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Abstract 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This thesis is a study of the formation of the Swan River Colony in Western Australia between 
1826 and 1839. In particular it examines the aesthetic impact of what I am calling speculative 
thought, which I discuss as a world-view associated with both romanticism and colonial 
economics, developing strongly in the early nineteenth century. The thesis explores the 
background and influence of this world-view within the colonial context, and particularly as it 
affected the development of the Swan River Colony. Of special interest are the cultural 
paradigms of the prospect and the sketch, each of which is strongly underpinned by speculative 
thinking. These paradigms are presented in the thesis as forms of visual and verbal 
representation, as well as ways of thinking and seeing, that inform a kind of collective 
sensibility. Through these various functions, the prospect and the sketch provided powerful 
mechanisms through which the settlement at Swan River was initially envisaged and ultimately 
shaped by the civil establishment, artificers and private settlers. 

The history of settlement at Swan River has typically been explained in economic 
terms: its slow growth over most of the nineteenth century and its dispersed urban form have 
been mainly attributed to lack of funding and resources and poor soil quality. Comparison with 
other colonies in Australia has only confirmed the consensus that with greater means, 
colonisation of the western capital would likely have had a different outcome. The thesis sets 
out to challenge this conventional explanation by focusing on the combined aesthetic and 
colonial imperatives driving settlement at Swan River.  

A key premise underpinning my argument is that the timing of colonisation at Swan 
River is crucial to understanding its development as distinct in subtle but important ways from 
earlier Australian colonies, especially that of New South Wales. In the early nineteenth century, 
romanticism in Europe was on the rise, and on this basis I argue that speculative thought had not 
only economic but also aesthetic dimensions, expressed particularly through the prospect and 
sketch paradigms. The sketch form had found a new level of commercial success in early 
nineteenth century Britain, and the value of its portability is closely linked to the massive rise in 
internal tourism and global migration during this period. As demonstrated in the thesis, both 
prospect and sketch practices strongly influenced the written and visual material produced 
during the Colony’s first decade. Equally important is the conflation of the paradigms. At Swan 
River it is evident that in many instances the visionary capacity and masculine tradition of the 
prospect is countered by the roughness, usually considered feminine, of the sketch. This 
merging of ‘big picture’ thinking with a kind of domestic focus are discussed in the thesis as 
lying at the heart of the suburban aspirations that distinctively shaped settlement at Swan River 
from the instant of European colonisation. The thesis concludes with the claim that the modest 
suburban character of the Swan River Colony was not simply an outcome of inadequate 
planning or economic conditions but was designed with aesthetic and social intent.  
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Introduction  
Scrabbling on the surface 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The study 
This dissertation aims to provide an interpretative framework through which to understand the 
history of architecture and settlement in Perth, Western Australia. In this pursuit it sets out to 
critique as well as supplement two main subject areas. These are the areas of Australian 
architectural historiography and Western Australian settlement history, and in particular the 
foundational narratives – the set of historical texts – explaining the origins of these fields. My 
critique reveals romanticism as an influential force in architectural and colonial history from the 
early nineteenth century in Australia, especially in Western Australia, and permeating 
Australia’s architectural historiography well into the twentieth century. Central to my 
explanation is a focus on two aspects of romantic aesthetics: first, the notion of prospect as a 
visionary and visual motif; and second, a preoccupation with the sketch as an idea, a metaphor 
and a form of verbal and visual communication. I show how these aesthetic interests were 
inherited and adapted by Australia’s twentieth century architectural historians, even if not 
always recognised or acknowledged as such. The thesis brings to light the complexities of this 
legacy. 

The thesis is substantially a study of the aspirations driving the formation of the Swan 
River Colony in Western Australia, particularly the aesthetic imperatives that influenced both 
the decision to form a settlement there and its subsequent material development. As such, the 
thesis is a kind of multi-disciplinary settlement history of architecture, as I explain further 
below. The settlers’ aspirations significantly emanated from a romantic rather than an 
enlightenment or neo-classical world-view, or at least straddled the two; hence the thesis is an 
extended exploration of the prevalence and impact of romantic aesthetics upon settlement 
building activities. The aesthetic influence at Swan River is associated with an intellectual and 
cultural attitude that I have called ‘speculative thought’, emerging strongly in the early 
nineteenth century and which I have seen as fundamentally linked to romantic aesthetics. In this 
regard the thesis is also a study of the factors making the western colony distinct, especially 
from that of New South Wales established only a few decades prior.  

