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FOREWORD 
This illustrated supplement to the exhibition Early 

Watercolours of New Zealand is intended primarily 
as a reference guide to New Zealand watercolours of 
the nineteenth century. Increasing public interest in 
the art of this period has made such a comprehen­
sive source book highly desirable. It is hoped that the 
present selection of reproductions will assist in mak­
ing better known the style, and some of the more 
important works of the artists of colonial New Zea­
land. 

Our thanks are due to the following firms whose 
generosity has greatly assisted the production of this 
booklet: Fletcher Trust &• Investment Co. Ltd.; Win-
stones Ltd.; Fisher ir Paykel Ltd.; Offset Plates Ltd. 
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INTRODUCTION 
During the last decade, various exhibitions, antho­

logies and collections devoted to the work of indi­
vidual artists, have contributed to a growing aware­
ness of nineteenth century New Zealand painting. 
At a period when painting in this country appears 
to be reaching some maturity, it is, perhaps, reason­
able to look to the preceding century for some 
precedent, to identify some possible tradition. In this 
respect these early watercolours are of considerable 
interest. 

Very few of the painters of the colonial period 
could be said to be artists by intention: soldiers, 
surveyors, New Zealand Company draughtsmen, 
accomplished gentleman, they were all involved in 
the immediate necessities of colonization. Their paint­
ing was itself a colonising activity, the description 
and definition of an unknown landscape. Their works, j 
however, offer us much more than historical or topo­
graphical documentation. These watercolours serve 
for us as 'touchstones', tangible evidence of the 
enduring problem of acclimatization. 

The New Zealand landscape held no great physical 
menace, but the immensity of its solitudes could 
hardly fail to impress an imagination conditioned by 
centuries of civilized and humanized landscapes. New 
Zealand offered no views of the Alps from the inn, 
no distant prospects of great cities or glimpses of 
ancient villages nestled in wild mountain valleys, no 
relics or ruins, only the vastness of nature unrelieved 
by humanity. The familiar totems, the old referential 
images, the Romantic notions of solitude, were totally 
inadequate to cope with this wild and savage land­
scape. If, on occasions, a glimpse of Mt. Egmont 



could remind the traveller of his first impressions on 
seeing Mt. Blanc from Geneva, or a camp in the forest 
at night form a picture worthy of the pencil of Salvator 
Rosa, in the cool light of reflection the reaction was 
possibly closer to that of William Colenso: Here, 
notwithstanding the pleasurable height to which my 
imagination had been raised whilst engaged in con­
templating the magnificence and extent of the pros­
pect before me, it soon sank below its ordinary level 
on finding that not a human being dwelt in all that 
immense tract of country on which my eager gaze 
then rested. The grass grew, the flowers blossomed, 
and the river rolled, but not for man. Solitude all! 
Even the very little birds, denizens of wilds, few 
though they were in number, seemed (so fancy in­
timated) to think with me, for they flew from bush 
to bush around and about my path with their 
melancholy 'twit, twit', as if wishing to have all they 
possibly could of the company of a passer-by.* 

Colenso's impression is one that even now the 
sensitive traveller in what remains of New Zealand's 
wilderness might share; and power pylons, marching 
across the pumice plateau, serve for him, merely as 
a reminder that, as yet, our relationship to the land­
scape is marked only in a material sense. 

The problem of acclimatization seems always to 
have occupied the New Zealand imagination. Per­
haps the relative ease of physical acclimatization has 
led us to exaggerate the difficulties of identification. 
Nonetheless these difficulties, real or imagined, form 
the basis of a recurring theme in New Zealand paint­
ing and literature. To identify some of them in these 

* Excursion in the Northern Island: 
(p. 30) Early Travellers in New Zealand, Nancy Taylor, 
Oxford. 

early watercolours seems more than just an un­
warranted projection of our own anxieties. However 
much these early painters were involved in the 
exigencies of topography, it is not surprising that 
their hopes and ambitions should find some reflection 
in their painting. That they became directly involved 
with the colony, goes without question; the pro­
gression from company draughtsman to politician is 
a familiar biographical pattern. 

