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FoR GEoRGE

Auf welches Instrument sind wir gespannt?

Und welcher Geiger hat uns in der Hand?

O süßes Lied.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘Liebes–Lied’, 1907



When the spin meister of post-modernity Jean Baudrillard laid out his 1986 exegesis of 
America’s West, he conjured up a place with no there there. California, and particu-
larly its southern reaches, was a mere simulacra of every American sensual desire, 

domestic fantasy and nature-loving mantra. Witless California, filled up with suburban sprawl 
and theme parks, was the final, glorious result of America’s ‘mythic banality’. California was 
a lost land so joyfully mindless it would never savour the soulful pleasures of Old World 
angst.

What Monsieur B experienced as absence was in fact a seductive illusion created by 
California’s unique and defining industry—the lucrative business of building a secular 
paradise. After the woeful losses of the Civil War and environmental abuses of robber baron 
industrialists, America needed an Eden to restore and preserve treasured Protestant ideals of 
society in harmony with an untouched nature. California delivered big by offering, literally 
and metaphorically, a ray of sunshine to restless inhabitants living in the moral darkness of 
Chicago, New York and Boston.

The Eden that California built was voracious. The state rendered what it had and what it 
received as inevitably Californian. The result was an infamous eclecticism, a forgiving world 
where the woodsy, Arts & Crafts bungalow shaded by Australian eucalypti was as welcome 
as a sun-filled Spanish revival hacienda in a garden of English perennials. To some, California 
appeared culturally indiscriminate. But that was the point:  Everything and everyone had to 
be welcome in a profitable heaven on earth. 

As Erika Esau reveals with literary élan, California sold its alluring dream through images 
received by way of cultural osmosis and capitalist strategies. The intersection of a national 
need for a California and the rapid evolution of printing technology, combined with new 
modes of distribution, made possible a proliferation of imagery at a speed unimagined. It 
is no wonder given the early histories of media production illuminated in these pages that 
California welcomed the movies and Silicon Valley.

America’s 31st state teeters on an earthquake shelf along the Eastern length of the Pacific 
Rim. Already by the 1860s prescient entrepreneurs understood that California was not at the 
edge of America;  it was mid-globe, positioned to engage with parts known and parts to be 
known. To the East was the other America, with tens of thousands of disenfranchised citizens 
who fled to the Pacific when railway tickets got cheap. To the West was Asia and, most per-
tinently, a continent with English-speaking folks: Australia.

If there is any place left today for destiny, manifest or not, then Australia and California 
are destiny’s children. Both were maligned, sunny outposts under the thumb of old paternal-
istic cultures. Both needed to define their place in the world and both accomplished the task 
through interpretation and appropriation. How images assisted in the cultural definition of 
these lands is told here by a native Californian, who, not surprisingly, found herself at home 
in Australia.

sam Watters is the author of Houses of Los Angeles, 1885-1935 and other books and articles on 

American culture. He lives in Venice, California.
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Australia and California have shared much in environment and history. The export of 
Australian eucalyptus trees in the nineteenth century both contributed to and reflected 
a shared cultural history, and made certain aspects of Californian and Australian 

cultural landscapes seem more similar than before European settlement. From the time of the 
Victorian gold rushes that began in 1851, Californians have visited and sometimes stayed in 
this land, making contributions to Australian politics (including at the Eureka Stockade revolt 
of 1853), culture (cartoonist Livingston Hopkins among others) and business (the example of 
coachmakers Cobb and Co. is famous in Australia). More recently, American popular culture 
in the form of music and film has invaded Australia and adapted to local circumstances. The 
deeds of pioneers in gold digging and irrigation technology and enterprise have been told 
many times, and no one would be surprised to hear that the impact of the United States upon 
Australia has been large in the late twentieth century. But the story of the many Californian 
influences in the nineteenth century on Australian popular culture remains partly hidden. 

Erika Esau’s Images of the Pacific Rim: Australia and California, 1850-1935 contributes 
to a growing understanding of these cultural connections. Her book is the first to focus 
squarely on visual representations of Australian and Californian landscapes and culture in 
transnational perspective. This is a story of the circulation of images as commodities made 
possible by the era of mass reproduction and consequent “portability” of commercial art and 
design, and even architecture. 

