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“Without a doubt, this is the greatest innovation in the world of philately since the intro-
duction of live online bidding in the early 2000s,” says Karl Louis, Managing Director at Hein-
rich Köhler. He is referring to a digital technology that is the �rst of its kind in the world, 
dreamt up by Germany’s oldest stamp auction house, Heinrich Köhler. Known as ProFi, the 
‘ProvenanceFinder’ delivers philatelic expertise in seconds. The database was compiled with 
academic rigour and contains globally available information about individual items in digital 
form. You can experience ProFi by Heinrich Köhler live at the Global Philatelic Network’s 
booth at IBRA 2023.

“All collectors who buy or sell items through an auction house 
in the Global Philatelic Network bene�t from ProFi – it’s a global 
exclusive,” explains Tobias Huylmans, Managing Director of Hein-
rich Köhler, who is primarily responsible for ProFi. “If Heinrich 
Köhler or another auction house in the Global Philatelic Network 
is entrusted with a consignment, our philatelic experts search the 
digital philatelic archive for those items; the database currently 
contains approximately one million entries.” The search results 
provide information about the history and value of a philatelic 
item: Who were the previous owners? How far back does its her-
itage go? How rare is the item? How much did it sell for at past 
auctions? Heinrich Köhler is constantly expanding the database 
and working to re�ne ProFi, which also involves using arti�cial 
intelligence. “We expect that by the time IBRA rolls around, we 
will already be able to access 1.5 million datasets with ProFi, and 
by the end of 2024, we will have digitised more than four million 
entries,” Tobias Huylmans predicts.

Data collected globally
Globally available data about single stamp lots was and will con-
tinue to be collected and amalgamated from a broad range of 
sources, such as the information from many international auction 

Groundbreaking  
innovation  
in philately

The ProvenanceFinder – expertise in seconds – presented to  
a live audience for the �rst time at IBRA 2023

In 2006, Heinrich Köhler was the �rst German stamp auction house to begin 
o�ering live online bidding. With its ‘ProvenanceFinder’, Heinrich Köhler is now 
launching yet another groundbreaking innovation.

catalogues. This is how the centrepiece of ProFi, the unique dig-
ital philatelic archive (DipA), was created. “Arti�cial intelligence 
makes ProFi capable of learning; with every new entry,   
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the system can create further links,” Tobias Huylmans says. 
“It was Tobias’s idea; he brought the project to life and has 
taken a leading role in the development of this groundbreaking 
innovation,” Karl Louis says. The philatelists from the auction  
houses in the Global Philatelic Network now have quick and 
easy access to a wealth of data with every query, including 
meticulously collected images, descriptions, starting prices and 
bids, as well as the entire auction history of stamps and covers 
from the Old German states for over 100 years. The informa-
tion is available via search queries, keyword searches or image 
recognition. ProFi then analyses DipA and delivers results in 
seconds – or more specifically, in two seconds for keyword 
searches and 2.5 seconds for image recognition. 

Heritage enhances value, even for lower- and 
mid-range items
“Possible search results from ProFi include when and where 
the single lot has previously been offered for sale, and which 
collections it was a part of,” Tobias Huylmans explains. “With 
the results from the database, we can derive information such 
as the fact that only three other covers with a particular stamp 
are recorded, or that a given item is the largest multiple of a 
stamp. The amalgamated data also produces provenances and 
heritage that allow us to determine with certainty that the 
item in question is a particularly sought-after collector’s item.” 
While the provenances list the previous owners, the heritage 
picks up on this information and enriches it with additional 
facts such as previous auction offers and bids for these items. 
“This means valuable heritage information can be displayed 
even for stamp lots in the lower or medium price ranges,” says 
Tobias Huylmans, explaining one of the benefits of this innova-
tive technology that should not be underestimated. In future, 
criteria that were formerly reserved for more valuable items 
can be applied to a much wider range of unique philatelic items, 
adding significant value to these items. 

The greatest possible certainty regarding the value 
of philatelic items
ProFi is exclusively available to philatelists at auction houses 
in the Global Philatelic Network. “However, in the best inter-
ests of the philatelic world, Heinrich Köhler has also opened 
its database to academic researchers,” Tobias Huylmans says. 
“Philatelic researchers can make an appointment at Heinrich 
Köhler in Wiesbaden to browse ProFi themselves.” In that 
sense, Heinrich Köhler also provides collectors with the great-
est possible certainty regarding the value and quality of their 
items – and that applies to sellers and buyers alike. They ben-
efit from the philatelic expertise on special items delivered 
by ProFi and carefully cultivated by Heinrich Köhler and the 
other auction houses in the Global Philatelic Network. “If you 
would like to have a item from your collection analysed with 
ProFi, simply bring it with you to IBRA 2023 in Essen and pay 
us a visit at our booth,” Tobias Huylmans says. “We look for-
ward to seeing you there!”

The ProFi homepage is user-friendly, with highly 
intuitive text- and image-search functions.

Here is an example of a text search query for the 
Prussian ‘1103’ numeral cancellation on Braunsch-
weig stamps. The results indicate how rare it is: 
There is one cover and three individual stamps.
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This example of an image search using arti�cial intelligence dis-
plays the results that are a good (1), medium (2) and low (3) 
match. ProFi �nds items from around the world. The results can 
be used to make reliable predictions of how the value will devel-
op, allowing a sensible starting price to be set. It is even possible 
to indicate provenances for lower- and mid-range items.
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The largest available database for determining the value 
of consignments entrusted to Heinrich Köhler or other 
auction houses in the Global Philatelic Network 

Digital philatelic archive with globally available informa-
tion about single stamp lots in stamp auctions

Digital ProvenanceFinder for exclusive expertise in 
seconds

Lot descriptions based on a database with information 
about provenance, heritage, rarity, price development, 
changes and potential forgeries 

Determination of the rarity of a piece and, consequently, 
its importance

Classification and comparison with other pieces to assess 
the beauty and quality 
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Here are three examples of how the provenance is depicted for the legendary 
Stralsund cover (1) from the Kingdom of Prussia (see also: ‘Profiles in philately’, 
pp.24–26), the famous block of four of the ‘Saxony strip of three’ (2) and a rare 
item from Canada in the mid-range price bracket (3). 
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ProFi at a glance
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