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Foreword

Alexander Webb holds a prominent position as a colonial
artist. He is perhaps the most important painter working in
Geelong during the second half of the nineteenth century,
and certainly one of the town’s most enthusiastic and
persistent recorders.

The Geelong Art Gallery has been pursuing the concept
of this exhibition, and tracing Alexander Webb's
watercolours and paintings, for a number of years, and it is
with considerable satisfaction that the Gallery’s Registrar,
Veronica Filmer, has succeeded in putting together
Alexander Webb 1813-1892. His works have been lent by a
large contingent of private collectors, and included in the
exhibition are two watercolours from the Gallery's
permanent collections ~ Malop Street from Jobnstone Park
and Yarra Street, Geelong - both images familiar to tens of
thousands of Gallery visitors.

Images depicting colonial Geelong and decorative arts
made there during that period form a significant area within
the Gallery’s permanent collections. The growth of the town
from the late 1830s is well documented by watercolours
and other works on paper, silver and gold, and paintings
by Eugen von Guerard, William Duke and J.W. Curtis. The
work of Alexander Webb comprises a central feature of
this area of the collections, and the research into Webb
undertaken by Veronica Filmer adds considerably to our
knowledge and understanding of the artist and his work
in colonial Geelong,.

Susie Shears
Director
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Introduction

Alexander James Webb was born on 8 October, 18131 at
Inverugie, a small estate near the coastal Scottish town of
Hopeman in Morayshire. The second of nine children to
James, a veterinary surgeon, and Mary Webb, Alexander lived
and worked in Scotland for almost forty years before sailing
to Australia during the turbulent years of the 1850s. Settling
in the rapidly-developing Victorian town of Geelong, it

was not long before Webb made his mark on his adopted
country. Through his enthusiastic participation in and
encouragement of the growth of local art, it was in
Australia that Webb was to gain a firm reputation as a
highly-talented artist.

Ashford Cottage, Belmont

This exhibition draws together a comprehensive body
of paintings which illustrate Webb’s diversity as an artist.

A prolific painter, the surviving works by Webb are
predominantly watercolours depicting Scottish and
Australian landscapes. There are also several townscapes

as well as examples of marine views and religious paintings.
Although largely undocumented, these works are of
historical significance, both in the context of the images
portrayed as well as providing a glimpse of the various
concerns of a 19th-century colonial artist.

Little is known of Webb's formative years as an artist.
Although he displayed an early talent for drawing, and may
have received private art lessons from local amateur paintes,
Lady Eliza Maria Gordon Cumming 2 Webb does not appear
to have received any formal art training. Instead, Webb
was taught, probably through an apprenticeship,
the skills of a housepainter at a time when housepainting
was acknowledged to be a viable training ground for
potential artists lacking the means to pursue an art career
for themselves.? Skills such as woodgraining and marbling,
which recreated the visual effects of various specimens
of wood and matble through the paint medium, were
an essential feature of the housepainter’s craft. Many
households, unable to afford the actual materials,
demanded a painted version, which required the
housepainter to have both a masterly knowledge
of the working medium as well as a detailed and
painstaking accuracy in the actual execution of the
work. Occasionally, he was also asked to paint large-
cale murals, made in imitation of more expensive,
contemporaneous scenic wallpapers.* For many
housepainters, the artistic content of their profession
encouraged the practice of the fine arts, either in addition
to their housepainting activities or, as in the case of Scottish
artists such as David Roberts and William Leitch, as new and
successful cateers.

L. In the Duffus parish register Alexander Webb's birth date is entered as 28 September, 1813. This may be an error, as family documents record his

birth on 8 October, 1813.

2. Although this has not been documented, Webb’s association with Lady Gordon Cumming, who spent some time at the nearby family estate of

Gordonstoun, holds a firm place in family tradition.