This Pacific Rim exchange was made possible by improvement in communications. The 
age of fast sail in the mid-nineteenth century—soon complemented and then superceded 
from the 1880s and beyond by regular steamship services—carried miners, and other people 
on the make in both directions. These links encouraged an itinerant class of artists and pho-
tographers whose work circulated widely. Technology, however, was key to the increased 
velocity of circulation—the lithograph, the camera, mass-market magazines and the like 
proliferated. Esau incorporates in her work the widely-dispersed visual resources encour-
aged by these technological and communications changes. She has sought out precious and 
obscure images from journals, posters, commercial advertising such as fruit-box labels, and 
popular art magazines. A feature is the vivid and little-known illustrations that do more than 
embellish the text; Esau’s documentation of iconographic images is informed by critique and 
analysis as well as assiduous research. In her career as an art historian, Esau has herself lived 
the trans-Pacific life and is almost uniquely well-qualified to comment on shared experiences 
and perceptions. Images of the Pacific Rim is a labour of love, a delight to the casual reader, 
and a rich resource for future cultural historians to explore.

ian tyrrell  is the Scientia Professor of History, The University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia. He 

is the author of True gardens of the gods: Californian-Australian environmental reform, 1860-1930.
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National Park Service. My former professor at Bryn Mawr College and friend Barbara Miller 
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Albert Boeck, Jr, this book is dedicated. He has been throughout my muse, my mentor, my 
rock; without George and our ‘duprassness’, without his willingness to share in our adven-
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Whatever our official pieties, deep down we all believe in lives. The sternest formalists are the 
loudest gossips, and if you ask a cultural-studies maven who believes in nothing but collective 
forces and class determinisms how she came to believe this doctrine, she will begin to tell you, 
eagerly, the story of her life.
—Adam Gopnik, ‘Will power’, The New Yorker, 20041

This book is in many ways the story of my life. Its themes grew out of my own history, 
my ruminations about art, ‘home’ and an aesthetics of place. I was born and raised in 
California, the daughter of a native son. I grew up amidst eucalypts and on the beach. 

Having left the state to go to college after high school, I have only now, more than 30 years 
later, returned to live here. In the intervening years, I lived and worked, an itinerant scholar, 
in every region of the United States except the south-east. With every move, I tried to absorb 
as much as possible of the visual signifiers of those places. I spent several intellectually stimu-
lating years in Germany and Vienna, grounding myself in the culture of the Old World. My 
academic training and intellectual predilections prepared me for a professional life as an art 
historian on European topics.

Then, in 1990, freezing in the upper Midwest, I got a call to interview for a teaching 
position in Australia. When I arrived, direct from subzero temperatures to full summer in 
Canberra, a trip to the botanic gardens there convinced me that this was a place where I 
could happily live. The familiarity of the landscape—and the smells!—spoke to me of ‘home’ 
in a visceral and aesthetic way. Intellectually, teaching art history at the Australian National 
University was also transformative. Since one requirement of the position was to teach the 
history of Australian art, I immediately switched course, relegating research in German art 
to the background to concentrate on Australian topics and the history of photography. My 
appointment to teach Australian art at one of the country’s leading universities had not gone 
unnoticed by local pundits, of course. The writer Humphrey McQueen even complained in 
print, indignantly asking the question, ‘How can an American who wrote a dissertation on 
an obscure Austrian painter teach our art history?’2 Indeed.

My family and I were successful transplants. We took up Australian citizenship as soon 
as it was allowed. We learned all the verses to Advance, Australia fair and we followed every 
incident in cricket and three different football codes, none of them gridiron (as Australians 
refer to American football). We revelled in the magnificent birdlife and the beautiful beaches. 
After a few years in Canberra, I was commissioned to write, along with my husband, the Blue 
guide Australia, a cultural tour guide of the entire country.3 We considered the book, which 
took seven years to complete, a love letter to our new country. 