Speculative thought provides the overarching framework through which the thesis 
engages with romanticism, and with the sketch and prospect as visual and verbal forms and 
techniques as well as world-views in themselves. If there is some slippage in my use of terms 
such as ‘romanticism’ and ‘picturesque’, this owes to their complexity and ambiguity. As 
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Michael Ferber points out in regard to defining ‘Romanticism’, ‘the word is rather vague, 
somewhat arbitrary, and under dispute’. He concedes that “The Romantic Period” is usually 
bracketed by the years ‘1789 to 1832, or 1820 to 1850, depending on the country’, but probably 
peaking in England at about 1812. He warns, however, against sliding into ‘a notion of cultural 
homogeneity’ or ‘the assumption that everything was touched by “the spirit of the age”’ and 
advises to ‘keep distinct the uses of “Romantic” as a complex or system of norms and 
“Romantic” as a period’.1

In interpreting romanticism for the purposes of the thesis, I have tended to favour a set 
of ‘common values’ including ‘change, growth, diversity, and the creative imagination’, as well 
as the fact that in many instances it embodies dualities or, as Fiona Stafford observes in the case 
of Scottish Romanticism, ‘the apparently oppositional strains of imaginative release and 
practical improvement’.

 In the thesis I recognise romanticism (and likewise the picturesque) as 
cultural phenomena and sensibilities as much as movements or periods; that each represents a 
temporal moment as well as an artistic/aesthetic approach that exists through time.  

2 Her noting of this combination is especially important to the thesis, 
particularly owing to the Scottish background of the Swan River Colony’s founding governor, 
James Stirling, and many others in the civil establishment and group of settlers migrating to 
Western Australia. Also influential has been the proposition by Robert Sayre and Michael 
Löwy, in relation to Romanticism and Capitalism, that Romanticism is ‘a contextually specific 
worldview, or collective mental structure … that constitutes a specific form of criticism of 
“modernity” [defined as] the encompassing, multifaceted civilization that develops in 
conjunction with capitalism’.3

A key purpose of this thesis is to show that the Swan River settlement was designed, in 
the context of speculative attitudes and practices, with aesthetic intent. This questions 
conventional historical accounts of the ‘utilitarian’ (typically seen as divorced from aesthetics) 
or ‘almost accidental and largely unplanned nature of its foundation’, generally associated with 
a determinist model privileging external economic or other pragmatic forces.

 The ‘nostalgia for [a] lost paradise’, which is a feature of 
romanticism’s response to capitalism, the thesis will show has been a key factor in both the 
settlement of Swan River and the historiography of Australian architecture. The values and 
approaches associated with a romantic sensibility serve to link the two key periods and areas of 
study in the thesis: early nineteenth century Swan River settlement and predominantly mid-
twentieth century Australian architectural history. Establishing this connection highlights a 
dominant paradigm of thought and practice that has shaped architecture and its discourse in 
Australia since the early nineteenth century.  

4

                                                 
1 M. Ferber, ‘Introduction’ in M. Ferber (ed), A companion to European Romanticism, Malden, MA; Oxford: 
Blackwell Pub., 2005, pp. 4 and 7-8. 

 At the same time, 

2 Common values listed by R. Sayre and M. Löwy, ‘Romanticism and Capitalism’, in Companion to European 
Romanticism, p. 433. F. Stafford, ‘Scottish Romanticism and Scotland in Romanticism’ in Companion to European 
Romanticism, p. 51. She suggests that ‘Romantic Scotland might be a center of skeptical criticism, religious 
intolerance, and utilitarian attitudes, but it was also a land of poetry, truth, and visionary possibility’ (p. 50). 
3 Sayre and Löwy, ‘Romanticism and Capitalism’, pp. 434-5. 
4 See for example J. Gentilli, ‘Regions and Landscapes: nature and size, function and change’ in J. Gentilli (ed), 
Western Landscapes, Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee of the 
150th Anniversary Celebrations, 1979, p. 9; P. Statham, ‘Swan River Colony 1829-1850’ in C.T. Stannage (ed), A 
New History of Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1981, p. 181. 
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my claim for its design recognises the aesthetic agency of the colonists.5

Focused upon the Swan River Colony – pegged out by the towns of Perth, Fremantle 
and Guildford, closely approximating Perth’s present-day metropolitan area – the thesis is partly 
local history.