3. GUITERMAN, Helen and LLEWELLYN, Briony - David Roberts, Phaidon Press and Barbicon Art Gallery, London, 1986 p.9. John Graham, Master of
the Trustees Academy in Edinburgh advised, in repect to David Roberts’ artistic talents that ‘as the parents of the boy were poor; be bad best be
apprenticed to a house-painter, where he might still practise drawing, and learn an art by which be could earn bis living’

4. Ayres, James - The Home in Britain, Faber and Faber. Ltd,, London, 1981, pp-170-175.



Housepainting, however, was not simply an accepted
preparation for a career in art. It provided a secure future,
and it was undoubtedly with this in mind that Webb began
his life-long career in this field. In 1837, together with
Alexander Asher, he first established the firm of Webb &
Asher, Housepainters, Paperhangers and Glaziers in High
Street, Forres. In 1842, the business moved to 21 Batchen
Street, where it remained for the next ten years. The
partnership of Asher & Webb was dissolved in 1846,
when Asher left to open his own business in Elgin,
but by 1851 Webb was joined by his brother, George
to form the firm of A. & G. Webb, with each brother
employing two men. Together the two brothers pursued
a steady and apparently successful trade, continuing to sell
paper hangings ‘of the newest patterns’, and executing ‘all
kinds of Painting's

Although earning a living as a housepainter, Webb was
nevertheless keen to also establish himself as an artist. He
produced a prolific number of paintings, which he either
distributed amongst local booksellers to display in their
shop windows, or sold directly from his Batchen Street
premises. The majority of these paintings appear to have
been landscapes depicting Forres, other well-known towns
and landmarks in and around Morayshire as well as places
further south in central Scotland. Paintings such as Elgin
(cat. no. 2) and Forres (cat. no. 4) reveal Webb's fine
draughtsmanship, probably gained through his experience
as a housepainter, and his keen eye for detail
in the precise linear drawings of the towns’ major buildings.
Together with paintings that include Ben Cruachan, (cat.
no. 3), Loch Katrine (cat. no. 5) and Landscape with river
and road (cat. no. 8), the works also show Webb’s sensitive
use of light and colour to impart a romantic, atmospheric
quality to the subjects.

Such paintings, with their idealized treatment of well-
known scenes, would have appealed to the immediate
public and would have given Webb a moderate reputation
as an artist. Indeed, through his work as housepainter and
as artist, Webb was, in 1851, acknowledged as ‘our clever
townsman’$ By this time, Webb’s paintings were also
appreciated on a more significant level than as picturesque
adornments for the home. In his reviewsof Webb's paintings,
a reporter on the Forres Gazette notes the purity of colour
and. .. the softened atmospheric effect of skies and
distances’ as well as the truth to nature’ of the works which,
when reproducing characteristic features of Forres, would be
‘highly prized by Forres loons in distant lands'? This was an

5. Forres Gazette, April 7, 1849,
0. Forres Gazette, April 7, 1849,
7. Forres Gazette, April 7, 1849,

oblique reference to the growing number of Scottish
families leaving towns such as Forres, in an effort to escape
the oppressive living conditions created by such factors as
the industrial revolution, a decline of the pastoral industry,
overpopulation and clearances. The circulation of literature
promoting emigration attracted the attention of many and,
with the added incentive of the government’s financial
assistance, most towns wetre soon losing a significant
number of their population to the lure of fresh beginnings
in a new land.

Webb’s paintings, which accurately and attractively
recalled familiar scenes, would have had a strong
nostalgic appeal to many displaced Scotsmen. Given
the circumstances, however, this was not a lucrative
market: money was too scarce to be spent on paintings.

It would appear that general economic difficulties were
also beginning to affect the business of A. & G. Webb for
in April 1852, having decided to leave Forres, the firm
advertised its closure.8 The Webbs too, were ultimately
forced to consider the prospect of emigration.

Their destination was to be the distant land of
Australia which, with the discovery of gold, attracted many
immigrants to its shores. As with many of their countrymen,
the two brothers may have hoped to share in the colony’s
increased wealth. However, uncertain of living conditions
in Australia, and the viability of establishing a successful
business there, Alexander left his young family at
Bishopsmill, the hometown of Jane, his wife of eight
years, before sailing for Australia ?

The details of the voyage to Australia are not known
and it is not certain that the two brothers left Scotland
together Webb is first recorded in the Geelong ratebooks
of 1853, the owner of an unfinished two-roomed cooper’s
shop, in Foster Place, off Lt. Ryrie Street. In 1854 the shop,
now with another room but not yet fully-built, housed the
firm of A. & G. Webb, Painter and Glazier. Once established,
Webb was rejoined by his family, who arrived in that year on
the ship Brilliant. Over the following years the building was
extended to accommodate the growing family while a
separate workshop was kept for the business. During the
1860s George Webb left the partnership, possibly starting
his own practice in Terang, and in 1866 Alexander sold
his Foster Place premises to Charles Corbett, a mason,
while the family moved into Ashford Cottage, Belmont.
Entries in subsequent trade directories, however, still
list Webb at Foster Place as well as at Belmont, indicating
that he may have taken a lease on the workshop or
on a room, from which he continued to conduct his
housepainting business.

