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Some people say that the Australian mines are 
all that is said of them, while others believe 
they are a humbug … The truth of the matter 
it is impossible to learn, without personally 
going … 
—George W. Hart to James Wylie Mandeville,  

San Francisco, 30 October 1851.1

~
The gold seekers were harbingers of modernity, 
and one had to be rather modern in 1850 to be 
untroubled by the world they seemed to fore-
shadow … The dislocations of the gold rush 
were symptomatic because they resembled the 
dislocations of modernity.
—David Goodman, Gold seeking, 1994.2

~
Photography is equally a technology of its 
time, but it generated few … impositions 
on the landscape or on workers; it was an 
artisan’s technology … It did not impose itself 
on the world but interpreted it, transporting 
appearance as the railroad transported matter 
… For if railroads and photography had one 
thing in common, it is that they brought the 
world closer for those who rode or looked.
—Rebecca Solnit, River of shadows: Eadweard 

Muybridge and the technological wild west, 2003.3

The shared aesthetic experience of 
Australia and the American West begins 
in the mid-nineteenth century with the 

discovery of gold in each country. What makes 
the aesthetic story of these two places on the 
Pacific Rim so important is that this historical 
moment—the rush for gold, with its massive 
population shifts on all continents—coincides 
almost precisely with the development of the 
most significant mechanical forms of repro-
duction, forms that would transform and 
define the idea of art and modernity itself well 
into the twentieth century. With its demo-
graphic explosions and social upheavals, the 
gold rushes of the 1850s provided the initial 
catalyst for this aesthetic exchange. 

In California and in Australia, a substantial 
number of opportunistic photographers and 
itinerant artists joined the hordes of miners 
and other immigrants hoping to make their 
fortune through their image-making capabili-
ties, if not through their luck, on the goldfields. 
The exchange went both ways: many of these 
young adventurous men travelled between 
Australia and California and worked in both 
places, creating images of people, social life 
and, most especially, of landscape in these 
frontier communities.4 Producing views of 
the landscape and portraits, they established 
distinct photographic techniques and stylistic 
interpretations that began to reveal the 
unique circumstances of their geography and 
their fledgling societies. Their interpretations 
began to diverge in exciting ways from the 
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established artistic forms inherited from their 
home cultures. These visual records, based 
on the merging of traditional artistic modes 
and the products of mechanical reproduction, 
provide an unprecedented opportunity to 
examine the incipient construction of a shared 
visual culture—a new idea of the aesthetics of 
place—at the beginning of the modern age.

In December 1848, word of the gold dis-
coveries in California reached Australia, from 
newspapers on board the US ship Plymouth 
out of the Sandwich Islands.5 The initial 
response was one of skepticism and under-
standable ignorance: where was California? 
The Australian colonies were certainly aware 
of the United States of America before 1848, 
but California was a place virtually unknown 
to those on the southern continent. American 
whalers and other trading vessels had been 
docking in Sydney and Hobart since the earliest 

days of white settlement in the antipodes, 
but the men on these ships were from places 
like Massachusetts and New York.6 The 
West Coast of North America was unknown 
territory, even more mysterious to Australians 
than it was to Americans on the eastern 
seaboard already caught up in the excitement 
of westward expansion across the continent. 
The very recent acquisition through conquest 
of the Spanish–Mexican territory of California 
had brought this region into the consciousness 
of Americans before the announcement of 
gold discoveries; but Australia had no reason 
to pay attention to such events. 

The Australian newspapers were at first 
loathe to print news of gold-strikes in this 
distant land, for fear of wholesale emigration. 
But word of such a discovery could not be 
concealed for long and by the early days of 
1849, printed posters along Sydney’s Circular 
Quay and on its main streets announced 
‘GOLD, GOLD, CALIFORNIA’.7 On 21 
January of that year, The Eleanor Lancaster, 
a ship fitted out by Sydney merchant Robert 
Towns, left Sydney Harbour bound for San 
Francisco, with 52 passengers on board—the 
first of the Australian gold seekers to reach 
California. The ship arrived in San Francisco 
in early April. As one of its most peripatetic 
passengers would later write: ‘There were 
but few vessels in the harbor, the big rush not 
having yet set in, it being now early in 1849 
… The vessels were mostly from Australian 
ports; the gold fever had not extended to the 
Old Country or the American cities as yet.’8

Australians were some of the first to arrive 
in this previously isolated outpost in western 
North America, for they had, as citizens of a 
British colony facing the eastern shore of the 
Pacific Ocean, an easier run than any European 
or American ship, indeed the closest access 
(other than the nations of western South and 
Central America) to this other Pacific coast. 
While people on the East Coast of North 

Fig. 1.01 Clipper ship 
card for Coringa, sailing 
between New York and 
Melbourne, c. 1870s. 
Robert B. Honeyman, 
Jr, Collection of Early 
Californian and Western 
American Pictorial 
Material. Bancroft Library, 
University of California, 
Berkeley, California. 
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America were paying exorbitant amounts to 
cross the Panama Isthmus or round the Cape 
of Good Hope, or making gruelling treks by 
wagon train across the treacherous American 
plains, ships from Sydney and Hobart were 
bringing passengers across the ocean in as little 
as 70 days and for relatively low fares. Jay 
Monaghan recounts that people were being 
charged as much as $500 to cross the isthmus 
in early 1849 and points out: ‘These figures 
were important, because they disclosed that 
Americans must pay twice as much to get to 
California as Hobart ship owners were asking 
and three or four times the price charged from 
Sydney.’9 Such brave and to some foolhardy 
souls would be the first of the more than 7000 
Australians who would eventually head for 
California and the goldfields in the 1850s.10 
Among these opportunistic migrants were 
freed convicts, shopkeepers, artists, printers, 
stockmen, families and adventurers, all of 
whom would have different experiences in 
newly Americanised California. 

The tumultuous days of the California gold 
rush would also provide the first opportunity 
for recognition by Americans of a people newly 
called Australians. They were, according to 
early accounts, recognisable by their distinc-
tive clothing—‘cabbage tree hats and moleskin 
trousers’—and even from the colour of their 
possum-skin rugs and bedding, certainly char-
acteristics that would distinguish them from 
their British counterparts.11 In the free-for-all 
of gold-rush society, first impressions were 
usually based on visual appearances, and 
descriptions of all nationalities by observers 
in San Francisco emphasised the differences in 
dress to distinguish them, rather than the simi-
larities. The Australian colonists were never-
theless most often figured in with the British 
in the eyes of the American authorities, thus 
making it difficult to determine the numbers of 
Australians in California from official records. 
Australians joined in the unprecedented mul-

ticultural mixture that amazed everyone 
who arrived in the gold-rush town. When 
the sailor-cum-photographer Isaac Wallace 
Baker (1818–1862) landed in San Francisco 
in January 1850, he wrote in his journal: ‘It 
takes all sorts o’ people to make a world, but 
you can find a sample of all sorts o’ worlds in 
California!’12 

Australians’ first independent reputa-
tion in San Francisco was unfortunate and 
quickly established: the inevitable presence of 
several criminals among the earliest Australian 
arrivals, either escaped convicts or newly eman-
cipated ones, forever determined their reputa-
tion. The term ‘Sydney Ducks’ was applied to 
all those who congregated in San Francisco in 
the neighbourhood at the edge of Telegraph 
Hill; the area became known as Sydney Valley 
and became identified, whether accurately or 
not, as the source of most criminal activity 
in this lawless town. (This same section of 
town later became infamous as the rowdy 
Barbary Coast.) The first victims hanged by 
the Vigilance Committees that sprang up in 
the city in 1851 (and again in 1856) were 
Australians, a fact that did not go unnoticed 
by the multicultural populace then develop-
ing in the city and in the California mountains 
where gold was being unearthed. That several 
members of the earliest Vigilance Committee 
were upper-class Australian merchants, and 
that Australian products such as flour and 
printed goods were more readily available 
and often of superior quality to what could be 
obtained from the American states,13 does not 
seem to have entered the public consciousness 
as firmly as the idea that all Australians carried 
the convict taint.14 Australian as criminal is the 
stereotype that stuck. 

Still, Australians of every sort partici-
pated in the earliest forays into the California 
hills, setting up businesses in Sacramento and 
Stockton, and pioneering settlement through-
out northern California. As only one example, 
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Captain W. Jackson Barry, one of the first 
Australian migrants on the Eleanor Lancaster, 
helped found Shasta City, California, and was 
involved in many significant events in the gold-
mining communities of California and, later, 
back in Australia and New Zealand.15 Many 
made the biggest fortunes in those first months 
when the gold was still relatively easy to find; 
but many also ended up with nothing more 
than a knowledge of how gold could be found 
and how it could be mined more efficiently. 

Edward Hargraves (1816–1891) was one 
of those Australians early on the diggings for 
gold in California.16 In 1851, convinced after 
his own experiences of the geological similari-
ties between the gold regions of California and 
the hills of Australia, Hargraves returned to 
New South Wales and began digging around 
Bathurst on the plains of that colony. Soon he 
announced substantial discoveries of the metal 
at Ophir, and within weeks hundreds had 
flocked to the region. Earlier colonial govern-
ments had suppressed information about such 
finds, for fear of losing much-needed workers 
to the goldfields and losing control of a society 
only recently freed of the dubious status of 
being nothing but a penal colony. This time 
the New South Wales officials enthusiastically 
announced the discovery. 

Galvanised by this announcement and 
the support it received from the government, 
others soon found even bigger strikes in the 
newly proclaimed colony of Victoria, in an 
area directly north of the then small settlement 
of Melbourne, a town founded only in 1838. 
Australians recently returned from California 
made most of these finds. One was James 
Esmond (1822–1890), who was on board the 
same ship out of San Francisco that brought 
Hargraves back to Sydney.17 While Esmond 
made the most significant gold discovery at 
Clunes in Victoria in 1851 that led to the first 
early rush in that colony, he had less business 
acumen and self-aggrandising ambition 

than Hargraves. Most importantly, in 1855, 
Hargraves published his book, Australia and 
its goldfields.18 His name appeared in print 
as the ‘discoverer’ of Australian gold, and 
so Hargraves, rather than Esmond, gained 
enduring international fame as such. The 
printed word, preferably with accompany-
ing illustrations, was the central force behind 
the worldwide dispersal of information that 
caused the phenomenon of the gold-rush era.

Once news of the Australian finds reached 
California, the migratory influx reversed itself. 
Not only did many Australians in California 
return to look for gold at home, but many of 
the Americans and foreign gold seekers who 
had flocked to San Francisco now clambered 
for passage to the antipodean continent. 
Australians all over the country also put 
down their tools, left their shops and headed 
for the territory north of Melbourne. As one 
Englishman then residing in Australia wrote, 
‘since the commencement of this gold revo-
lution society in the antipodean regions has 
become almost as migratory as among the 
Bedouin Arabs’.19 A later author claimed: 
‘Australia became the new El Dorado of the 
world. California was forgotten—Marshall’s 
discovery belonged already to the past. The 
tide of emigration from Australia became a 
flood of immigration.’20 The rise in popula-
tion in Victoria in the decade between 1851 
and 1861 was as remarkable as had been 
the growth of San Francisco and northern 
California a few years before: 77,000 in 1851, 
237,000 in 1854, and by 1857, 411,000 in a 
colony only 20 years old.21 Australia’s overall 
population in that same period rose from 
400,000 to almost 1,200,000.

The relative rapidity with which the news 
from Australia reached even the remotest 
California mining camps speaks to the fact 
that the unprecedented movement of people 
caused by the announcement of gold discov-
eries in the 1850s precipitated an equally 
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unprecedented movement of printed materials 
and images along with the people. Books, 
newspapers, journals, letter-sheets, illus-
trated posters and photographic images—all 
products of technological innovation in the 
mid-nineteenth century and the first indica-
tions of truly mass reproductive media—
arrived by ship in the port of San Francisco, 
just as they did into Sydney Harbour. All 
these mails were then dispersed by post—on 
a steamer to Sacramento and Stockton, and 
then by pack mule or coach into the various 
mountain communities—with relative speed 
to the eager and often homesick miners 
throughout the new settlements and on the 
diggings. Literacy among the miners was a 
valuable and already not uncommon asset, 
but even those who could not read looked 
forward to the images in the newspapers and 
illustrated journals that began arriving in 
abundance. 