 That they consciously 
designed settings and buildings has been overshadowed by explanations favouring necessity as 
the basis for colonists’ decisions and actions upon the built environment. Although the thesis 
recognises the prominent role of founding Governor Sir James Stirling in the formation of 
settlement, it is a study of individual and collective agency.  

6 Moreover it examines a narrow period (1826-1839) bracketing the first decade of 
settlement, from the time when colonisation was first mooted until shortly after Stirling’s 
departure from the Colony. This is a common period of study in Western Australian settlement 
history (usually labelled ‘Early’ or ‘Pioneering’7) and, since one of the first settlers, George 
Fletcher Moore, published his Diary of ten years eventful life of an early settler in Western 
Australia in 1884, has been the focus for numerous others including Malcolm Uren, James 
Cameron, and R.T. Appleyard and Toby Manford.8 More than just an arbitrary anniversary, the 
first ten years has often been seen as the era in which the colony was shaped, for better or 
(usually) for worse. Others see the colonial period extending from 1829 to 1850.9 This longer 
period tends to favour an economic interpretation of settlement because it emphasises the 
Colony’s fluctuating fortunes and achingly slow population growth prior to the injection of 
convict labour in 1850. The orthodox explanation is that the sluggish growth in the colony 
resulted from circumstances occurring at the time of foundation.10

                                                 
5 This is a crucial issue in approaches by Australia’s architectural historians to the early nineteenth century period. 
The frequent denial of aesthetic agency is related to assumptions that ‘ordinary’ people were shielded from aesthetic 
pretention. This is noted by Joan Kerr, for example, in J. Kerr, ‘Why architects should not write architectural history’, 
Transition 4(1): Nov. 1984: pp. 26-28. 

 What the economic emphasis 
has overshadowed, however, is the impetus of the brief but critical moment in which settlement 
was envisaged and initiated. My thesis is focused on this crucially formative decade, though is 
not comprehensive in its study of either this period or the Colony’s territory, and does not 
attempt to systematically measure change over time. Indeed, much of my discussion hinges 
upon a shorter time span more immediately associated with the Colony’s foundation, from 1826 

6 Although the first European settlement in Western Australia was at King Georges Sound (now Albany) 
approximately 400 kilometres south of Perth, this was established as an outpost of New South Wales under the 
Darling governorship. The history of this settlement does not form part of the thesis study.   
7 As noted by C.T. Stannage, The people of Perth: a social history of Western Australia's capital city, Perth: Carroll's 
for Perth City Council, c.1979, p. 8. 
8 G.F. Moore, with an introduction by C.T. Stannage, Diary of ten years eventful life of an early settler in Western 
Australia, and also a descriptive vocabulary of the language of the Aborigines, Nedlands, W.A.: University of 
Western Australia Press, 1978, Facsimile ed. See also M. Uren, Land looking west: the story of Governor James 
Stirling in Western Australia, London: Oxford University Press, 1948; J.M.R. Cameron, Ambition's fire: the 
agricultural colonization of pre-convict Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 
1981; R.T. Appleyard and T. Manford, The beginning: European discovery and early settlement of Swan River, 
Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1980. 
9 See for example P. Statham ‘Swan River Colony 1829-1850’ in New History of Western Australia; G. Bolton ‘A 
shabby-genteel society, 1826-1850’ in his Land of vision and mirage: Western Australia since 1826, Crawley, W.A.: 
University of Western Australia Press, 2008; C.T. Stannage ‘Shaping Perth 1829-1851’ in his People of Perth; J. 
White ‘Building in Western Australia 1829-1850’ in M. Pitt Morison and J. White (eds), Western Towns and 
Buildings, Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee, 150th Anniversary 
Celebrations, 1979. 
10 The conventional explanation emphasises factors that will be discussed in later chapters, including overstatement 
by Captain and founding Governor James Stirling and botanist Charles Fraser of the region’s fertility, lack of 
preparation for the first settlers’ arrival, the infertility of the sand, boisterous weather, a flawed system of land 
distribution, lack of British Government funding and so on. 
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to 1830. Study of this cropped moment, uncoloured by knowledge of what was to follow, 
liberates a quite different interpretation of the initial settlement as well as ultimate formation 
(and form) of Swan River. This approach allows close scrutiny of the ideals and practices of the 
time. As well, because its explorations are across disciplines and it interrogates issues of general 
relevance within Australian and broader colonial contexts, the thesis contributes to historical 
debate and colonial studies at national and international levels.  