Webb arrived in Victoria at a time when the fever of
the 1850s gold rush was still high. He was one of thousands
who landed at Geelong’s port, hoping to benefit directly
or indirectly from the colony’s new wealth. Many headed
directly for gold fields further inland; while others
immediately established their own businesses in what
was fast becoming a thriving commercial town. Competition
was rife, and there was a high turnover of tradesmen. Yet,
in spite of the turmoil of this period, it was not long before
Webb began to make an impact on the community. In 1856,
praising both the prize-winning marble and wood graining
specimens, and the highly-commended painting of Venice
exhibited by Webb in the Victoria Industrial Exhibition,

a reporter on the Geelong Advertiser remarks, 7t is to be
boped that as Mr. Webb bas paid so much attention to bis
profession and to the advancement of art in Geelong, be
may be well patronised and encouraged 1o persevere in
bis laudable attempts at scientific progression’! The
‘clever townsman’ of Fortes was again acquiring a
reputation as both a skilled craftsman and, through

his continued and enthusiastic activities in this area,

as an artist,

There was not a great demand for works of art in
Geelong during this decade, and amateur and professional
artists eagerly made use of the various available avenues
to gain exposute of their work. As an adjunct to his
housepainting work, Webb offered his setvices as.a
banner painter. One of his earliest, that for the ‘dncient
Order of Forresters’, was ‘pronounced the best finished
banner in the colony’? Later banners and flags, such as
those for the St. Mary’s Total Abstinence Society (1873),
the Geelong and Western District St. Patrick’s Society (1874)
and the Cadets of Temperance (1874) also received a great
deal of praise.

Although his paintings would also have been sold from
his work premises, one of Webb'’s most immediate steps to
gaining public awareness of his art would have been to have
paintings placed on display in shop windows. Until Henry
Franks opened an art gallery in 1872, above his bookseller’s
establishment,” a number of local shops, including that of
Franks, the bookseller George Mercer, and the painters and
glaziers Bradley and Drew, provided limited but vital
exhibition venues.

8. Forres Gazette, April 7, 1852.

9. COCKBURN, E. — Private correspondence, 1854.
10. In the 1868 Balliere’s Victorian Directorya
George Webb is listed as housepainter in Terang.
11. Geelong Advertiser, December 12, 1856,

12. Geelong Advertiser, December 12, 1856.

13. Geelong Advertiser, September 5, 1872.

14. Geelong Advertiser, May 12 and May 21, 1873,

On a larger and more public scale, organized
exhibitions provided further invaluable opportunities
for the display of works of art. Webb made good use
of these generally infrequent opportunities. In 1856
he was represented in the Victoria Industrial Exhibition
and the following year in the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute
Exhibition. The guiding philosophy of these early industrial
exhibitions was the affirmation of industrial progress in the
young but rapidly developing colonies. As such, the display
emphasis lay on industrial exhibits and, during the earlier
years, Webb was represented by his specimens of marble
and wood graining, which gained first prize in the Victoria
Industrial Exhibition, examples of gilding on glass, as well
as by a number of paintings.

From the 1860s Webb was able to include his paintings
in exhibitions that were devoted to the fine arts. In 1869 he
submitted four paintings to the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute
Fine Arts Exhibition, and in 1872 participated in the Henry
Franks’ Art Gallery opening exhibition. As a member, he
also exhibited in several of the annual Victorian Academy
of Arts exhibitions, held between the Academy’s
establishment in 1870 and its demise in 1888. In
the 1873 Sydney Intercolonial Exhibition he achieved
some of his former success by winning a bronze medal
for his landscape paintings, which included two views
of the ranges near Ararat, Victoria and two scenes in
Westmoreland, England. Interestingly, in its praise of
the ‘very clever original views’ of the ranges, the Sydney
Morning Herald adds the rather dubious compliment that
Webb (now 60), was a ‘young artist of some promise’ ™
Webb also entered a number of works in the substantial
adult art section of the 1879/80 Geelong Industrial and
Juvenile Exhibition, the inaugural exhibition of the recently-
erected Geelong Exhibition Building.