The demand for visual information on the 
part of those away from home, and the hunger 
by those left behind for pictorial descriptions 
of these new places where their loved ones had 
gone, explains the immense popularity in the 
goldfield communities of the illustrated letter-
sheets produced in California throughout the 
1850s and into the 1860s.22 These sheets con-
stitute some of the earliest visualisations of the 
California that miners wanted to convey to the 
audience back home. As the historian Joseph 
Baird points out in his essay on letter-sheets, 
the image was what the sender wanted: ‘ … 
most of the writers preferred to send a picture 
or pictures; all expected a rich, purely written, 
return from their correspondents.’23 These 
pieces now represent remarkable documents 
of life and work in the mining towns, as well 
as evidence of the wonders of the Western 
landscape as it was first confronted by new 
settlers.24 The demand for these images also 
led in San Francisco to the first art-printing 
activities—and thereby the first inklings of a 

distinctively California illustrative style—as 
lithographers, engravers and photo-engravers 
were put to work producing scenes that would 
be mailed around the world.25 

Baird quite rightly identifies these letter-
sheets as ‘the major surviving visual account 
of California in that era’.26 Foremost among 
the preferred images were the first depictions 
of California’s wondrous natural landscape, 
especially the newly discovered Mammoth 
Trees. As early as 1854, magazine editor 
James Hutchings (1820–1902) was producing 
letter-sheets with photo-engravings from 
daguerreotypes of the redwoods found in 
Calaveras Grove near Yosemite—a site that 
had not been discovered by white men until 
1851. Hutchings, who participated in some 
of the earliest explorations of Yosemite and 
its surrounding region, was instrumental, 
largely through his illustrations and reproduc-
tions of photographs published in letter-sheets 
and in his publication Hutchings’ Illustrated 
California Magazine, in promoting the glories 
of the California landscape.27 

Like so many other artists and photogra-
phers of the time, Hutchings also attempted 
to create panoramas of California scenes. 
Although he never achieved his ambitious 
conceptions for panoramas, other engravers 
and photographers were able to produce 
panoramic views of San Francisco Bay and 
other sites translated into letter-sheet illus-
trations. The marvellous work of the litho-
graphic firm of Britton & Rey included town 
views and San Francisco scenes that were 
often taken from photographs.28 The firm’s 
rendering, for example, of the meeting of the 
Vigilance Committee in 1856—one of their 
many recordings of contemporary events—
credits Robert Vance as the daguerreotypist 
who provided the image for printing. Britton 
& Rey’s prolific output of letter-sheet illustra-
tions of all sorts of subject matter pertaining 
to California are the most vivid examples of 
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an early visual formulation of the region. The 
firm, the best of those that popped up all over 
San Francisco to meet the demand for images, 
provided opportunity for a wide variety of 
artists and image-makers, with varied levels of 
artistic skill, to step forward to provide illus-
trations for this burgeoning market. Nearly 
every artist now associated with the gold-rush 
era in California at one time produced images 
for letter-sheet production.

The preference on the part of California’s 
new arrivals for illustrated letter-sheets does 
not necessarily imply an illiterate populace. 
Indeed, the surprising sophistication of the 
miners’ reading habits, and the relative ease 
with which printed material could be accessed 
even in the remotest settlements, is often 

remarked upon in the histories written of the 
gold-region mountain towns. In her account 
of Tuolumne County written in 1935, Edna 
Buckbee describes the cultural life of mid-
1850s Sonora, the main settlement of that 
county in the Southern Mines region. The 
town had by the early 1850s three bookstores 
enthusiastically patronised by the transient 
yet ever-expanding population. The Miner’s 
Bookstore of Mintzer & Company had ‘the 
most complete line of standard books and 
magazines obtainable at that period’, including 
the most popular illustrated journals Harper’s, 
Godey’s Lady’s Book and Frank Leslie’s Lady’s 
Magazine. The Union Book Store carried 
‘a full line of Atlantic Coast and European 
newspapers and magazines’.29 The Tuolumne 

Fig. 1.02 The Mammoth 
Trees, in Hutchings’ 
California Scenes, 
1854. Letter-sheet 
engraving. Courtesy of The 
Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California.
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Book Store, opened in 1854 by J. Roberts, had 
complete runs and regular deliveries of inter-
national journals of all political persuasions: 
‘the London Quarterly Review (conservative), 
Edinburgh Review (Whig), North British 
Review (Free Church), Westminster Review 
(liberal), Blackwood’s, Edinburgh Magazine, 
and a large variety of American magazines and 
newspapers’. The proprietor complained that 
he could not keep in stock enough copies of any 
French dictionaries and immediately sold out 
of whatever editions he could get of ‘Bulwer, 
Dickens, and Shakespeare’.30 On 28 October 
1854, one of Sonora’s newspapers, the Union 
Democrat, included an article entitled ‘The 
Australian mines’ in which the editor refers to 
a report in a recent Melbourne Herald, indi-
cating that even Australian newspapers were 
available to him.31 Sonora at the time served 
a county population of about 5000. Other 
towns in neighbouring counties of the gold-
regions had similar numbers of bookshops 
and newsagents, and also managed to produce 
several local newspapers. 

These sources of print material provided 
not only literature, but, as the overwhelming 
popularity among miners and their families 
of the profusely illustrated Harper’s and the 
ladies’ journals demonstrates, visual stimula-
tion. As Buckbee comments:

… these periodicals were strong factors in 

the decorations of Far-West homes, for they 

devoted many pages to the designs, the making 

of hooked rugs, crocheted and knitted tidies, 

and the never to be forgotten, or forgiven, 

colorful mottoes that hung above the doors and 

over the chimney pieces of both log and lumber 

houses.32 

In Australia, similar conditions created similar 
patterns of dispersal of printed and visual 
material. The central factors in the distribu-
tion process of printed materials played as 

great a role in Australian cultural life in the 
mid-nineteenth century as they did in gold-
rush California. Once news of Australian 
gold discoveries reached California and the 
rest of the world, the flow of illustration and 
mass-produced printed matter out of America 
would become a flood, as thousands poured 
in to the southern continent, bringing their 
books, journals and pictures with them.

The means by which far-flung miners in 
California learned of the Australian gold-
strikes—and acted, almost immediately, upon 
hearing the news—can be traced in numerous 
first-hand accounts by the miners themselves. 
Charles Ferguson, an Ohioan who in the 1880s 
wrote an apparently accurate reminiscence of 
his experiences in both gold-rush societies, 
recounts how quickly the word spread of 
Australia’s golden fields and ‘infected’ the 
California miners with a new gold fever. In 
the summer of 1851, Ferguson and his mining 
partners had staked a claim near Nevada City, 
but they were getting bored and looking for 
new adventure. He describes the sequence of 
events that quickly led to their departure for 
Australia:

It was customary in the mining regions to go 

about on Sundays visiting one’s neighbors, or 

to town to see the sights, so that that day was 

generally the most stirring day in the week. 

Loveland went to town to see a dentist … Taft 

staid [sic] at home, while I went to see Beauclerc, 

who was a great friend or ours. He told me he 

had just received a letter from an uncle of his in 

Australia; that gold had been discovered there by 

a man named Hargreaves [sic], that was liable 

to become very rich diggings. I thought nothing 

more of it until I went home. Taft was cooking 

supper. I inquired for Loveland … I went out 

and found him standing a little distance from 

the cabin, his face turned starward, though 

I don’t believe he was conscious of a star, for 

his mind seemed elsewhere. I asked him for his 
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thoughts. He said Dr. Livermore, the dentist, 

who was formerly from Sidney [sic], told him 

that he had just received a letter from Australia 

advising him that gold had been found there in 

quantity and richness surpassing anything then 

discovered in California. I then told him about 

Beauclerc’s letter. ‘What do you say about our 

going?’ said he. ‘All right,’ said I, ‘if you will go, 

I will.’ At that moment Taft called us to supper, 

and when we went in we told Taft that we were 

going to Australia … We then talked over the 

whole matter, and finally, the same evening, 

all three of us started off to see Beauclerc. We 

found him as ourselves, but how to get away 

was a more difficult question. He had lately got 

married, and it was out of the question to take 

his wife with him on what might, after all, be 

but a wild goose chase.33 

Far removed from the comforts of settled society, 
these young men learned about a momentous 
event in a distant country through letters sent 
to two different acquaintances. On the basis of 
this written word, they made a joint decision to 
travel halfway around the world to seek their 
fortune. That there was a dentist from Sydney in 
Nevada City in 1851 also gives some indication 
of how far-flung were the earliest immigrants to 
the American West—and how quickly they had 
taken up occupations other than goldmining to 
make a living. Ferguson consistently refers to 
their restless anticipation as a ‘fever’: 

Loveland, Taft & myself were the first victims 

in Nevada City, but it spread rapidly, and 

others were soon as bad as ourselves … George 

Scott, of the Empire gambling house, and his 

wife took the fever, which carried them off 

Fig. 1.03 Attributed to 
Joseph B. Starkweather, 
1852. Daguerreotype. 
Nevada City. Courtesy 
of the California History 
Room, California State 
Library, Sacramento, 
California.
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‘between two days.’ … Beauclerc had now made  

arrangements with Scott and wife at Rock Creek 

to keep his wife, so in the course of a week there 

were eleven in all ‘carried off’.34 

The whole group was in San Francisco by 
the first weeks of 1852, waiting for a boat to 
Australia and sightseeing along with ‘those 
afflicted with the Australian epidemic’.35 They 
finally gained passage, for 60 dollars each, on 
board the barque Don Juan. At this stage in 
Pacific travel, no regular shipping service had 
been established, although transit was much 
more frequent than it had been three years 
earlier. According to Ferguson, the voyage 
was filled with tensions between the returning 
‘convict’ Australians and the Americans; but, 
as he writes, ‘[a]t last, on the twenty-sixth 
of July, 1852, the sunny shores of Australia 
hove in sight, and great was the rejoicing on 
board that little barque, and all our troubles 
were forgotten’.36 They came filled with as 
much hope and anticipation and excitement 
as they had experienced a few years before in 
California. Anything could happen, and they 
were up for the adventure. In the end, it is 
estimated that more than 12,000 Americans 
joined the throngs in the decade of the 1850s; 
some of them stayed for a brief time, while 
others remained in Australia permanently.37 

Just as the delirium surrounding the 
California discoveries led to extraordi-
nary societal transformations on the newly 
Americanised Pacific frontier, so, too, did 
Australia experience cultural displacements in 
the 1850s unlike those of any earlier colonial 
settlements. As had been the case in California, 
the real and lasting fortunes were to be made 
in Australia in the provision of services and 
supplies for the new settlements that arose 
where the would-be miners congregated. 
Itinerancy became the norm rather than the 
exception, as people from around the world 
arrived daily in the thousands, ships cramming 

into Melbourne’s Port Phillip Bay and crowds 
trudging up the dirt tracks north from the 
town. Many of the new arrivals moved from 
goldfield to goldfield, and from occupation to 
occupation, and confronted in most instances 
new, or at least newly established, rules of 
social order. Skilled workmen and artisans, 
as well as manual labourers, voluntarily 
displaced from their traditional rung on the 
societal ladder of their home cultures, found 
themselves thrown into a ‘free market’ system 
that, at least initially, liberated many from tra-
ditional wage structures and broke down hier-
archies of class and occupation. One had to be 
creative and willing to try one’s hand at new 
trades among new kinds of people. A certain 
level of tolerance of difference was an essential 
attribute in these newly developing societies, 
in which old ideas of social stratification and 
appropriate decorum appeared to be inappro-
priate to the real conditions into which people 
had thrown themselves. 

Contemporary accounts of ‘digger’ life 
are rife with examples of these opportunistic 
arrangements.38 Ferguson notes that, having 
managed to make the trip from Sydney to 
Melbourne, he and his mates then realised 
they had to set out on foot to get to the 
diggings, still some hundred miles away. En 
route toward the Ballarat fields, they were 
told to stop at an establishment already set 
up by their countrymen: ‘They baked pies 
and made money. Of course all the Americans 
went there and were told of our arrival, as we 
went there to get our meals until we got our 
house in order and some cooking utensils.’39 
New arrivals, then, as early as 1852, learned 
by ‘bush telegraph’—that is, by word of 
mouth—of fellow immigrants already setting 
up businesses to accommodate the burgeoning 
population heading for the gold. Opportunism 
became the greatest asset and nearly everyone 
became of necessity an independent entrepre-
neur, despite the well-documented fact that the 
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Victorian colonial government was from the 
outset intent on maintaining economic and 
social control to a far greater degree than had 
existed in the California gold regions.40

This kind of entrepreneurial spirit affected 
as well the less utilitarian aspects of civil 
society and activity. Artists and artisans also 
had to apply their hand to whatever activities 
presented themselves. William Howitt (1792–
1879), an Englishman of Quaker family and 
with high-level connections in the colonies, 
wrote in Land, labour and gold (1855) an 
account of his two years in the Victorian gold 
country. Howitt’s narrative is replete with 
fascinating characters and vivid descriptions 
of a society where traditional hierarchies of 
occupation had to be abandoned. Howitt 
himself encouraged his travelling companion 
Edward Bateman (1815–1897)—cousin of the 
Victorian lieutenant-governor and a skilled 
watercolourist known to the London Pre-
Raphaelites41—to take advantage of the busi-
nessmen on the diggings who wanted pictures 
of their holdings, ‘but not under 5 l. [shillings] 
per sketch, as this class of people have plenty 
of money, and are all amazingly proud of their 
establishments’.42 

This pride in ownership, and the desire to 
have visual evidence of one’s material pros-
perity in the colonies, greatly determined the 
kinds of images produced in Australia in the 
middle decades of the century, as subsequent 
images will demonstrate. Bateman, then, 
had to produce images of things and people 
quite unlike the ones he had produced back in 
England—but his academic style, his pictorial 
devices, would have been the same as those 
he used in English parlours. On the gold-
fields, artists, whether amateur or formally 
trained, became itinerant tradesmen along 
with everyone else. Their works, whether 
painted, graphic or photographic are in many 
cases more significant as historic documents 
than as aesthetic artifacts. Elements of artistic 

style nonetheless were transmitted to and 
consumed by the viewers of such seemingly 
modest image-making endeavours. Not only 
image-makers but book men, stationers and 
artisans of other cultural trades were part of 
this itinerant parade in the Australian gold 
country. In his book, Howitt described ‘the 
most distinguished character’ on the diggings, 
‘a Mr. Langley, an American auctioneer’, 
whose main stock in trade was books, and 
whose sale for high prices earned him ‘several 
hundred pounds per week’.43 That Mr Langley 
was identified by Howitt as an American 
would simply have fit into commonly held 
assumptions that the Americans were the most 
opportunistic and skilled itinerants of all the 
incoming immigrants.