In the opening pages of The People of Perth (1979), Tom Stannage offers several 

observations that are pursued within this thesis. One is that 
Perth was founded in August 1829 by Captain James Stirling, a sea-captain who wanted a 
picturesque setting well out of range of naval bombardment.11

 
 

The other is that 
Western Australia was founded as a colony of individual private enterprise, and all early 
decisions concerning it, including the siting of the capital, reflected and embodied this 
motivating force. The 250 or so investors (including Captain Stirling) who took out land 
grants in the first decade of settlement shaped the physical contours of town and rural 
development … not for that decade alone but for subsequent generations of Westralians of 
all classes.12

 
 

Here Stannage points to the profoundly formative influence of the private enterprise origins of 
the settlement; the lasting impact of the early land grant regulations and allocations; the 
influence of the picturesque on the shaping of the Swan River Colony; and the notion that Perth 
was from the start conceived as a setting, complete with aesthetic and pictorial implications. The 
romantic and picturesque aspirations of Stirling and the colonists at Swan River have been noted 
by a few Western Australian historians (as I discuss in Chapter Two). Cameron as well as 
Seddon and Ravine comment on the influence of romanticism’s intellectual and aesthetic 
aspects on the visions for settlement.13 In most studies, however, aesthetics has been 
overshadowed by the economic, social and political factors more readily associated with the 
imperial exercise of colony building and seen as determining colonial growth and stagnation. 
Where texts offer a general description of the settlement in physical terms, they mostly recount 
dates, persons, materials, difficulties, costs and functions related to colonial buildings and 
spaces. General accounts as well as the major architectural and settlement history, Western 
Towns and Buildings (1979), interpret the development of the towns and buildings largely in 
economic, social and technical terms.14

                                                 
11 Stannage, People of Perth, p. 1 (my emphasis). 

 Rarely have these important aspects been related to 
cultural, intellectual and aesthetic dimensions that have equally guided the envisaging, shaping, 
constructing and depicting of settlement. The thesis sets out to complement the general, social 
and urban histories of Western Australia by revealing the settings against and within which were 

12 Stannage, People of Perth, p. 7 (my emphasis). 
13 See Cameron’s Ambition’s Fire as well as J.M.R. Cameron, ‘Western Australia, 1616-1829: An Antipodean 
paradise’, The Geographical Journal, 140(3): Oct. 1974: pp. 373-385; G. Seddon and D. Ravine, A city and its 
setting: images of Perth, Western Australia, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1986. 
14 Western Towns and Buildings, edited by M. Pitt Morison and J. White, Nedlands, W.A: University of Western 
Australia Press for the Education Committee, 150th Anniversary Celebrations, 1979. 
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enacted the social lives and economic tides of the Colony. I am, in simple terms, foregrounding 
what is usually background.15

My discovery many years ago of small drawings on the cover notes of a few 
correspondence files from the Colonial Secretary’s Office Records sparked a long journey on 
my part through archives and a wide-ranging literature survey to explain the emergence, 
formation, appearance and morphology of the Swan River Colony.

  

16 These incidental outline 
drawings – especially those of houses, and pointing hands – led me to consider the sketch-like 
origins of the settlement and I began to focus on early visual representations of the Colony as 
well as written descriptions found in letters, journals and newspapers. I discovered a confluence 
of many strands of thought and activity around the notion of the sketch which became 
compelling. As shown in the thesis, the sketch has turned out to be the key connection between 
(i) the speculative, provisional origins of the Colony, (ii) the romantic aesthetic characteristics 
of the early nineteenth century, (iii) the effect of the landscape and the sandy terrain on the 
building of settlement, (iv) the appearance of the settlement as purposefully conveyed in 
contemporary drawings and watercolours, (v) the choice and use of materials in colonial 
buildings and (vi) the metaphor employed by Australian architectural historians throughout the 
twentieth century for the explanation of architectural development since the arrival of 
Europeans. The sketch has thus become a key motif framing this study: the ‘sketch in the sand’ 
a metaphor for the Colony’s provisional formation and its sandy base.17

Most revealing have been the links between these incidental graphic notations on cover 
notes and other early depictions of the Colony. The nature and significance of these links are 
discussed in the thesis but suffice to say that the treatment of line, attitude to pictorial 
composition and choice of subject matter provide forceful evidence of a widely shared approach 
to the representation of settlement. The common approach tells much not only about the visual 
representation of the colony, but of the imperatives driving the establishment of settlement and 
underpinning its built formation. It is revealing of the attitudes guiding the layout of the plan for 
the Colony, the siting of the principal towns, the compartmentalising of land, the enclosing of 
space, the capturing of openness, the building of modestly-scaled dwellings and institutional 
structures and the suburban aspirations of the colonists.  