Webb’s paintings covered a variety of subject-matter,
predominantly landscapes. A significant number were copies
of works by popular artists ranging from old masters, such
as Raphael, to more contemporary artists, such as David
Roberts and JM.W. Turner. Although undisguised copies,
Webb's versions of original paintings were not simply
slavish imitations. His own style and artistic vision could
be evidenced in works such as the Raphael-like Devotions
(cat. no. 6) which, though dominated by the figure of the
praying Madonna, contains a glimpse of landscape in the
background which evinces Webb’s characteristically fine
brushstrokes and his concern with imparting a sense
of atmosphere.
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W 10. Struan(1872)

A\ 9. Linlithgow Palace
watercolour and pencil watercolour
20.6x 30.6 cm 526x77.0cm
Not signed. Not dated. Not signed. Not dated.
Private collection

Private collection
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N 12. Bombay Harbour

A 11. Larra looking towards Camperdown (1869)
oil on canvas watercolour
sight 44.1 x 84.4 cm 19.9x29.3 cm
Signed 1 1,, paint ‘A. Webb'. Signed L, pencil ‘A. Webb'.
Private collection Inscribed L1, pencil ‘Bombay harbour'.
Lz, pencil ‘after Umfield’.
On loan from Keith Berryman
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13. Glamis Castle
watercolour, ink and pencil

30.2x 414 cm

Signed LL, pencil ‘Alex Webb’.

Inscribed L1, pencil ‘after Catermole (sic) Glamis Castle’ and L., pencil ‘Glamis Castle’.
On loan from Keith Berryman
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A

14. Kardinia and flour mill
watercolour

38,6 x 56.2 cm (oval)

Signed L1, ink ‘A. Webb’.

On loan from John Richardson

W 15. Malop Street from Jobnstone Park (1872)
watercolour and pencil

sight 46.0 x 66.2 cm (oval)

Signed reverse u.r, red pencil

‘Painted by/ Alexander Webb/ Geelong'.
Inscribed reverse u.t, red pencil

‘No 6 Malop Street, Geelong, Johnstone Park'.
Collection Geelong Art Gallery

Purchase 1976
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18. Erskine Waterfalls, Loutit Bay (c.1874)
oil on canvas

comp. 74.9 cm diam.

Signed reverse c., ink ‘A. Webb'.

Inscribed reverse u.l, pencil and c., ink ‘Erskine Waterfalls/ Loutit Bay'.

Private collection
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19. Erskine Waterfalls, Loutit Bay
watercolour and ink

52.5 cm diam,

Signed L1, pencil ‘A. Webb’.
Private collection
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A\ 20. The Barwon
watercolour
33.8x485 cm
Signed L1, pencil *..A. Webb..."
Inscribed L1, pencil ‘The Barwon/ A. Webb/ Geelong'.
On loan from Neil Wallace

¥ 21. The Barwon
watercolour and ink
36.4x 535 cm

Signed L, ink ‘A. Webb'.
Private collection

A 22. Barrabool Hills from Fyans Park
watercolour
384 x 54.3 cm
Signed L1, pencil ‘A. Webb'.
Private collection

Y 23. Fiery Creek
watercolour

372x53.1cm

Signed L1, pencil ‘A. Webb’.
Private collection
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26. (Landscape with lyrebird)
watercolour

sight 60.0 x 85.6 cm

Signed L1 pencil ‘A. Webb/ Geelong’

On loan from Mr. and Mrs. Michael McCoy

A\ 24, (Landscape with kangaroos) i V 25. (Landscape with emus)
watercolour watercolour
40.1x58.0 cm 40.5x 583 cm
Not signed. Not dated. Not signed. Not dated.
Private collection On loan from Keith Berryman
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27. Scene near the Grampians, Victoria

watercolour

50.0 x 24.8 cm

Not signed. Not dated.

Inscribed reverse L1, pencil ‘Scene near the Grampians/ Victoria'.
On loan from the estate of Ian Stewart
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28. Yarra Street, Geelong 1872

watercolour, ink and pencil

489x73.0 cm

Signed and dated L1, pencil ‘...1872/ Alex Webb’' (twice).
Inscribed L1, pencil ‘Yarra St/ Geelong 1872’ (twice).
Collection Geelong Art Gallery

Gift of the artist’s grandchildren, 1932

30. (Scottish ranges)

oil on canvas on cardboard
51.0x 76.2 cm

Not signed. Not dated.