The traditional artistic skills of draughts-
manship and painting were in evidence in these 
new societies, and the selling and dispersal of 
illustrated books, journals and prints occurred 
regularly, even in the remotest regions. But 
in gold-rush society, both in Australia and in 
California, the most potent manifestation of 
the significance of reproducible imagery and 
the indispensable role of itinerancy in the 
dispersal of these images is the nearly simulta-
neous development of that new technological 
invention, photography. Martha Sandweiss 
begins her book on photography and the 
American West by stating that these two 
elements represent ‘a new medium and a new 
place that come of age together in the nine-
teenth century’.44 

While the circumstances in Australia make 
for a less seamless metaphorical merging of 
westward expansion and photographic experi-
mentation, the Australian gold rush also led 
to a massive upsurge in photographic activity 
in the colonies, activity which photographic 
historian Gael Newton describes as the era’s 
‘new growth industry’. Australians had par-
ticipated in photography from its begin-
nings. They knew about the invention within 
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weeks of its announcement in Paris, proving, 
Newton writes, that ‘what was once the Terra 
Incognita of the Antipodes was, by 1839, part 
of a global network of Western culture’.45 

A consideration of photographers working 
in the goldmining regions in the 1850s 
through the 1870s provides not only the most 
convincing historical record of the period; it 
also presents the most tangible evidence that 
ideological constructions of place began to 
determine the look of something so seemingly 
straightforward as early photographic views. 
In this context, photography in California as 
well as in Australia must be considered against 
‘home’,—that is, ‘the metropolitan culture 
from which they stem’—whether that home 
is the eastern United States or Anglo-Celtic 
Europe.46 California at this time—isolated by 
months of travel from the eastern American 
seaboard and newly acquired from Mexico as 
a political entity of the United States—was in 
many respects just as ‘colonial’ as Australia 
in terms of its relation to its ‘metropolitan 
culture’, a relatively distant location, as its 
source of cultural attitudes and identity. The 
political circumstances were, of course, quite 
different in Australia than they were in 1850s 
California, but in terms of cultural influences 
and attitudes about aesthetic traditions, one 
can speak of a colonial mentality determining 
the artistic and artisanal activities in both of 
these English-speaking societies on the Pacific 
Rim.

When examining Australian photogra-
phy during this period, most critics place its 
practices firmly against an English, or more 
broadly, a European model. Paul Fox writes, 
for example, that ‘[c]olonial photography, 
while sharing a sense of progress conceived 
of in terms of European time and space,  
simultaneously figures displacement from 
Europe’.47 Although this statement recog-
nises the source of Australia’s most pervasive 
cultural values and aesthetic modes, it fails 

to incorporate the significant contribution in 
Australia, particularly in the field of photog-
raphy, of Americans coming from California 
who were also negotiating an aesthetic identity 
in relation to their own distant home culture. 
Does the idea of displacement that Fox suggests 
pertain to the settler colony of California as 
well? And does this sense of displacement 
actually engender a shared aesthetic between 
photographers working in Australia and in 
California in the mid-nineteenth century, or 
do differing ideological and political agendas 
determine the stylistic choices of photogra-
phers and artists in these new societies? 

While grandiose conceptions of Manifest 
Destiny played a considerable part in the 
development of western American photogra-
phy in this period,48 in Australia the ideological 
attitudes about the land and about opportu-
nity were played out against the framework of 
colonial dependency and government control 
to a far greater extent than occurred across the 
Pacific in California. Contemporary observers 
and later critics frequently commented upon 
this fact. Charles Dickens, for one, was intent 
on making this comparison; in his journal he 
wrote, ‘[t]he contrast is very great between 
the orderly behaviour at the goldfields in 
Australia, and the disorders of California’.49 

These circumstances have some bearing 
on Australian artistic and photographic 
practice. But despite the differences in the 
larger conceptual sphere—that Australia’s 
political situation was different than that in 
gold-rush California—interaction between 
the populations of both places was from 
the 1850s vital and continuous. On a 
popular level, ideas, attitudes and material 
goods—including images—were in constant 
movement and transformation between these 
two frontier cultures. These elements of  
vernacular culture are those that California 
and Australia share, and continue to share 
into the twenty-first century. In that popular 



1850s: Artist–photographers in gold country    31

realm, photography was already by the 1850s 
one of the most easily exchanged of these 
portable visual artifacts. 

Because of the alacrity with which 
Americans had embraced the new medium of 
photography, American photographers by the 
mid-nineteenth century had gained the reputa-
tion internationally of being at the forefront of 
new photographic developments. This enthu-
siasm for technologies of the camera and its 
images pre-dated the most aggressive American 
drive to the West, but as Sandweiss and others 
emphasise, the development of photographic 
processes indeed coincides with, and so is to 
some extent determined by, the movement 
of settlers into the American frontiers, first 
during the California gold rush and then after 
the Civil War, with the completion of the 
transcontinental railways and the numerous 
exploratory expeditions in the 1870s.50 

At the time when so many people from all 
over the world began to pour into California 
and then a few years later into Australia, 
Americans were already identified as 
embracing completely the most modern tech-
nological skills. As the photo-historian Alan 
Trachtenberg notes of Americans’ production 
of daguerreotypes:

For the nation’s boasters and boosters, it was 

an occasion akin to the expansionist fervor of 

manifest destiny, that homemade daguerreo-

types were recognized not only as the best 

made things of their kind anywhere, but also 

as signifiers of qualities distinctively American, 

as emblems or icons of the national identity. A 

rhetoric seemed already in place, or was very 

rapidly improvised, for claiming the daguerreo-

type as an example and a proof of what was 

unique and exceptional about the nation 

itself.51

Their technical know-how made Americans 
flaunt the most advanced photographic styles 

wherever they went—an attitude based as 
much on their flair for self-promotion and 
enthusiastic salesmanship as on their actual 
competence. This aggrandising disposition, 
along with the whole range of actual photo-
graphic equipment and supplies, accompanied 
the migrants from California to the antipodes. 
A combination of practicality and ideologi-
cal enthusiasm worked surprisingly well on 
the Australian frontier. An examination of the 
compendium of early Australian photographic 
establishments reveals that a large number of 
early photographers in Australia included the 
term ‘American’ in the title of their businesses, 
even when their only connection to the United 
States was their use of American equipment 
and American photographic materials.52 The 
assurance that a photographer was connected 
to the technologies of American style obviously 
was a strong selling point, if the numbers of 
‘American Photographic’ establishments in 
Australian cities and country towns is anything 
to go by. 

The most effective example of this adver-
tising by association can be seen in the pho-
tographs produced by the team of Beaufoy 
Merlin and Charles Bayliss at Hill End, New 
South Wales, in the 1870s. As the American & 
Australasian Photographic Company, Merlin 
and Bayliss set up shop in this mining town. 
One of their photographs from Hill End 
shows them standing in front of their shop, 
with the large black graphic letters ‘A & A’—
for ‘American and Australasian’—emblazoned 
across the facade. Neither photographer had 
any known connection to the United States, 
nor as far as can be determined had even 
visited there. Nonetheless, even the logo on 
the back of their photos included the linking 
of American and Australian flags, along with 
a locomotive, that most potent symbol of tech-
nological modernity, in the middle, and two 
hands clasped together in friendship below.53 
By this decade—more so than in previous 
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decades—American photographic practice 
represented progress, ambition, quality, skill 
and most significantly, modernity. Merlin & 
Bayliss conveyed all of these attributes with 
their printed symbols on the back of their 
photographic cards. The work of these two 
men, some 20 years after the first linking 
of American and Australian photographic 
practice, and during that decade when in the 
American West view photography would reach 
its peak, certainly warranted their assertion of 
tenacious ambition and the most modern pho-
tographic vision.54

In the 1850s, however, before the unprec-
edented efforts of Merlin & Bayliss, photogra-
phy in Australia, along with all other artistic 
practices and artisanal activities, was still 
one of the itinerant, mobile occupations that 
many opportunistic young men thought might 

make them their fortune where new settlers 
congregated. Labelled by the Australian pho-
tographer and historian Jack Cato ‘a vagrant 
process’, this chemical method of reproduc-
ing images was particularly well-suited to 
the needs of a population on the move. The 
process offered a convenient way to document 
and record their new lives, their new posses-
sions and their achievements for those ‘back 
home’.55 Some of these photographers had 
been initially trained as painters or illustrators, 
but given the paucity of patronage for high art 
endeavours in frontier communities, took up 
photography as a necessary or supplementary 
creative activity. 

What is most intriguing about these 
artist–photographers is that no matter how 
great their artistic ambitions were or how 
skilled or amateurish they were as artists, 

Fig. 1.04 Merlin & 
Bayliss, Studios of 
American & Australasian 
Photographic Company, 
Tambarorra Street, Hill 
End, showing members 
of staff and passers-by, 
c. 1870–75. Photograph. 
Holtermann Collection, 
State Library of New 
South Wales, Sydney.
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they saw photography as the legitimate and 
appropriate choice of alternative occupa-
tion. From the beginning of its invention, 
then, despite all the debates about its place 
in the pantheon of the arts, photography was 
somehow connected with artistic practice in 
the minds of even the most entrepreneurial 
practitioners of the photographic trade. For 
the many wandering artists on the roads to 
goldfields in the mid-nineteenth century, 
whether self-taught or formally trained, pho-
tographic process was seen to involve similar 
acts of composition and to require some of the 
same aspects of pictorial imagination associ-
ated with painterly image-making. As John 
Wood notes, ‘photography simply appeared 
at a moment when both the Western pictorial 
vision and the camera’s eye coincided, a time 
at which painters and photographers were 
producing similar kinds of compositions’.56 

Such attitudes about artistic production were 
no doubt necessary and indeed liberating 
for those artists on the frontiers of Western 
society far removed from the strictures of 
European academic hierarchies.

The transition from painting to photogra-
phy was, of course, first and most conspicu-
ously achieved in the field of portraiture. As 
Trachtenberg points out, early photographic 
portraiture ‘played an inestimable role in 
creating the fetish of the portrayed or imaged 
face that has so large a role in the public life 
of modern cultures’.57 In frontier California 
and in Australia, those artists trying to find 
patronage as portrait painters were the first 
to add photography to their repertoire, since 
the daguerreotype’s superiority at producing 
‘a good likeness’ was immediately recognised 
by artist and sitter alike. The first known 
photographs produced in California and in 
Australia were portraits,58 and comprised the 
vast majority of images of the daguerreotype 
era.59 While the coming of the wet plate in the 
mid-1850s, with the possibility of multiple 
copies and greater mobility, allowed an easier 
expansion of photography’s subjects, por-
traiture continued for many years to be the 
mainstay of most photographers’ business.

Describing William Freeman, one of 
Sydney’s most influential early photographers, 
Jack Cato gives further explanation for the 
rapid transition by some artists to portrait 
photography: 

It is said that William Freeman was an artist, 

and that he took up photography because the 

coming of the Daguerreotype destroyed the early 

phase of Colonial art, and with it the livelihood 

of the painters. The facts are that in Sydney’s 

small-town population of the 1840’s, the few 

painters who lived there were either starving, or 

on the bread line, or supporting themselves by 

some other occupation.60

Fig. 1.05 Merlin & 
Bayliss, reverse of Merlin’s 
cartes, with trademark of 
American & Australasian 
Photographic Company’s 
Sydney office in George 
Street. Private collection.
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The situation for artists in early American 
California was just as precarious. While the 
gold rush may have increased the populations 
of California and the Australian colonies, art 
patronage did not expand substantially in 
either place, and more people could afford 
a photographic portrait than a painted one. 
Well into the twentieth century, anyone trying 
to make a living as an artist in these cultures 
on the periphery of Western civilisation 
routinely took up other occupations in order 
to survive. 