The watercolours in the present collection form 
roughly three groups. The first, beginning almost 
with settlement, comprises the paintings of George 
French Angas, Augustus Earle, William Fox and 
Charles Heaphy. 

Angas and Earle were visitors to New Zealand and 
for this reason perhaps, they could look more objec­
tively at the country, finding time to observe quite 
closely the nature of its inhabitants. Their observa­
tions of the Maori are relatively free from the classi­
cising overtones of those of earlier draughtsmen, and 
they are certainly more objective than later represen­
tations. Earle seems to endow the landscape with a 
brooding presence; his Distant View of the Bay of 
Islands, is surely one of the earliest works to reflect 
the anxieties provoked by the vastness of the New 
Zealand landscape, made all the more remarkable by 
the travellers in the foreground. If these figures seem 
a little uneasy in this gloomy prospect, it is not sur­
prising: in the painted landscape of New Zealand 
they seldom appear again. 

Heaphy and Fox worked in the service of the New 
Zealand Company, and the stamp of the Company's 
office is obvious on many of their early works. It 
would be interesting to know what comment was 
provoked in those offices, by the arrival of a painting 
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as awesome as Fox's Ocean Bay. Heaphy's earliest 
works are more conventional, but a painting such as 
his Kauri Forest, Wairoa River Kaipara, is no less 
remarkable. The stylistic basis of these watercolours 
appears to be in late eighteenth century English 
watercolour painting, and if, as Dr. E. H. McCormick 
has pointed out, our society is firmly based in Vic­
torian England, stylistically at least New Zealand 
painting is heir to a more spacious age. 

By the middle of the century the influences had 
changed. In the towns, life assumed a relatively 
permanent air and the polite watercolours of John 
Hoyte, the drawing master, and the Reverend John 
Kinder, were doubtless enjoyed as manifestations of 
civilization. During the sixties the presence of the 
army, its officers forming a social reservoir, and the 
occasional visiting professional artist such a Nicholas 
Chevalier, conspired to create an illusion of a settled 
orderly life. Beneath the surface however the familiar 
restlessness was at work. The Maori Wars served to 
remind the colonist of the insecurity of his position. 
The predilection for 'tidying' the landscape in the 
watercolours of this period is, perhaps, a projection 
of the desire to establish some cultivated pattern on 
the land — to impose on the wild forms of nature the 
order denied by the pressures of colonial life. Kinder's 
painting is Utopian in a sense: the hills and valleys, 
craters and plains, are ordered with mathematical 
precision. This very precision makes evident the press­
ing desire for identification. 

The crisis past, the material complacency of the 
New Zealand settler was to remain intact until dis­
turbed, much later, by economic disquiet. Now was 
the time to found art societies, musical and literary 
societies, to reap some of the fruits of the good, new, 
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life. Painting was now an activity in its own right, 
and the way was prepared for the resident profes­
sional. In cultivated Dunedin, William Mathew 
Hodgkins and his circle dreamt of a New Zealand 
school of landscape painting, based on the study of 
atmosphere and fight, and taking as its mentor J. M. 
W. Turner. James Crowe Richmond and John Gully 
devoted their time and talents to sensitive, but senti­
mental, views of the lakes and mountains. This 
activity, established, accepted and prolific, was not, 
however, to be the beginnings of New Zealand Art. 
In retrospect this last period of colonial painting 
appears something of a hiatus. It required the fresh 
vision of Petrus Van der Velden, in his wild land­
scapes of the Otira Gorge, to carry the uneasy theme 
of New Zealand painting into the twentieth century. 

HAMISH KEITH. 

Sizes are given in millimetres, height 
before width. In some cases the spelling 
of the original titles has been retained. 
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