 25 July 1934 and that the design “was clearly inspired by 
Sir Stephen Tallents”. 
 
The labels appeared in stamp booklets as well as in counter sheets. They are also to 
be found printed onto souvenir “First Flight” souvenir covers, an example of the 
pictorial panel of which is shown nearby. Although these are private productions, 
they are probably unique in portraying both the Airmail Wings and Speedbird logos 
on the one item, together with the signature L-E. 
 
 

             
GPO airmail labels with Airmail Wings design from counter sheets and various booklet printings.  

Other versions with different text exist. Unsigned by Lee-Elliott. 
 
 

 



Leaflet Designs 
 

           
Informational leaflets, not signed, but the Airmail wings design was by Lee-Elliott. 1935 (left), 1951 (right). 

(BPMA catalogue reference POST 110/0000) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
Post Office notices for the South African (June 1937) and Empire Air Mail (date?) services. Signed LEE-ELLIOTT below 

or alongside the postbox. (BPMA catalogue reference POST) 
 
 



  
 
 
 

 
Airmail Postbox leaflet, mid-1930s. Various versions exist for the different postal districts in London. 

Signed LEE-ELLIOTT at bottom left of front and back outside covers. 
(This reproduction is currently on sale at the BPMA shop at the reduced price of £1.50) 

 



Poster Work 
The Designs on Delivery exhibition included one of Lee-Elliott’s poster designs, as 
reproduced nearby. It graphically demonstrates the rise year-on-year of the use of 
airmail services. The panel details provided by BPMA that accompanied this poster 
stated: “Posters advertising airmail services were among the Post Office’s early 
selling commissions. In Into the Air, modernist visual forms were adopted to promote 
the Post Office’s own technological developments. Influenced by information 
graphics and the idea of a global visual language of communications, the increasing 
volumes of airmail deliveries are displayed in pictorial form. Describing his method 
as “drawing not what you see, but what you think”, Lee-Elliott used repeated 
geometric elements to reinforce the message.”  
 
 

 
Into the Air poster from 1935, 762mm x 508mm, Double Crown format. 

BPMA catalogue reference: POST 110/2487. Signed LEE-ELLIOTT at top right. 



Postal District Labels 
 

         
Postal District labels used in the Manchester area. Unsigned by Lee-Elliott. 

 

 
The Postal District labels design was resurrected in 2008 for the menu screen 

of the Addressing the Nation DVD, produced jointly by BPMA/BFI. 
 

He tended to ensure that his name was incorporated into most of his commercial 
designs, either as LEE-ELLIOTT, or simply abbreviated to L-E. The Manchester 
Postal District labels shown here must surely be his work although they do not bear 
any signature to confirm this.  

 



Postmark Cachet 
 

 

 
During 1935 and 1936 mail received in Glasgow by air was distinguished by a cachet 
worded “AIR MAIL” with the Wings design centrally incorporated. This was applied in 
black ink to the bottom left of mail items as a promotional device. There were two not 
dissimilar versions of machine marking (the second version reads “BY AIR MAIL” 
with the Wings design above the text), while an unseen handstamp was used on 
small quantities of mail when it was not worth setting-up the machine. 
 
 
 
...and finally 
It has been fascinating delving into the work of this prolific designer and to share the 
results of my researches here. There are several other major artists that influenced 
the GPO and its corporate image in the 1930s and beyond, so why not listen to the 
podcast at www.postalheritage.org.uk by Dr Paul Rennie, Head of Context in the 
School of Graphic Design at Central St Martin's, London, on the history of GPO 
poster design and communication. November 2010 will see the publication of GPO: 
Design, also by Dr Rennie, and based on the extensive BPMA poster collection. This 
new publication (RRP £12.50) is bound to be available from the BPMA shop. 

http://www.postalheritage.org.uk/
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http://oberon481.typepad.com/oberons_grove/2009/09/memento.html to read some 
interesting posts about Theyre. 

http://oberon481.typepad.com/oberons_grove/2009/09/memento.html