In photography, artists found an occu-
pation that gave them at least some chance 
of applying their skills in composition and  
picturesque arrangement. Not incidentally, the 
practice also allowed them, once they decided 
to settle in a town or city, to establish studios 
with all the accoutrements of the artistic salon. 
In some cases even the itinerant wagons used 
by the early practitioners of daguerreotypy 
were self-consciously rigged out as ‘sump-
tuously outfitted galleries rivaling the lesser 
establishments of the cities’.61 

Portraiture may have been the first genre in 
which photography gained artistic prominence, 
but the visual representation of landscape also 
preoccupied frontier artists who turned to 
photography in the decades of the gold rushes. 
In views photography, enterprising operators 
almost immediately attempted to cash in on 
the public’s desire to see images of new and, 
they hoped, exotic or spectacular places. In 
this field, the connection, at least initially, to 
popular artistic practices and longstanding 
traditions of pictorial composition was even 
more obvious than in portraits. Here one finds 
that the ideologies of place, of concepts of 
land and man’s relationship to geographical 
location, play the largest role in what frontier 
artists create and what frontier and colonial 
audiences begin to incorporate into their own 
aesthetic attitudes. 

While in the 1850s touring wagons 

roamed the California terrain taking pictures 
of new settlements and men at work that 
often included landscape elements, no ‘pure’ 
landscape photographs—that is, a picturesque 
view composed of nothing but scenery—were 
made until the 1860s.62 The earliest ambitious 
views photographs in San Francisco and in 
Australia were of the towns. In California, 
George Robinson Fardon (1807-1886) intro-
duced the glass plate negative to the city in 
1852.63 Unlike most of the commercially 
minded operators in that boomtown who con-
centrated on portraiture, he quickly established 
himself as a specialist in cityscapes. Fardon’s 
San Francisco album of 1856 contains 30 to 
33 plates depicting overviews of sections of the 
new city, as well as images of the most stolid, 
‘civilized’ buildings that had been erected, as if 
he wanted to ‘promote San Francisco’s image 
as a stable, prosperous, and permanent city’.64 
The album is considered to be the first pho-
tographically illustrated book of an American 
city. Fardon, like so many other restless practi-
tioners of the photographic trade in the West, 
eventually left the city he had memorialised 
and settled in British Columbia, capturing 
views of newly developing places there as he 
had in California.65

In Australia in December 1848 a visiting 
Englishman, J. W. Newland (fl. 1848–1854), 
took the earliest surviving view photograph on 
the continent, a daguerreotype of Murray Street 
in Hobart, Tasmania. The itinerant Newland 
set up shop in Sydney before heading off to 
Calcutta and eventually back to London.66 His 
Hobart view is particularly striking, not only 
for its astounding clarity, but because it was 
taken from some height, out of a window of 
his second-floor studio, and gives a clear view 
of the waterfront in the distance. 

Newland exemplifies the showmanship 
so often associated with these early travel-
ling photographers. Along with his exhibition 
of daguerreotypes and his sale of views and 
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portraits, while in Australia he also advertised 
an elaborate presentation that he described as 
a ‘BEAUTIFUL SCIENTIFIC EXHIBITION 
OF DISSOLVING VIEWS’. He mounted this 
spectacle at the Sydney Royal Victoria Theatre 
and in London at the Adelaide Gallery. It 
consisted of a magic lantern show, illumi-
nated illustrations of animals and insects, and 
a rolling diorama some 10,000 feet (3048 
metres) long of scenery, all accompanied by 
minstrel songs.67 Newland’s varied efforts at 
popular entertainment while working as a 
photographer were not an unusual practice. 
Artists as well as photographers often made 
painted moving panoramas, all the rage for 
entertainment in the days before motion 
pictures. Hundreds of these home-made and 
imported panoramas, sometimes thousands of 
metres long and moved by rolling mechanisms, 
toured the countryside, both in California and 
in the Australian colonies.68 

While artists and showmen of every sort in 
the gold regions were producing and exhibiting 

panoramas and other types of painted enter-
tainments, photographers were also applying 
photographic technique to similar feats of 
scenic display. In some cases they exhibited 
the photographs themselves as panoramas, 
or used photographs as sources for painted 
scenes. While most of these efforts were con-
sidered ephemeral in their own time and have 
subsequently disappeared, tantalising hints of 
ambitious photographic undertakings have 
surfaced in the research of many dedicated 
historians. The late photo-historian of the 
American West, Peter Palmquist, wrote of the 
‘Daguerreian Holy Grail’, the lost 300-plate 
daguerreotype panorama of San Francisco and 
the California gold regions produced in 1850 
to 1851 by the ‘Matthew Brady of the West’, 
Robert H. Vance (1825–1876).69 Vance’s 
ambitious panorama was known to have 
been exhibited in New York and received rave 
reviews in photographic journals, although the 
public was apparently less than enthusiastic. 

James Mason Hutchings, who has already 

Fig. 1.06 George 
robinson Fardon, San 
Francisco Album, 1856, 
p. 5. View down Stockton 
Street to Bay. Albumen 
print. Courtesy of The 
Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California.
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been mentioned in connection with letter-
sheets of the Mammoth Trees and who would 
occupy such an important place in promoting 
California through his publication Hutchings’ 
Illustrated California Magazine, had initially 
embarked on an ambitious moving panorama 
project using his own daguerreotypes and 
travel notes. He finally abandoned the project 
in 1856 when he lost his financial backing.70 
Martha Sandweiss also discusses at length 
panoramas that used photographs as artistic 
sources, most particularly John Wesley Jones’s 
Great pantoscope of California of 1852. Jones 
produced this gigantic work by consulting his 
own collection of some 1500 daguerreotypes 
made in the field on expedition.71 

While these photographs have disap-
peared, some panoramic views have survived 
from the daguerreotype period and even more 
appeared after the wet plate had been intro-
duced in the 1850s. The wet-plate or collodion 
process allowed multiple prints to be made 
from the glass negative and printed on paper, 
a fact that photographers recognised was 
ideal for the large-scale production and sale 
of views.72 These early processes offer some of 
the first attempts on the part of photographer-
showmen to produce majestic, expansive pho-
tographic images of the landscape that could 
be viewed and appreciated on public display 
rather than as intimate private images that 
most photographs had been in the daguerreo-
type era.

In Australia, panorama painting and 
panoramic photography also went hand in 
hand, and arrived just as quickly in the colonies 
as they did in frontier California. Panorama 
paintings of Sydney and Hobart had been an 
important part of ‘topographical landscape’ 
images coming out of Australia since the 
invention of the panorama in the 1820s.73 By 
the time of the gold rushes, moving panoramas, 
many of them arriving from America, were 
regularly traversing the colonies. After J. W. 

Newland’s 1848 display, scores of ephemeral 
entertainments held the attention of audiences 
in the goldfield towns and in the cities. As 
late as 1872, the American R. G. Bachelor 
(sometimes written Batchelder, and believed to 
be a relative of the photographers Batchelder)74 
was exhibiting in Sydney his Colossean pan-
toscope, which included ‘beautiful views of 
New York, along the Central Pacific Line to 
San Francisco, to Sandwich Islands and New 
Zealand, then to Sydney Cove’.75 Cycloramas, 
a more elaborate form of panorama often 
requiring separate buildings for exhibition, 
remained popular in the antipodes until the 
arrival of motion pictures at the beginning 
of the twentieth century.76 But the earliest 
panoramas were designed for wandering. The 
panorama artists made an asset of their itiner-
ancy, presenting these images of distant places 
as eyewitness accounts of their own journeys, 
or at least implying that they had visited all the 
places they depicted in their exhibited views.

Photographers in the antipodes were also 
quick to jump on the panoramic bandwagon. 
While no daguerreotype panoramas of 
Australian origin have survived, consecu-
tive views produced with standard wet-plate 
cameras were quick to appear.77 As early as 
1854 to 1857, Walter Woodbury created an 
eight-plate view of Melbourne, one of the first 
panoramas to be created in Australia;78 in 
1856, Sharp & Frith made a five-section view, 
printed on paper, of Hobart in Tasmania;79 and 
Alexander Fox applied the idea of panoramic 
continuity to views of Bendigo’s main street in 
1858.80 

These early panoramic efforts appear to be 
serially composed plates taken from ground 
level. While expansive in scope and continu-
ity, they lack the grandiosity that a sweeping 
vista could provide. The most affecting use of 
panoramic method, both in painting and pho-
tography, took advantage of elevated sites. It 
is no surprise that the most common subject 
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for the early Californian panoramas was San 
Francisco Bay, as captured by photographers 
setting up their camera apparatus on one of 
the city’s many hills, the better to provide 
an uninterrupted and all-encompassing view 
down to the water’s edge below and across 
the bay to the other shore. While the small 
size of daguerreotypes limited the impact of 
public display of such panoramic attempts, 
the immediacy of the detail in each plate, and 
the stimulating sensation of contiguous views, 
were thrilling discoveries nonetheless. The 
arrival of the wet-plate process simply made 
the panorama photographer’s job easier and 
allowed for larger images. 

So it was in Australia: the most impres-
sive early panorama taken from an elevated 
vantage point depicted overlapping sequen-
tial views of Sydney Harbour. In 1858, O. W. 
Blackwood (1824–1897) created a ‘panorama 
of eleven imperial plate images’ of the harbour 
taken from the roof of Government House; he 
then announced he would ‘have the pleasure of 
offering the above to the public’.81 The plates, 
processed as albumen prints and put into 
albums, were described in the Sydney news-
papers as ‘super-excellent’ and as ‘eminently 
superior to anything of the kind we have yet 
seen’.82 Most significantly, Blackwood was 
hailed as an ‘artist’ as fully deserving of the 
title as any panoramic painter—perhaps 
lauded even more highly because of his obvious 
technical mastery in creating a seamless 
circular representation of a natural setting on 
several sectioned plates.83

Blackwood’s splendid production proves 

that Australian photographers by the 1850s 
were as skilled and ambitious in their efforts 
to produce artistic views as any European or 
American photographers were. The materials, 
the equipment and the technological know-how 
were as advanced in Sydney and Melbourne as 
in San Francisco or London at the time, although 
some materials, such as chemicals and photo-
graphic papers, were sometimes in short supply. 
Panoramic photographs of Sydney Harbour 
would become in the next decades an obsessive 
focus for several important photographers. 

This linking of painterly skill and photo-
graphic craft among the itinerant opportun-
ists on the goldfields of both continents is a 
leitmotif for this period. In one of the most 
colourful accounts written by an American in 
Australia, appropriately titled Knocking about, 
the Massachusetts man Augustus Baker Peirce 
(1840–1919) gives delightful, albeit exagger-
ated, description of his picaresque adventures 
throughout Victoria after he jumped ship in 
Melbourne in 1859.84 He worked at various 
times in his 30 years in the colony as a sign 
painter, a butcher, a snake-oil salesman, a the-
atrical set designer, a sailor, an actor, a singer, a 
river boat captain, a photographer and, indeed, 
a panorama painter. As Anita Callaway writes 
of him, Peirce is a prime example of a New 
World artist ‘removed from the claustrophobia 
of the Old World academies … free to respond 
to the demands of a new popular market’.85 

Peirce seemed to be particularly proud of 
his panoramas, which he always described 
in terms of length and number of scenes 
rather than artistic quality. If the illustrations  

Fig. 1.07 alexander 
Fox, Panorama of View 
Point, Bendigo, 2 views. 
october 1858. Courtesy 
of Bendigo Art Gallery, 
Bendigo, Victoria.
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reproduced in his book are any indication, his 
artistic abilities were far inferior to his talents 
at self-promotion, a fact he himself light-
heartedly acknowledged. Describing his first 
venture into scene painting, he freely admitted 
his ignorance of the requested scenes, but  
demonstrated the true opportunist’s willing-
ness to put his hand and his imagination to 
any task: 

In Melbourne, I met a Canadian named William 

Chisholm, who engaged me to paint a picture 

of the great American falls for his Niagara 

Hotel. I had not seen the falls, never having 

been out of Massachusetts before my sailing 

on the Oriental, and I did not remember ever 

having seen a picture of them; but as Chisholm’s 

patrons were in the same boat, the view which I 

managed to produce was very satisfactory, and 

old Chisholm, when questioned, would lean 

across the bar and murmur, ‘Perfect picture, 

fellows; almost makes me homesick to look at 

it!’86 

Peirce and his cheeky reminiscences will figure 
further in this story of photography and 
aesthetic exchange, for his peripatetic adven-
tures epitomise the kind of activities and 
occupations—and the kind of characters—
that appeared so frequently in this period of 
colonial life.87

While public display and exhibition for 
entertainment were the primary factors 
determining the production of both painted 
and photographic panoramas, other frontier 
artists turned their hand to photography just 
to survive. In California, the French artist 
Henri Penelon (c. 1827–1879) exemplifies 
one of many artists turned photographer, who 
eked out an existence in new settlements bereft 
of much artistic life or cultural patronage. 
Penelon is particularly intriguing, for unlike 
many other foreigners drawn to San Francisco 
and northern California because of the gold 

rush, he settled after a very short time in San 
Francisco in Southern California, in what was 
then the village of Los Angeles. In 1853, when 
Penelon arrived, the Spanish–Mexican town, 
newly acquired by the American government, 
had a population of about 4000 (the county 
about 10,000), with very little in the way of 
art patrons.88 Why Penelon decided to bring 
his talents here rather than join in the increas-
ingly cultivated society up north is unclear, but 
he is consequently considered Los Angeles’s 
first resident artist.89 He set up a studio near 
the town plaza, where he gained some employ-
ment as a portrait painter among the old 
Californio families. He also painted a fresco on 
the facade of the mission church on the plaza 
(the painting survived into the 1950s, when it 
was painted over). Penelon was French and 
Catholic, leading some writers to infer that 
he was more easily accepted by the Mexican 
Catholic Californian families that comprised 
Los Angeles society of the time.

