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Un-manned Satellites on Postage Stamps: 44 
By Guest contributors Don Hillger and Garry Toth 

  The Ulysses satellite 
 

This is the forty-fourth in a series of articles about 
un-manned satellites on postage stamps.  This 
article features the Ulysses solar probe satellite, 
which was launched by Space Shuttle Discovery 
(STS-41) on 6 October 1990.  The Ulysses satellite 
is named after the god Ulysses from Roman 
mythology, who is the equivalent of the Greek god 
Odysseus. 
 
The International Solar Polar Mission (ISPM) was 
originally planned for two spacecraft, one to be 
built by the European Space Agency (ESA) and the 
other by NASA.  NASA cancelled its participation in 
the mission in 1981, so only ESA’s Ulysses was 
built.  As implied by the name of the mission, the 
satellites were designed to pass over the rotational 
poles of the Sun in order to take various 
measurements as a function of solar latitude.  
Ulysses obtained that trajectory by first 
swinging by Jupiter in 1992 in order to obtain 
the intended heliospheric orbit through a 
gravitational assist. 
 
Ulysses orbits the Sun’s polar caps, with the 
first pass on the solar north pole in 1995, then 
again over the south and north solar 
poles in 2000 and 2001, respectively.  
With a highly inclined and highly 
elliptical orbit, the spacecraft 
encounters the Sun approximately every 
five years.  Ulysses again passed over 
the Sun’s south pole in late 2006/early 
2007.  This long period allows the 
spacecraft to take measurements at 
various points in the 11-year solar cycle.  The purpose of the 
Ulysses mission is to investigate the solar magnetic field, 
solar wind plasma, and cosmic rays coming from the Sun, as 
a function of solar latitude, with emphasis on the two polar 
areas of the Sun. 
 
Powered by a radioisotope thermal generator that is held 
away from the spacecraft body on a short boom, Ulysses has 

no solar panels.  The main distinguishing 
feature is a parabolic antenna and feed 
horn attached to the rectangular body of 
the satellite.  The Ulysses spacecraft has 
been featured on a large number of 
postal items, only a few of which were 
from ESA member countries. The first 
stamps and souvenir sheets to show 
Ulysses were issued in 1982 by the 

Central African Republic and in 1984 by Djibouti, 
greatly preceding the 1990 launch.  All other postal 
items were issued after launch, many in the early 
1990s, with the most recent issues coming from 
Guinea-Bissau and Rwanda, both in 2010.  The St. 
Thomas souvenir sheet includes a stamp-on-stamp 
reproduction of a Hungarian stamp issued in 1991 
that depicts Ulysses.  Stamps issued by Cyprus in 
1991 and by Mali in 2006 show the booster stage 
still attached to the Ulysses satellite.  This booster 
carried the spacecraft beyond the low orbit of the 
Space Shuttle that deployed Ulysses.  The 
trajectory of Ulysses is shown on stamps issued by 
Hungary in 1991 and by San Marino in 1994. 
 
Images of selected postal items showing Ulysses 
accompany this article. 
 
A checklist of postal items showing the Ulysses 
satellite (http://rammb.cira.colostate.edu/dev/

hillger/ulysses.htm) is available on the 
Website developed by the authors for the un-
manned satellites featured in this series of 
articles (http://rammb.cira.colostate.edu/dev/
hillger/satellites.htm).  E-mail correspondence 
is welcome.  Don Hillger can be reached at 
don.hillger@colostate.edu and Garry Toth at 
gmt.varia@gmail.com. 
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