The Blue guide project necessarily focused my attention on the whole question of cultural 
identity and how a ‘new’ Western-oriented country like Australia developed its own aesthetic 
vision and its own national icons. As an art historian, I was particularly aware of cultural 
iconographies and the process by which images are absorbed into a society’s everyday 
aesthetic as part of the construction of its visual world-view. When I began looking deeper 
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for the roots of these iconographies, I kept 
seeing, if only vaguely, affinities between 
image-making practices in California and 
Australia. I discovered images, especially 
popular and reproduced ones, that reminded 
me again of that visual template formed in 
my childhood. At the same time, I found 
very little substantive academic work on the 
connections between Australian and American 
(especially western American) art production. 
While some comparative work has been done 
in history—I am thinking particularly of 
David Goodman’s Gold seeking: Victoria and 
California in the 1850s (1994); Philip and 
Roger Bell’s Americanization and Australia 
(1998); and Ian Tyrrell’s True gardens of the 
Gods: Californian–Australian environmental 
reform, 1860–1930 (1999)—very little work 
considered the aesthetic interaction between 
photographers, illustrators and artists of 
the two places. New worlds from old—the 
joint exhibition organised in 1998 by the 
National Gallery of Australia and Hartford’s 
Wadsworth Athenaeum—focused, rightly so, 
on a comparison of nineteenth-century landscape painting and presented some interesting 
arguments about ‘high art’ affinities.4 I wanted to know more about ‘lesser’ aesthetic practices, 
where the similarities appeared to be most striking.

I can trace my decision to write this book in this form back to a single moment comparing 
two images. The first image was designed as a tourist poster promoting the newly created 
city of Canberra, produced in about 1930 and shown at an exhibition of Australian posters 
at the National Library of Australia.5 A precise description of this image figures in Chapter 7 
(see page 310), so here I will point out only what so caught my attention at the time. I noticed 
especially the red-roofed buildings placed in the middle of the scene and the bird’s-eye view 
of the light-infused landscape with the hills in the background. Trying to think of what the 
poster reminded me of led to the other image, one of the thousands of pictures produced in 
the early twentieth century, for California’s citrus-box label industry. These labels, produced 
in enormous quantities in the first decades of the twentieth century and dispersed around the 
world, established the most enduring iconography of California: a perpetually sunny place, 
fertile and lush, often including a romanticised vision of the state’s Hispanic past. What 
struck me particularly about these labels was that one repeated object: a red-roofed house (or 
houses) placed in the middle of the orchards, with a sweeping vista back to the mountains. 
Here was the most vernacular imagery with an established iconography of salubriousness, 
prodigiously reproducible, distributed worldwide, and from the 1910s widely seen not only 
in California but in Australia as well.6 

Fig. 0.02 James 
Northfield, Canberra, 
Federal Capital & Garden 
City, Australia, c. 1930. 
Colour lithograph. 
Courtesy of the James 
Northfield Heritage Art 
Trust ©.
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Out of these vernacular images, with their pervasive visual icons of a specific landscape, 
and based on the visual mood that they evoked in me, I began to construct a framework to 
examine what I knew had to be there: some very real aesthetic connections between image-
making on that other Pacific coastline, California, and the emerging colonies of Australia. 
This exchange and much of the distribution of these iconographies occurred through the 
reproductive arts of the mass media: photography, illustration and graphic design, often 
dispersed through journals, illustrations, posters, commercial advertising and popular art 
magazines. The so-called ‘high arts’ of painting and sculpture were available to so few in these 
frontier societies that aesthetic ideas were more readily accessible and understood through 
portable and reproducible artistic mediums. The significance of widely dispersed visual 
resources in these new cultures offers living testament to Walter Benjamin’s famous statement 
that the ‘[m]echanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses toward art’.7 
Linking these ideas back to Benjamin gave me a critical peg on which to hang my arguments 
about the absorption of pictorial information into modern, image-dependent societies. 