One of Penelon’s best paintings is an eques-
trian portrait of Don Jose Sepulveda, owner 
of the enormous Rancho San Joaquin, which 
covered nearly all of what is today Orange 
County. Legend has it that in the painting 
Sepulveda sits astride his Australian mare, 
Black Swan, considered the first thoroughbred 
horse in California and the winner in 1852 of 
the most famous horse race in early Californian 
history.90 The painting shows Penelon to have 
had some knowledge of standard European 
artistic modes such as equestrian portraiture, 
but his execution was primitive enough that 
one doubts he had much, if any, professional 
training as an artist. As John Dewar remarks in 
the only essay on Penelon, ‘[a]ll of the Penelon 
paintings are painted thinly, also the mark of 
the self-taught artist’.91 He continued nonethe-
less as an artist until the mid-60s, when, in April 
1864, he began to advertise in the newspaper 
as ‘H. Penelon, Daguerrean Gallery’, including 
as one of his offerings, ‘Pictures in Oil Paint 
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executed in the Best Style’.92 From this time, 
he seemed to carry out painting when he could 
find the clients, but increasingly depended on 
making photographs. 

After 1870 Penelon worked almost entirely 
as a photographer, but still called himself in 
his advertisements and on his photographic 
cards ‘artist’.93 His photographs, what few 
can now be identified, reveal the same kind of 
compositional modes as his portrait paintings 
do (although without the horse). Falling on 
hard times due to increased competition in the 
booming Los Angeles of the 1870s, Penelon, 
in partnership with another photographer, 
Dudley P. Flanders, set out with photographic 
equipment for the Arizona Territory. He was 
apparently forced by financial need back to 
the itinerant photographic trade. He died 
suddenly in Prescott and was buried there, 
leaving behind a wife and two daughters in 
Los Angeles.

Penelon had limited his peregrinations to 
adjoining territories after settling in Southern 
California even when forced by lack of 
patronage in the culturally deprived region to 
hit the road again. More adventurous artist–
photographers, whether by necessity or through 
restlessness, peripatetically followed the gold-
induced migrations around the globe to find 
custom. One such figure was Thomas Flintoff 
(1809–1891), an artist from Newcastle-upon-
Tyne, England, who had studied art in England 
(and perhaps in Germany) before setting off in 
1851 for the new state of Texas.94 In Galveston 
and Austin, Flintoff painted portraits of all 
the ‘many ladies and gentlemen’ of Texan 
society, including Texas founders Stephen F. 
Austin and Sam Houston, and was praised for 
his ‘delineation of features and life-like tone 
and expression’.95 His portrait style was more 
polished than Penelon’s and demonstrated an 
acceptable, if modest, mode of middle-class 
painting. He also produced several watercol-
our sketches of buildings and scenes of Texas 
towns that are some of the earliest views of 
these new settlements. 

Flintoff had an apparently successful studio 
in Galveston when in the spring of 1852 he left 
there as mysteriously as he had arrived. Since 
records indicate that he boarded a ship in San 
Francisco with his son, he must have travelled 
to California, but there is no evidence of any 
art produced by Flintoff there. He arrived 
in Melbourne in June 1853 on board the S. 
S. New Orleans, having visited Mexico and 
the Society Islands along the way (in 1874, 
he painted a scene from this journey, A past 
experience: Crossing the line by moonlight on 
board the S. S. New Orleans March 24th 1853, 
a photograph of which is now in the State 
Library of Victoria). Probably drawn by news 
of a gold-rich society, Flintoff headed directly 
for Ballarat, where by 1856 he had established 
the Tyne-side Photographic Gallery on Sturt 
Street. Here for many decades he produced 

Fig. 1.08 henri penelon, 
Portrait of Penelon at 
easel in his studio, 
c. 1870. Photograph. 
Seaver Center for Western 
History Research, Natural 
History Museum of Los 
Angeles County, California.
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paintings, both portraits and views, including 
a delightful example of pride in ownership, 
Henry F. Stone and his Durham ox (1887), now 
in the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery. This portrait 
of a man and his prize-winning beast exudes 
Englishness as Flintoff’s Texas portraits do 
not, even when the background landscape is 
stylised and generic. His style of painting here 
is reminiscent of those images of farmers with 
their champion bulls that appear in provincial 
galleries or as signs at high-class butcher shops 
in nineteenth-century London—traditionally 
painterly and old-fashioned. He did not, as 
other newly arrived painters in Australia did, 
attempt to delineate the eucalyptus or other 
Australian vegetation to identify the place as 
antipodean. Flintoff became a popular member 
of Ballarat society and even applied his artistic 
skills to the painting of banners for fraternal 
organisations such as the Ancient Order of 
Foresters, filled with Scottish emblems and 
ornamental flourishes.96 

The most telling fact about artists’ difficul-
ties in colonial Australia is that Flintoff had 
from the beginning of his stay announced 
himself as a photographer, despite no indi-
cation of having had any previous pho-
tographic training; there are no known 
examples of photographs made by Flintoff in 
Texas or California. By the 1860s, he adver-
tised himself as ‘Thomas Flintoff, ARTIST’, 
itemising his willingness to produce cartes 
de visite, as well as ‘Portraits in Oil, Crayon, 
and Water Color executed on the premises’; 
he also advertised ‘Oil Paintings Cleaned and 
Renovated’.97 His advertisements in the local 
newspapers also declared his invention of 
‘Flintoff’s Infallotype’, which he maintained 
were ‘superior for Permanency, Magnificence 
& Beauty to any Photograph produced in the 
colony’.98

The logo on the back of his photographs in 
the 1860s included text written in a painter’s 
palette, ‘Flintoff, Photographer and Portrait 

Painter’, but with no evidence of a camera or 
any mechanical apparatus. Flintoff took great 
pains in his photographs to show his ‘artistic’ 
hand. His cartes portraits are often construc-
tions in which the photograph is cut out and 
placed against a painted backdrop, posing the 
figure as if in an outdoor setting. He created 
what now look like sweetly manipulated 
photo-montages. While he may have acqui-
esced to the demands of the market for instan-
taneous and inexpensive portraits, he still felt 
compelled to give evidence of his skills as an 
artist of high, if whimsical, degree. 

Others on the frontiers were first and 
foremost photographers, both entrepreneurial 
and itinerant, continuing in their profession 
for decades and mastering along the way all 
of the technological changes of the trade in the 
nineteenth century. Exemplary of these early 

Fig. 1.09 thomas 
Flintoff, Baby Bernard, 
c. 1870s. Cartes de 
visite. Photograph. 
Courtesy of Mitchell 
Library, State Library 
of New South Wales, 
Sydney.
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adventurer-photographers who experienced 
both gold rushes were the Batchelder brothers, 
originally from Beverley, Massachusetts. They 
first travelled to the California goldfields in the 
early 1850s and then made their way to the 
Australian colony of Victoria once word of the 
gold rush there had reached American shores. 
Significantly, none of the four Batchelder 
brothers seems ever to have taken up mining 
in either place. The Batchelders exemplify 
the primarily commercial ambitions of most 
frontier photographers: ‘They developed a 
highly mobile, flexible, and practical style 
of operating that took full advantage of the 
rapidly expanding commercial possibilities of 
the era.’99 With their peregrinations around the 
globe, establishing photographic businesses 
from Massachusetts to California to Australia 
and back again, the Batchelders epitomise 
the adventurous itinerancy that in these new 
societies was so essential to the spread of 
modern photographic technology, artistic 
practice and popular aesthetic exchange. 

The oldest brother Perez Mann Batchelder 
(1818–1873) arrived in the California goldfield 
communities after practicing the daguerreotyp-
ing trade in Boston.100 His brother Benjamin 
Pierce Batchelder (1826–1891) apparently 
learned the business with him there, and 
joined him when Perez followed the pioneers 
to the California gold country. As early as 
1851, they operated a daguerrean cart located 
on Washington Street in Sonora, California, 
staying there as long as business continued.101 
Sonora at the time was one of the most bustling 
of the mountain gold towns (so named because 
many of the earliest arrivals to this region 
came from the Mexican state of Sonora), and 
the Batchelders would have taken advantage 
of every opportunity to cash in on the desire of 
the early miners to give photographic evidence, 
to bear visual witness, of their circumstances 
for loved ones back home.102 

The Batchelders were not consciously 

striving for artistic stature, nor did they ever 
refer to themselves as artists. They had taken up 
photography as a commercial venture. Aesthetic 
devices in Batchelder photographs are simply 
there as part of the nineteenth-century photo-
graphic bag of tricks. But the images produced 
out of their wagons in the California hills dem-
onstrate selectivity in the kinds of views that 
the operators, whether the Batchelders them-
selves or their trainees, decided to take. That 
these photographs often captured something of 
the surrounding landscape was perhaps at this 
point merely serendipitous and not a conscious 
inclusion. But soon views of the settlements, 
and the relationship of these settlers to the 
land that they were settling, would become a 
significant and carefully considered part of the 
photographers’ repertoire.

In early 1852, the Batchelders sold their 
cart in Sonora to William Herman Rulofson 
(the same Rulofson who would later gain fame 
as a leading photographer in San Francisco)103 
and John B. Cameron. The brothers moved on 
to San Joaquin County, where they established  
another roving gallery operating out of the 
river port city of Stockton. In a letter from 
1853, Perez indicates that he and Benjamin 
were still working out of wagons; it was 
probably at this time that Benjamin again 
ventured into the mountain communities 
around Jamestown near Sonora with another 
portable cart.104 In a letter to his brother John 
from Sonora dated 22 March 1853, Perez 
exuded enthusiastic enterprise: ‘We have two 
saloons in operation and shall have two more 
on the 1st of April. Since the 9th of January I 
have taken in this Saloon $2200. My expenses 
being no more than they were in the States. 
Ben has done nearly as much, so you see we 
are just beginning to do something.’105

In keeping with their enterprising aims 
to set up what can only be considered 
daguerrean franchises, the Batchelders 
were constantly taking on and training new 
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operators. In March of 1853, a particularly 
fun-loving and seafaring man named Isaac 
Wallace Baker, also from Beverly, signed 
on with the Batchelders to learn the art of 
daguerreotypy (or, as he referred to it in one 
of his own letters, ‘dogtyping’106). Baker had 
rounded the Horn to sail to San Francisco in 
August 1849; he returned to Boston in 1850, 
only to return to California, again by ship, 
in 1852, at which time he apparently headed 
for the gold country. 

The exact whereabouts of Baker’s training 
with the Batchelders is unclear. Palmquist states 
that Baker worked with P. M. Batchelder in 
Sonora, and quotes Batchelder’s letter to Baker, 
in which he brags that he would ‘learn you the 
Daguerreotype business during the first two 
months’.107 In any case, one of the most well-
known images from the California goldfields 
substantiates that he was indeed involved 
in the production of daguerreotypes out of 
a Batchelder travelling cart by the summer 
of 1853. Whether operated by Benjamin or 
by Baker alone, a ‘Batchelder’s Daguerreian 
Saloon’ was at this time parked on the road 
between Vallecito and Murphys Camp, some 
32 kilometres from Jamestown and eight kil-
ometres from Sonora. It is most likely Baker 
who stands in front of this ‘Saloon’ in one of 
the most emblematic images produced in the 
California gold country.108 

This quarter-plate daguerreotype, a very 
small and insubstantial artifact, nonetheless 
captures the intrepid spirit of the California 
‘Argonauts’, as the pioneer Californians 
were called. Baker stands arms akimbo at the 
entrance to the wagon, from which curtains 
billow out the window. He wears a jaunty 
scarf around his neck and looks directly at 
the camera, which is perhaps operated by 
Benjamin Batchelder, situated with the camera 
far enough away to include the entire wagon 
(with advertising sign), some seated bystand-
ers and an entire line of evergreen trees ranged 

along the hillside behind. A sense of expansive-
ness, of being open for whatever opportunity 
comes along, emanates from the frame. Even 
the two onlookers seated in front of a sturdier 
structure to the left of the wagon contribute to 
the adventurous mood of the image. Endless 
possibilities—the sense that the world was 
their oyster and they were going to enjoy the 
opportunities that came their way—are sym-
bolised by this frequently reproduced image. 

Baker, signing himself as ‘operator’ 
of Batchelder’s Daguerreotype Saloon, 
confirmed this mood of transient excitement 
in a broadside advertisement, printed by the 
Sonora Herald from Murphys Camp, July 
1853. This ‘Proclamation!’ as Baker called it, 
ends with a cheery exhortation to visit before 
he has moved on:

SALOON ON WHEELS,—boys, recollect,—

It may be off ere you expect.