On loan from Mrs. J. Clark

29. Inverfarigaig, Inverness (1876)

oil on canvas

543 x 81.0 cm

Signed L1, incised and reverse L1, ink ‘A. Webb’.
Reverse L1, ink ‘Inverfarrakaig (sic)/
Invernessshire’.

On loan from Mrs, J. Clark
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A\ 31. Scene in Scotland ¥ 33. (Landscape with mountains and lake)

watercolour and ink watercolour
21.3x29.5cm 39.2x57.3 cm
Not signed. Not dated. Signed L1, pencil ‘Alex Webb’.

Inscribed reverse u.l., pencil ‘Scene in Scotland’.
Private collection

On loan from William L. Berryman

32. On the Findhorn
watercolour

63.1x46.9 cm

Not signed. Not dated.

On loan from Mrs. E. Fiedler
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18.

19.

20.

21

22.

23,

24,

32

Erskine Waterfalls, Loutit Bay
(c.1874)

oil on canvas

comp. 74.9 cm diam,

Signed reverse c., ink ‘A Webb’.
Inscribed reverse .k, pencil and
¢., ink ‘Frskine Waterfalls/ Loutit
Bay'.

Private collection

Erskine Waterfalls, Loutit Bay
watercolour and ink

52.5 cm diam.

Signed L1, pencil ‘A. Webb’.
Private collection

The Barwon

watercolour

33.8x48.5 cm

Signed L1, pencil *..A. Webb..."
Inscribed L1, pencil ‘The Barwon/
A Webb/ Geelong'.

On loan from Neil Wallace

The Barwon
watercolour and ink
36.4 x53.5 cm

Signed Lr, ink ‘A. Webb’.
Privage collection

Barrabool Hills from Fyans Park
watercolour

384x% 543 cm

Signed 1L, pencil ‘A. Webb’.
Private collection

Fiery Creek

watercolour

372x53.1cm

Signed L1, pencil ‘A. Webb’.
Private collection

(Landscape with kangaroos)
watercolour

40.1 x 58.0 cm

Not signed. Not dated.
Private collection

25.

26.

27,

28.

{Landscape with emus)
watercolour

40.5% 583 cm

Not signed. Not dated.

On loan from Keith Berryman

{Landscape with lyrebird)
watercolour

sight 60.0 x 85.6 cm
Signed L1 pencil ‘A. Webb/
Geelong’

On loan from Mt and Mrs.
Michael McCoy

Scene near the Grampians,
Victoria

watercolour

50.0x 24.8 cm

Not signed. Not dated,
Inscribed reverse L1, pencil
‘Scene near the Grampians/
Victoria'.

On loan from the estate of
[an Stewart

Yarra Street, Geelong 1872
watercolour, ink and pencil
489x73.0 cm

Signed and dated L1, pencil
...1872/ Alex Webb’ {twice).
Inscribed L1, pencil Yarra St/
Geelong 1872’ (twice).
Collection Geelong Art Gallery
Gift of the artist’s grandchildren,
1932

29,

30.

31

32.

33.

34

Inwerfarigaig, Inverness (1876)
oil on canvas

54.3x 81.0 cm

Signed L1, incised and reverse LL,
ink ‘A. Webb’.

Reverse L1, ink ‘Inverfarrakaig
(sic)/ Invernessshire’.

On loan from Mrs. J. Clark

{Scottish ranges)

oil on canvas on cardboard
51.0x 76.2 cm

Not signed. Not dated.

On loan from Mrs. J. Clark

Scene in Scotland
watercolour and ink
21.3x29.5cm

Not signed. Not dated.
Inscribed reverse u.l,, pencil
‘Scene in Scotland’

Private collection

On the Findhorn
watercolour

63.1x 469 cm

Not signed. Not dated.

On loan from Mrs. E. Fiedler

(Landscape with mountains

and lake)

watercolour

39.2x57.3cm

Signed L1, pencil ‘Alex Webb’,

On loan from William L Berryman

Seascape

watercolour and pencil
350x 552 cm

Signed L1, pencil ‘A. Webb'.
Private collection
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