From the 1850s, art and image-making in the Western world, and particularly in new 
‘settler colonies’ such as Australia and Pacific America, are dependent on three important 
factors: the itinerancy of the artists and artisans producing images on the frontier and in 
the new settlements, moving from place to place with their own cultural baggage made 
visible through their creative production; the reproducibility of images, made possible by  
technological advances in printing and photography; and the portability of these images 
enabled by the processes of visual reproduction, across oceans and over great distances.8 With 
these factors in mind, the central question for consideration in this comparative aesthetic 

Fig. 0.03 Glendora Brand 
citrus label, c. 1925. 
Courtesy of The Jay T. 
Last Collection. The 
Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California.
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analysis concerns both distinction and affinity: Can we see stylistic transformations in visual 
representation when Western artists and photographers confront a different place, a different 
culture, or different ideologies? What gets shared visually, and what remains distinct to each 
place? These two regions, geographically linked by their location on what would come to 
be called the Pacific Rim, and first tied together by their shared participation in the greatest 
social transformation of the nineteenth century, offer unprecedented opportunity to explore 
questions about the transmission and consumption of images in the modern age.

I have formulated my ideas as a series of essays as case studies, arranged in overlapping 
chronological order by decades and connected by the overriding assertion of aesthetic 
exchange dependent on itinerancy, reproducibility and portability. The overarching theme in 
these chapters is that the exchange of reproducible images and forms creates a specific aesthetic 
that eventually produces a modern ‘Pacific Rim’ style. This incipient style is most prevalent 
in vernacular image-making through which modernity, or more aptly aesthetic modernism, 
first appears in these ‘cultures on the periphery’.9 The seven chapters cover a range of topics 
within these parameters. In each case, my arguments focus on one individual or several 
individuals as exemplars of the aesthetic processes discussed in the period: the photographer 
Benjamin Batchelder travelling to the gold regions on both continents; the entertainer Stephen 
Massett plying his music and his accompanying illustrations in San Francisco and Victoria; 
Harper’s illustrator William T. Smedley and other Americans working on the Picturesque 
atlas of Australasia of 1888; the Sydney architect James Peddle bringing back bungalows 
from Pasadena in the 1910s; former Australian Prime Minister Alfred Deakin at the 1915 
California Expositions; Theodore Payne and F. Franceschi embracing eucalypts as part of the 
Californian landscape; and English-born architect Leslie Wilkinson adapting Mediterranean 
architecture for Australians, with an eye focused on California’s Spanish Style houses of the 
1920s. 

In keeping with the emphasis on the importance of reproducible images in this story of 
aesthetic exchange, illustrated magazines figure prominently in each chapter, as the most 
potent medium of the time for the delivery of these visual forms. Harper’s, Land of Sunshine, 
The Craftsman, Sunset, Century, Pacific Coast Architect, Touring Topics/Westways from 
America; and Australasian Sketcher, The Lone Hand, Building, Home and The Australian 
Home Beautiful in Australia—amongst many other examples of the era’s growing fascination 
with modern mass media, these journals play a pivotal role in the story of Australian–
Californian aesthetic exchange.

After completing research in Australia, I returned to California to carry out work on that 
half of the comparative study. Landing in Los Angeles, the place felt immediately familiar to 
me, despite the years of absence. We settled in Pasadena, where, miraculously, we bought a 
100-year-old bungalow around the corner from the very buildings that I had come to study. 
Personally, it was a homecoming. Intellectually, my assumptions that most scholarly work 
about Californian culture and art would have already been published proved to be optimistic. 
I found instead that California as a subject of cultural or aesthetic study is only now beginning 
to hit its stride. Much has been accomplished in recent years since the publication of Kevin 
Starr’s magisterial series of books on Americans and the California dream; but the same 
parochial sense of inferiority that caused so much anxious soul-searching in Australia has 
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persisted in the American West, encouraging the idea in many that California has little history 
or culture worth studying outside of a regional context.10 In this attitude, my two homes on 
the Pacific continue to be linked culturally, making a comparison of their fascinatingly rich 
visual histories ever more relevant.

As the opening quotation suggests—despite whatever elements of the ‘cultural-studies 
maven’ I may have accrued after 30 academic years in America, Europe and Australia—my 
aims in writing this book are not primarily polemical. I want to tell an interesting story about 
the exchange of ideas between two new cultures, ideas manifested in images that people saw 
and buildings that they built. As a comparative study, I want to present new information 
about the deep aesthetic connections between these modern cultures—information that will 
contribute to a greater understanding of how Australia and California have interacted and 
influenced each other for the last 150 years. 
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