Pictures good, and prices low,

Now’s your chance, before I go;

Recollect the name, and call in soon,—

BATCHELDERS’ DAGUERREOTYPE 

SALOON.109

Baker did not stay long at the daguerreotype 
wagon. Soon after this advertisement, he 
returned east, where he often gave lectures of 
his travels, illustrated with his own paintings 
and photographs. Eventually he took up the 
seafaring life again, perhaps prompted by 
word of gold discoveries in Australia. Family 
legend has it that Baker had a collection of 
boomerangs, which he acquired while in the 
South Seas on a voyage as a sailor. According 
to a newspaper article from a Massachusetts 
paper in the Baker biographical file at the 
Bancroft Library, ‘in September, 1862, while 
on a voyage to the East Indies, he was taken 
with a fever when on the coast of Sumatra, 
from which he died’.110

The sense of immediacy is what makes the 
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Batchelder carts and the images produced out 
of them so significant. While the daguerreotype 
operators were producing formal portraits 
inside the saloon for anyone who came along 
in need of a ‘good likeness’, they were also 
able to capture the scenery around them, on 
the spot and at their leisure. The Batchelders’ 
clever ability to cash in on the transience of 
these gold communities by remaining mobile 
speaks to the opportunistic nature of their 
ventures, and those of many other photogra-
phers in the mountainous terrain. In a letter to 
his brother, Perez speaks of being able to ‘take 
a circuit of five or six miles out round among 
the mines during this beautiful weather’.111 The 
system of mobile carts was ideally suited to the 
times and to the geography of the California 
mountains. 

Letters to Baker make it clear that Perez 
also maintained a wagon on the main plaza 
in Stockton, and both Batchelders were busy 
in several locations training as many assistants 

in the daguerrean art as they could.112 Since 
attribution to either Batchelder is in most 
cases impossible to claim for the California 
photographs, one cannot establish whether 
the brothers had begun to specialise in any 
style or genre of photography at this point. 
Their Australian efforts make clear that Perez 
made his name almost exclusively through 
portraiture, while Benjamin was throughout 
his career more interested in depicting views 
and events.

Ever on the move, Perez Batchelder had 
by 1854 emigrated to Australia, where he 
established in May of that year a gallery in 
Melbourne. He even managed to include three 
photographs in the 1854 Melbourne interna-
tional exhibition.113 Benjamin continued to 
operate at least one travelling wagon in and 
around Sonora until at least 1855, although 
whether a Batchelder operated the camera 
there or not is open to question. In any case, 
in this year a Batchelder’s Daguerreian Saloon 

Fig. 1.10 Isaac Wallace 
Baker, Baker standing 
in front of Batchelder’s 
Daguerreian Saloon, 
1852. Daguerreotype. 
oakland Museum of 
California, oakland, 
California.
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is known to have been in Volcano, another 
gold-town settlement some 24 kilometres 
from Jackson in Amador County, and 90 kilo-
metres north-west of Sonora. The colourful 
Nevada character and inveterate diarist Alfred 
Doten mentions in his journal that he had his 
‘Daguerreotype’ made in Batchelder’s wagon 
in Volcano, on 29 May and again on 10 
June 1855.114 Its presence so far away from 
Vallecito and Sonora gives good indication of 
the mobility of these wagons and the freedom 
that they allowed to take full advantage of the 
fluctuations of the market as the miners moved 
from place to place. 

The photo-historian Peter Palmquist main-
tained that he knew of no photographs that 
could be substantiated as taken by Benjamin 
Batchelder in California before he went to 
Australia.115 A search of the collection of ste-
reographs at the Haggin Museum, Stockton, 
California, has uncovered one image with 
Batchelder’s imprint that is identified, in hand-
writing on the edge of the stereo, as ‘Sonora 
1856’. The view depicts from an elevated 
position the main street of the newly con-
structed town, all freshly timbered roofs with 
stacks of lumber to the side of the buildings. 
The only sign that can be seen is a large hori-

zontal banner announcing ‘TIN SHOP’; a few 
tall trees appear along the road and behind the 
shops. This one image, significantly enough, 
is not a portrait, but a view that incorporates 
the fledgling settlement and the surrounding 
mountains as well. 

If Benjamin Batchelder did indeed produce 
this view himself, then it would substantiate 
Mike Butcher’s dating of Benjamin’s arrival 
in Melbourne as 15 July 1858 rather than 
Palmquist’s belief that he was the Batchelder 
who arrived in Melbourne in February 
1856.116 This dating would also make sense 
of the fact that Benjamin was listed as 
operating as a daguerreotypist in Danvers, 
Massachusetts, in 1856 and in Boston in 1857 
to 1858. The family was still interested in 
keeping their photographic enterprises alive 
back east and Benjamin probably continued 
there to train others who would work as 
photographic operators under the Batchelder 
name. Perez also must have returned at least 
briefly to Massachusetts at this time, for he is 
listed as marrying his second wife in Beverley 
on 16 June 1858.117 Perhaps Benjamin had 
also returned to Massachusetts to round up 
his other brother Nathaniel (1824–1860), 
who was then working in the family trade in 

Fig. 1.11 Benjamin 
Batchelder, Sonora, 
1856. Stereograph. 
Courtesy of Haggin 
Museum, Stockton, 
California.
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Danvers, to accompany him to Australia. He 
also got married there and his wife travelled 
with him to Melbourne.118 A fourth brother, 
Freeman Ezra (1834–1862), was already 
working with Perez in Australia by 1857. 

By the mid-1850s, Melbourne had experi-
enced the same kind of transformations that 
the discovery of gold had brought about in 
San Francisco. Within 20 years of its founding 
in 1835, the Victorian city had grown so 
enormously wealthy and supported so much 
cultural aspiration that the town fathers had 
already established a university, a botanical 
gardens and a library.119 At the time when 
the Victorian gold regions were still largely 
the realm of itinerant tradesmen and more 
unsettled populations, the colonial capital 
was, like San Francisco, taking on all of the 
cultivated trappings of Western civilisation. 
These trappings included elegant photographic 
salons. 

Perhaps aware that his greatest financial 
opportunities were to be realised in Melbourne, 
Perez never ventured into the goldmining 
towns nor established travelling wagons, but 
set up shop immediately on Melbourne’s most 
fashionable street, at 57 Collins Street East. As 
had been his practice in California, Batchelder 
began training others to make photographs 
and also had an active trade in the sale of pho-
tographic supplies—one of the most lucrative 
and important commodities in the colonial 
markets. Batchelder even advertised his sale 
of ‘Photographic Materials of every descrip-
tion … sent to any part of the colonies’ in the 
Hobart newspapers.120 

One of Perez’s most accomplished assist-
ants in Melbourne was the young Englishman 
Walter Woodbury (1834–1885), the same 
photographer who made the first panorama 
of Melbourne. Woodbury’s letters home to 
England provide a rousing account of 1850s 
Melbourne and Victoria and, most specifically, 
detailed descriptions of both Batchelders’ 

operations. In 1855, Woodbury wrote to his 
mother that he was earning four pounds a 
week at Batchelder’s, and described his Collins 
Street studio as ‘the head daguerotype [sic] 
establishment in Melbourne’.121 Woodbury 
also wrote that Batchelder had sought him out 
because he had noted that he, Woodbury, was 
the ‘best wet-plate operator in Melbourne’.122 

By the year that Benjamin and Nathaniel 
had arrived in Australia, Perez had estab-
lished, with another Massachusetts man 
Daniel O’Neill, a studio that would become 
a longstanding Melbourne firm, Batchelder & 
O’Neill. Perez mentions O’Neill in a delightful 
letter sent to his brother, in which he recounts 
a ‘Glorious Fourth’ celebration staged at 
Melbourne’s Imperial Hotel in 1855, at which 
some 120 Americans, ‘representing in their 
respective persons every State in Yankeedom’, 
were in attendance.123 Overcome, as he writes, 
by the ‘rosy god’, Perez persuades Mr O’Neill 
to leave the extravagant proceedings; ‘we 
were soon makeing [sic] a streight [sic] line for 
home which we reached without difficulty’.124 
‘I don’t wish you to infer that I was tight 
(far from it)’, he insists, ‘I merely got a little 
more elated with the idea of being a free born 
artisan of the United States than I remember 
ever to have been on any previous annaversary 
[sic].’125 

Perez himself presided over the firm 
Batchelder & O’Neill for only a few months, 
before leaving Australia and turning this 
Melbourne operation over to his brother 
Freeman; the elder Batchelder was back in 
the United States by 1868. He died in San 
Francisco in 1873, having resided in Oakland, 
California, for some years, where tax records 
indicated his occupation as ‘farmer’. He left 
an estate worth some $53,000, most of which 
was in property that was given upon his death 
to his surviving wife (his father, Col. Henry 
Batchelder, was still alive at the time of Perez’s 
death, and inherited one-fourth of the estate).126 
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The certificate from California Probate Court 
concerning Perez’s estate also delineates that at 
this time, Benjamin Batchelder still owed him 
money on two promissory notes, even though 
Benjamin already had an established business 
in Stockton.127 The probate certificate also 
indicates that Oakland photographer William 
B. Ingersoll (1834-c. 1908) owed Batchelder 
a small sum and, most interestingly, that as 
late as 1870, Batchelder had sold Ingersoll 
‘instruments and materials in a photographic 
Gallery in Oakland’.128 This could mean that 
Perez continued to make photographs once he 
left Australia, although no images exist that 
can be identified as his, and Ingersoll’s imprint 
appears on the stereograph of Batchelder’s 
Oakland residence. The obituaries in the 
California papers described Perez Mann 
Batchelder as a California ‘Pioneer’, evidence 
that he was acknowledged for his arrival in 
California during the gold-rush years. By the 
1870s, such status was already being roman-
ticised and nurtured as part of the California 
frontier legend.129 

Benjamin and Nathaniel meanwhile 
remained in Australia and had established a 
Sydney studio on George Street (the location, 
according to Jack Cato, of 10 of the 16 pho-
tographic studios listed in the Sydney city 
directory for 1858130). Here they probably 
knew and competed with another American-
trained, although English-born, photographer, 
Thomas Skelton Glaister (1825–1904), whose 
studio was on nearby Pitt Street at this time.131 
Glaister epitomised the aristocratic studio 
photographer, with elegant accommodations 
and prices based on exceptional aesthetic 
quality. Unlike the more commercially oriented 
Batchelders, he strove to appeal to a high-
class clientele seeking formal portraits, and he 
charged accordingly. Glaister’s works remain 
the best examples of early Australian portrait 
photography. He, too, touted his American 
training, calling his studio the American and 

Australian Portrait Gallery. His American 
know-how is most evident in the polished 
surfaces of his daguerreotypes, a finish unlike 
most other photographs produced in Australia 
at this early date. More than any other early 
photographs in the colony, Glaister’s surviving 
works provide evidence that Australians had 
access to the highest standards of photo-
graphic art and that they were willing to pay 
for quality. 

The Batchelders’s work was certainly less 
glamorous and more utilitarian than Glaister’s 
elegant images, at least in terms of portrai-
ture. Later, in Bendigo, Benjamin would be 
conscious of compositional elements in his 
selection of pleasing scenes to photograph, but 
the idea of artistic ‘polish’ does not seem to 
have entered his or his brothers’s photographic 
vocabulary. The Batchelder brothers remained 
in the George Street studio, apparently never 
venturing out to any country outposts, until 
1860, when upon Nathaniel’s untimely death 
of a heart attack, Benjamin returned to 
Victoria and set up shop in the goldfield town 
of Bendigo.132 

Once in Bendigo, Benjamin again began 
employing and training others to make pho-
tographic views—including, fortunately for 
the purposes of this study, the memoir-writing 
Augustus Baker Peirce, the same one who 
made the bar-room paintings of Niagara Falls. 
Perhaps following his brother Perez, Benjamin 
returned to California in 1868, where he set 
up again as a photographer, with his wife 
Nancy, in Stockton. He advertised himself 
on his stereographs and in the San Joaquin 
County directory as ‘Portrait and Landscape 
Photographer’ and as making ‘Photographs 
in Every Style’. He entered into the life of the 
city and resumed his penchant for recording 
civic events. He continued to make photo-
graphs until his death in 1891. His wife Nancy 
continued the business in Stockton—with her 
own logo on the photographs as ‘woman 
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artist’—until 1914.133 
The relatively clear albeit peripatetic trail 

left by the Batchelder brothers and espe-
cially by Benjamin make their work the ideal 
specimens to analyse changes in photographic 
style or aesthetic direction caused by their 
movement from America to Australia and 
back again. Since Benjamin continued all the 
while to produce photographs that record the 
events of this exciting time in Victoria, his 
work, or that produced under his name, gives 
one of the clearest indications of how photo-
graphic compositions changed in keeping with 
the demands of customers on different conti-
nents. While the documentary aspect of these 
views, both in California and in Australia, are 
of primary importance and are a response to 
the photographer’s desire to record what is 
there, there can be no denying that underlying 
ideological stances—the story that the patrons 
want to tell—determine to some extent the 
photographer’s choices of what to document.

As has already been mentioned, it is difficult 
to determine which California images were 

produced by Perez or Benjamin Batchelder as 
they roamed the mountains in their daguerreo-
type wagons. Some of the many unidentified 
photographic images that have survived from 
this period were by their hand or out of their 
wagons; and one can assume that the stylistic 
devices and iconographic motifs that begin to 
appear in these early productions both influ-
enced and were influenced by the Batchelders’s 
efforts. Because of these intrepid itinerants, a 
surprisingly large number of photographs 
were known to be made in the California hills 
during the height of the gold rush in the early 
1850s. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, have 
been preserved to the present day, no doubt 
still extant because the vast majority of these 
treasured objects were intended for private use 
and consumption, sent home to the eastern 
United States or to Europe as evidence of 
personal circumstances rather than for public 
display. 

What kind of images were produced in the 
West in the 1850s, when so many itinerant 
photographic operators along with the 

Fig. 1.12 Benjamin 
Batchelder, Batchelder 
& wife (Nancy) in 
Stockton studio at 183 El 
Dorado Street, c. 1885. 
Stereograph. Haggin 
Museum, Stockton, 
California.
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Batchelders were in the California mountains 
and on the goldfields? What concepts of place 
did these operators choose to emphasise in 
these photographic records? Looking at the 
variety of daguerreotypes that still exist, 
one is struck by two central elements. First 
is the emphasis in so many images on the 
relation of the figure to the landscape, and 
the man-made to nature. Most early views 
include people, posing in front of newly con-
structed buildings, as signs of the conquest of 
the daunting terrain. But even the seemingly 
straightforward depiction of a settlement that 
includes posed people often includes evidence, 
if only coincidentally, of the rugged geography 
surrounding the new towns. 

This natural element is also evident in the 
many photographs taken in the goldfields 
themselves. While the miners working appear 

in the foreground, almost every photographer 
of the era in California took pains to include 
the landscape that surrounded them, as if to 
emphasise more clearly the strenuous obstacles 
that these individuals had to overcome and to 
underscore the tenacity necessary to conquer 
such an adverse, if awe-inspiring, environment. 
The one known view of Sonora by Batchelder 
is as consistent to this trope as other photog-
raphers’ views. Taken from the hills above 
town, the town looks as if newly embedded 
in primeval wilderness, with all the banal and 
industrious contrivances of nineteenth-century 
American commerce. 

The second striking fact of the California 
photographic record is that so many  
photographs survive that were taken in the 
mines and diggings themselves. Despite the 
treacherous conditions and the hardships 

Fig. 1.13 Miners at 
Taylorsville, California, 
c. 1851. Daguerreotype. 
Courtesy of The 
Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California.
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faced by miners and photographers alike, 
photographers from the first days of the gold 
rush recorded the miners on-site, at work in 
a vast and wild landscape. Not only do the 
images provide evidence that these men had to 
overcome daunting physical hardships to get to 
the gold; they also display in many cases a self-
conscious sense of conquest. These companies 
of men (and sometimes women) engaged in 
mining pose for the camera, in the middle of 
their laborious activities, as if laying claim not 
only to the gold they dig, but to the craggy, 
imposing land itself. The photo-historian John 
Wood describes these configurations of men at 
work in nature as depicting an iconography of 
corporate cooperation:

But on a more prosaic level—on the most 

obvious visual level—they record a chronology 

of cooperation … They represent a kind of early 

corporate mentality. These are pictures of mining 

companies, often with their homemade signs pro-

claiming their names … These daguerreotypes, 

then, are little utilitarian vignettes, pictures of 

communes of possibility. And therein was the 

beginning of what I called the twenty-four-karat 

American dream … These nineteenth-century 

Americans had formed companies, business 

communes, that allowed the possibility for all of 

them to if not get rich at least become much better 

off by working for the good of the group.134

As portraits of groups, engaged in activities 
for ‘the good of the group’ in wilderness sur-
roundings, these small visual records fit as 
comfortably into the ideological construction 
of the American frontier as the grander images 
of the Western landscape that would become 
such significant documents of conquest and 
artistic splendour in the next two decades, into 
the ‘golden age’ of Western photography in the 
1870s. Many writers of photographic history 
have discussed these later views of the West as 
evidence of concepts of Romanticism, of the 

Sublime or even of the anti-Darwinian ideas 
of Catastrophism, with a sometimes sublimi-
nal focus on the pioneers’ efforts to conquer 
and tame the wilderness.135 

These attitudes about the land are as 
evident in the earlier daguerreotypes taken of 
the miners in the California goldfields and of 
the burgeoning mining towns as they are in 
any later photography for the views trade.136 
Batchelder’s vista of Sonora in 1855 easily 
conveys a sense of newness and, with its high 
vantage point, an awestruck recording of 
Anglo civilisation rising up in virgin territory. 
But the famous image of his operator Isaac 
Wallace Baker standing in the doorway of the 
Batchelder daguerreotype wagon at Murphys 
Camp also speaks of Manifest Destiny and the 
will to conquer nature. In California, the pho-
tographer was compelled, by patrons’ demands 
and geographical circumstance, to emphasise 
individualism and man’s conquest of a mag-
nificent land, a wondrous topography.

The photographic record in Australia, at 
least that which has survived from the daguer-
rean period, presents different priorities, even 
in images made by photographers who had 
operated in California before arriving in the 
antipodes. What is particularly striking is the 
dearth of images taken in the Victorian gold-
fields themselves during the first decade of the 
gold rushes. In the early days of the Australian 
gold rush, from 1851 to 1861, very few 
examples of photographs, public or private, 
taken in the goldfields survive, and none 
possess the self-conscious ambition so apparent 
in the Californian examples. Photographers 
were certainly there from the beginnings of the 
mass influx of hopeful diggers, and travelling 
cameramen had traversed the colonies from 
the mid-1840s. George Goodman (d. 1851), 
credited by Cato and Davies with taking the 
first extant photographs in Australia, travelled 
throughout the colonies taking daguerreotypes, 
from Sydney to Hobart to Melbourne, and to 
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points in between.137 Goodman had acquired 
a licence to make daguerreotypes in the British 
colonies from Richard Beard in London, when 
England still required such licences. He came 
to Australia in 1842 and took photographs, 
almost always out of doors, until his departure 
for England in 1847. He set up his apparatus 
most often at hotels and in pubs, where he 
made likenesses of all in the vicinity who 
came to him; but there is no indication that he 
travelled with a daguerrean wagon.138 

Of the scant photographs known to be 
taken of miners at the early Victorian diggings 
the best known are those published in 1858 by 
the geologist Richard Daintree (c. 1832–1878) 
and the extraordinary Frenchman Antoine 
Fauchery (1823–1861) in their magnificent 
album Australia: Sun pictures of Victoria.139 
As Dianne Reilly notes in The dictionary of 
Australian artists, ‘[t]he Fauchery–Daintree 
partnership produced some remarkable pho-
tographs for the time’; indeed, their efforts 

stand alone as the most skilfully produced 
images made in Victoria in the decade. Even 
Fauchery’s images of diggers, obviously posed 
as the photographer told them to, presents a 
different vision of the diggers’ circumstances 
and attitudes than that in the Californian scenes 
of miners at work. His Group of diggers is 
posed theatrically, capturing some sense of the 
excitement of gold discovery and camaraderie 
among the men working the fields. But there 
is little of the single-mindedness of corporate 
effort that is such a prominent attitude in the 
California images. 

A few other scenes in Sun pictures 
of Victoria do depict the development 
of primitive settlement amid the muddy 
landscape of the Victorian fields and demon-
strate as well Daintree’s focus on geological 
conditions in the colony.140 These views speak  
particularly to the difference in geographical 
setting between the Victorian fields and the 
claims in the California mountains. It is indeed 

Fig. 1.14 Fauchery 
& Daintree, Group of 
diggers, 1858. Albumen 
silver photograph. From 
Australia: Sun Pictures 
of Victoria, Melbourne, 
1858. La Trobe Picture 
Collection, State Library of 
Victoria, Melbourne. 
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difficult to find anything picturesque or ruggedly  
geological to conquer in these mud-mired 
plains where tents, shacks and a few substan-
tial buildings have been haphazardly raised. 
There are no high hills here upon which the 
photographer could conveniently place his 
camera for a sweeping view. But there were 
such spots in other Victorian diggings, such 
as Beechworth, and daguerreotype operators 
were there. Other reasons, other priorities, 
must have determined the photographic record 
that has survived in Australia.

In the illustrated newspapers published in 
Melbourne in the period, some of the engraved 
images in their pages have obviously been 
taken from photographs made on the site. The 
News Letter of Australasia in April 1858, for 
example, includes on its front sheet a detailed 
scene of the ‘Gold Diggers’ Puddling Machine’, 

including a horse and wagon held by a man 
looking at the viewer; in the background, other 
men are engaged in operating the puddling 
machine. While the engraved initials indicate 
that Nicholas Chevalier was the artist and 
Frederick Grosse was the engraver, the clarity 
and the immediacy of the image indicate that 
it was copied from a photographic source. 
Alexander Fox in Bendigo provided the pho-
tographs for several engravings that served as 
letter-sheets in the 1850s. None of these pho-
tographs have survived, although some letter-
sheets do, and demonstrate that images from 
the goldfield towns were more prolific than 
the extant record would lead us to imagine. 
Other engravings in the illustrated journals of 
the period are identified as taken from photo-
graphs; in very few cases do the photographs 
still exist, indicating that they were viewed 

Fig. 1.15 Frederick 
Grosse, Gold diggers’ 
puddling machine. 
Wood-engraving. 
Published by John P. 
Brown, Melbourne, April 
1858. Image by Nicholas 
Chevalier. National Library 
of Australia, Canberra.
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primarily as tools for the artists to use to 
render their artistic products. 

Visual depictions, then, of life in the 
Australian goldfields were abundant, but 
the preferred medium by most of those with 
artistic aspirations was printed illustration. 
The most prolific and beloved of these image-
makers was Samuel Thomas Gill (1819–1880), 
always referred to as S. T. Gill, and one of the 
more colourful characters associated with this 
period in Australian history and art.141 First 
in South Australia, where he became known 
for his drawings and watercolours of the Eyre 
and Sturt expeditions into the Australian 
interior, and from 1852 in the goldfields, Gill 
showed a remarkable facility for humorous 
sketches of goldfield life made on the spot and 
later worked on for publication. His images 
are detailed enough to provide later viewers 
with historical information about the miners’ 
dress, material culture and social mores. In 
the tradition of great English illustrators such 
as Cruikshank, Gill’s illustrations became 
immediate hits with the public when they 
were reproduced in journals and books. Gill 
also learned the lithographic process and as 
early as August 1852 he published his illustra-
tions as a series of lithographs, titled Victorian 
gold diggings and diggers as they are. These 
sets, followed by several more in the mid-
1850s, were immediately published both in 
Melbourne and in London, and established Gill 
as ‘the artist of the goldfields’. As Shar Jones 
writes, ‘His success … was so great that his 
work continued to be pirated in both England 
and Germany.’142 Books such as John Sherer’s 
popular The gold-finder of Australia included 
engravings of Gill’s images but the publisher 
failed to attribute them to the artist.143 His 
many vignettes for letterheads became so 
widely disseminated that his authorship was 
lost in their prolific reproduction.

Gill’s illustrations, along with those of 
other artists publishing in Australian and 

English illustrated journals, remain as the most 
extensive visual record of the Victorian gold-
fields. Many of them were reproduced so often 
that they have become icons of Australian 
colonial life, serving as the model for subse-
quent re-enactments of goldfield culture, in 
films and on television. As Goodman indicates, 
such books as Sherer’s, with its appropriated 
illustrations by Gill, provided the template 
for ‘the colonial narrative’ accepted by subse-
quent generations as the truthful picture of the 
colonial age.144

This apparent preference for illustra-
tive over photographic narrative is all the 
more intriguing when one learns that Gill 
was purported to have purchased a camera 
and photographic equipment early in his 
career. Some historians believe that he was 
the first person in South Australia to obtain 
a daguerreotype licence in 1842.145 As far as 
can be determined, however, he never made 
any photographs. His illustrations, while filled 
with precise detail, are not ones that are pho-
tographic or appear to be taken from photo-
graphs. They are more in the traditional style 
of genre illustration, similar in type to Charles 
Nahl’s illustrations in the California journals 
of the time and John David Borthwick’s oft-
reproduced depictions of California camp 
life. They derive from popular print traditions 
rather than photographic models.

The popularity of these visual descrip-
tions of life on the Australian goldfields dem-
onstrates that images from Victoria were 
certainly as sought-after a commodity as were 
Californian images. Photography, moreover, 
was as well established a resource by this 
time in Victoria as it was in 1850s California. 
These facts give rise to the obvious question: 
what happened to the photographic images 
of the Australian goldfields? Why are there 
so many and such vivid images of labour and 
activity in the Californian goldfields, of miners 
working together within the rugged moun-
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tainous landscape, when virtually none are 
extant from this period in Australia? Further, 
those few that do exist convey a very different 
attitude about the landscape and underscore 
different aspects of these new settlements 
and their polyglot peoples. The equipment 
and supplies necessary to produce up-to-date 
photographs of the landscape and its inhabit-
ants were not unknown in Australia by this 
time—the photographic panoramas in Sydney 
and in Melbourne by photographers as expert 
as Blackwood and Woodbury make that 
clear, as do the refined portraits of Thomas 
Glaister. Rough conditions—the heat, dust, 
limited water and impassable trails—did not 
deter many operators from traversing the gold 
country and producing photographs there. 

The fact nonetheless remains that the 
majority of Australian photographic images 
that exist from the time, whether made in 
the cities, in the goldfield towns or points in 
between, were either portraits or views of set-
tlement. For reasons that can only be described 
as ideologically and economically determined, 
photographers in the Australian colonies 
turned to these genres for their subject matter, 
to the exclusion of some of the iconographic 
formulations that had preoccupied the adven-
turous spirits at work in California’s gold 
country. 

Benjamin Batchelder’s photographic views 
offer some of the most revealing examples of 
these iconographic shifts and give evidence of 
changing ideological attitudes about landscape 
in seemingly straightforward images of place. 
Returning to Melbourne from Sydney when 
his brother Nathaniel died in 1860, Benjamin 
found Perez’s Melbourne company Batchelder 
& O’Neill to be thriving as a portrait studio, 
well-known along with its more mundane 
portraits for producing thousands of copies of 
cartes de visite of famous actors and performers 
who visited the colony.146 Benjamin continued 
on to Bendigo, where by the beginning of 

1861 he had established the leading photo-
graphic business in town.147 While he did not 
himself take to setting up mobile wagons, 
at least not on the scale that the Batchelders 
had carried out in the California mountains, 
he did continue to hire and train camera 
operators who worked under his direction. 
Most notably he employed at this time 
Augustus Baker Peirce, sent to him by Perez 
from the Melbourne studio. As Peirce writes 
in Knocking about, Benjamin was at this time 
commissioned to produce photographs to be 
exhibited at an exposition in London. To this 
end, he sent Peirce and another operator on an 
expedition through the Bendigo region. Peirce 
described their gear: ‘We were furnished with 
a little black push-cart holding the camera and 
other necessaries, and we were to get pictures 
of all objects of interest.’148

The exhibition that Peirce mentions was 
the London international exhibition of 1862, 
held in a specially constructed building in 
Kensington that would later become the 
Victoria & Albert Museum. The centrepiece 
of the Victorian display was a pyramid of gold 
bars 13 metres high, representing the amount 
of gold extracted in the colony in the previous 
decade. Accompanying this impressive exhibit, 
each Australian colony submitted photographic 
views meant to display the colonies’ progress 
and development. Richard Daintree, Charles 
Nettleton (1826–1902) and many other  
photographers sent their work from Victoria, 
and many received medals at the London show. 
As part of this effort, Benjamin was commis-
sioned by the Sandhurst Town Council to pho-
tograph Bendigo and surrounds.149 

In the end, Benjamin’s work may not have 
been sent to the exhibition, but his contri-
butions to this event were compiled as the 
Bendigo album, 53 plates of which still survive 
in the La Trobe Picture Collection of the State 
Library of Victoria in Melbourne. Each plate 
was signed as produced by Benjamin himself, 
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although at least some of these views were 
undoubtedly produced by Peirce and his 
companion.150 Benjamin’s cart appears in 
nearly every view, usually at the side with the 
Batchelder name prominently displayed. In 
at least one photograph, a man, possibly Gus 
Peirce, poses next to the cart itself. The cart, 
with its clear signage, is a charming example 
of the Batchelder penchant for American  
promotionalism and advertising.

The album’s subject matter, so thoroughly 
described in Mike Butcher’s recent catalogue,151 
was no doubt influenced by the nature of the 
commission; Benjamin was producing them for 
the purposes of official exhibition. These are 
not images of activity in the mining fields or 
of active conquest of the land; they are images 
instead of the trappings of British civilisation 
and settlement. Pictured are Bendigo banks, 
gold exchanges, cemeteries, substantial resi-
dences and breweries—the most solid struc-
tures in the region. These scenes, then, include 
objects and views that would make sense of 

a colonial landscape, a foreign geography, 
for an audience at home, a ‘home’ that was 
still identified largely as England. As Paul Fox 
has written, new settlers and their officials 
in Australia were constantly concerned with 
the ‘image’ of the country, newly opened for 
free settlement, that would be presented to a 
European audience. Fox states further that 
‘[b]ecause colonial photography portrayed the 
colony ambiguously, the need for consistent 
signifiers to make sense of disparate colonial 
geographies was imperative’.152 For this 
reason, any photographs commissioned for an 
official exhibition such as those in Benjamin’s 
Bendigo album would focus on evidence of 
‘civilised’, specifically British, settlement itself, 
and reveal a deflection of any grandiose sen-
timents about a landscape of ‘otherness’ for 
which most early settlers felt ambivalence and 
unease. 

As the leading photographer in town, 
Benjamin was once again commissioned in 
1866 to produce views of Bendigo’s Korong 

Fig. 1.16 augustus 
Baker peirce, Peirce and 
Creelman with Batchelder 
cart. Illustration in Peirce, 
Knocking About, Yale 
University Press, New 
Haven, 1924, p. 32.



1850s: Artist–photographers in gold country    55

Shire for another exhibition in Melbourne that 
was then intended for display in Europe.153 
The results of this venture conveyed similar 
notions of Australian land and space to those 
displayed in the 1861 commission. One 
Victorian newspaper, in reviewing the images 
of the colony sent to the exhibition, described 
Benjamin’s view of Sunday Morning Hill, 
Brenannah Station in revealing terms. While 
the depiction represents a typical Australian 
station with sparse vegetation, a few grazing 
animals and a solid house with verandah and 
pitched roof surrounded by mallee fence, the 
reviewer, as if willing it to be so, maintained 
that it ‘might be mistaken for a view of an 
English upland residence on a sabbath day 
because of the softness of the scene and the 
brightness of the verdure’.154 Photographers, 
then, were aware that their job was to stress 
a ‘typicality of view’ with a consciousness 
of the audience back in England and Europe 

who would see these images exhibited, and 
would recognise that ‘wild nature’ had been 
overcome in Australia, not by white man’s 
brute conquest, as was implied in many of the 
Californian goldfield views, but by the civilis-
ing effects of British culture and law.155 The 
land, so aggrandised in California as both awe-
inspiring and as an obstacle to be confronted 
and tamed, was either ignored in Australian 
views, or at most was made to fit into a familiar 
context, readable by those who understood the 
landscape compositions, whether painterly or 
photographic, of European culture. Benjamin 
Batchelder and his operators were happy to 
oblige in this construct. 

In Bendigo, Benjamin was drawn, as he 
always would be, to the depiction of civic 
events that included crowds. The first plate 
in the Bendigo album focuses not only on the 
stolidness of the town’s public office building, 
but shows the crowd gathered to hear the 

Fig. 1.17 Benjamin  
Batchelder, Sayer 
Brothers’ Norfolk 
Brewery, Bayne Street 
frontage, Bendigo, 1861. 
Albumen photograph. La 
Trobe Picture Collection, 
State Library of Victoria, 
Melbourne.



1,18 Berij.orin 

B:itchelder,. 

sihts (it a hical   s 

die therrio,•,:ii,r, 

	

tlicI0 ess.it y  es;,- 	still led 

ing 	ne figures. He e. i nore 

successful w th his most ambition, ph

g raphic document, a shot of the pr. icesson 

	

accom• in v in g  the .nirival 	ir the Hulse of 

Que'!in 	loria 	01, in Beia.4,,,, 

on X 	 „licher Lonna-lents, 

latic 

.ss 

mi g  

of Benjamin's own photo grapni,- st y le, his 

ebrator y  niiinai ins in 

in 1868 Retn'a nliii,:uld his Rendi go business 

interest in recordni:. 	ai l d people at cel- 

Shortl y  atter the Duke (II bdinhur g h's v 

ortlia, fitSt to Oakland and returned I, ( 

a gain in Stockton. Kid then settin g  II 

B y  thk time, all the •onithshod and nterpris-

in g  newness 0 '; t • t. 1:11 tile 
Batchelder iir—ther. roamed it,„ 

mountains lilt; disappeared to  

g ..aitility and small-toi: 	pros- 

.t ei 	alifornia WAS 110 \‘` interested in Con- 

STok 	' visn:11 ima ge of domesticit y  rather 

than en 	plucky scenes involvin g  the 

cou- H  

tograi, 	 tvansiormation, con- 

centratin g  inost oftea on secbesP town life 

and civic events. A most deli g!):.ful example of 

his e y e for the crowd survivim 	stei-co graph 

depicting  Stockton's centennial 	II 

-ii the Fourth of ,1til y  1876, lt shoi 

assembled in the town's inain s q itaie 

ihe inflation of an enormous air 

activile that was b y  all .iccounts ICSS th in 

su,eesstuh. " People t;te balconies of 

a nei ghbourin g  hiitldu i g  --Benjamin appar-

entl y  took the picture from his own studio's 

balcon y. One of Stockton's most substantial 

structures, Nlansion hhiuse, can be seen in 

the backg round. "Hie crowds on the s quare 

surroundin g  tile balloon are dressed in their 

finest outfit's, the women wearin g  white dresses 

and elegant hats. `That so man y  Women and 

children are part uctpatiri g  in the n'iwn's cele-

brations is evidence enou g h of the enormims 

transformations that had taker place in 

(2.alifornia since Isaac 1..aker stood in the 

doorwa y  of Batchelder's Ha g uerie.in Saloon 

on the outskirts of Sonora, when w omen and 

children were ti rare commodit y  in places 

like Stockton. Benjamin's man y  photographs 

of Stockton people at their leisure, pla y in g  

on pi, in: is, 

iIILISH • , 

50 Images of the Pacific Rim 



1850s: Artist–photographers in gold country    57

fully to the state’s genteel transformation. 
By the 1870s, California and Australia 

were both enormously different places than 
they had been in the 1850s, when gold 
‘brought the world in’. Photography, in docu-
menting these transformations, participated in 
the visual construction of place for these new 
societies. Photographers created new ways of 
seeing, with visual modes that were sometimes 
aesthetic, sometimes reportorial, sometimes a 
combination of both. All of these modes were 
meant to explain these new sites of Western 
colonisation to themselves and to others far 
removed from these landscapes. Given their 
shared experience of forging a new Western 
society out of a wilderness invaded by gold-
hungry hordes from all over the globe, 
California and Australia exchanged icono-
graphic expression in the popular imagery that 
accompanied these immigrants. 

The question, however, remains: What 
did these two peoples choose to share 
visually? What iconographies had resonance 
once California became part of the United 
States and Australia developed as a prosper-
ous colony of free settlers within the British 
Empire? The most intriguing photographic 
comparisons centre always on representations 
of the land itself. The visual construction of 
the frontier, first formulated in the 1850s, 
would continue to inform reproducible illus-
tration and views photography into the 1880s, 
by which time the conquest of the American 
West was already becoming romanticised by 
writers and artists, and Australian images 
nurtured more consciously a sense of British 
culture placed against this ‘other’ landscape. 
The grandiose images of the American West 
produced in the 1860s and 1870s by Eadweard 
Muybridge (1830–1904), Carleton Watkins 
(1829–1916) and others had no direct equiva-
lent in Australia, although similar intentions 
of documentation began to inform the efforts 
of Beaufoy Merlin and Charles Bayliss as 

they traversed the gold regions of New South 
Wales and Victoria in the same decades. But 
this story more appropriately fits into a later 
iconographical development, as Californians 
and Australians began to confront their own 
ideas of the picturesque applied to their own 
landscapes and geographical affinities.

By the end of the first decades of the gold-
induced population booms along the Pacific 
coasts, the interchange of ideas and images 
between California and Australia became a 
commonplace. A common language, similar 
climate, material trade and shared concepts of 
law and democracy meant that the two regions 
would continue to have close cultural ties. But 
distinct differences in popular aesthetic choices 
would also appear, as their cultural identities 
began to coalesce more clearly. Despite the 
seeming similarities of two frontiers trans-
formed by massive migration brought about 
by the discovery of gold, despite the arrival of 
similarly opportunistic artists and photogra-
phers and in some cases, like the Batchelders, 
the same artists and photographers producing 
in both places, the visual record often reveals 
this disparity in ideological expectations. 
In the case of California, the photographic 
record reveals a rough-and-tumble yet self-
conscious conquest of the wilderness by the 
proponents of Manifest Destiny filled with 
the desire to get rich. In the case of Australia, 
visual documentation emphasises that British 
culture and British virtues were manifestly 
established in this colonial outpost, where 
virtue and morality prevailed over lawlessness 
and a hostile environment. Still, as the nine-
teenth century progressed and as increasingly 
sophisticated forms of mass communication 
appeared, these newly developing countries on 
the Pacific Rim would depend increasingly on 
reproducible images to learn about each other 
and to share aesthetic ideas about their identi-
ties as Western nations.
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