  

Presented here as a subset within the picture paradigm, the sketch possesses particular 
qualities and has consequences that are a result of both ideology and technique. Moreover, taken 
from its nineteenth century usage (and its twentieth century application), the term ‘sketch’ 
encapsulates not only visual images but also verbal descriptions. It is asserted throughout the 
thesis that the settlement was conceived, envisaged, planned, developed, described, built and 

                                                 
15 This approach is similar to that adopted by Robin Boyd in his The Australian Ugliness, Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin 
Books in association with F.W. Cheshire, 1968, Rev. ed. (first published by Cheshire in 1960). He describes this as ‘a 
portrait of Australia with the background in the foreground’, p. 11 (my emphasis). 
16 Colonial Secretary’s Office correspondence held in the Battye Library, State Library of Western Australia. 
17 In the literal facts and events of colony building, I have often found and emphasised metaphoric elements to 
support my aesthetic theory. The phrase ‘sketches in the sand’ comes directly from an article by one of the first Swan 
River settlers, George Fletcher Moore, in which he describes using this as a means of communicating the location of 
a shipwreck to an Aborigine named Weeip, and stressing the importance of getting the ‘paper-talk’ (letter) to the 
survivors of the wreck. See G.F. Moore, ‘Supposed wreck to the northward’, Perth Gazette and Western Australian 
Journal, 2(81): Saturday 19 July 1834: p. 322. 
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represented in sketch-like terms. The sketch embraces the possibilities of speculation, 
projection, imagination; the forms of essay as well as visual image; the qualities of the 
provisional, the incomplete and the rough; the implications of the domestic and the ordinary; 
and the slippage between surface and figure (picture plane and subject). No previous 
architectural history of the Swan River Colony or of colonial architecture in Australia has 
considered the evidence to be found on the surface, so to speak, and in the imaginary space of 
drawings of this kind. If they are examined at all it is as topographic studies taken at face value 
for what they (appear to) describe of colonial environments. In other historical fields the 
complexities of representation of Australian colonies have been studied but without folding the 
analysis back onto the settlement ‘on the ground’. My thesis marks an attempt to work through 
and between (i) what the sketches reveal about the architecting of settlement at Swan River and 
(ii) how the concrete buildings and settings corroborate the pictorial, aesthetic and speculative 
impulses of the settlement builders. 

Alongside the sketch the thesis presents a second aesthetic paradigm: that of the 
prospect. Touching on the meaning and uses of prospect within the disciplines of art history, 
cultural geography and landscape history/theory, the thesis explores the multidisciplinary 
dimensions of prospect and particularly its relationship to urban planning and architecture. 
Prospect features throughout the thesis in a variety of ways. It is employed in the foundational 
narratives as a construct to depict past, present and future. It strongly underpins Stirling’s 
visions for settlement at and descriptions of what he finds at Swan River. It represents an 
aesthetic sensibility privileging surface and appearance and at Swan River often finds 
expression in sketch form. This aesthetic sensibility is furthermore often imbued with a sense of 
movement or propulsion, particularly forwards or downwards. The prospect as an art form also 
informs the surveying process, colouring the surveyors’ descriptions of land. Finally, the thesis 
shows how prospect influenced the laying out of the colony at large and the plan for the capital 
of Perth in particular.   

Motivations 
 

The contemporary historian has to establish the value of the study of the past, not as an end 
in itself, but as a way of providing perspectives on the present that contribute to the 
solution of problems peculiar to our own time.18

 
 

The primary motivations for this thesis are twofold. The first is historical (and also 
historiographical): to do with understanding the past and ways of representing the past. I was 
initially driven by what I saw as shortcomings in mainstream Australian architectural history: 
namely that most texts did not sufficiently address Western Australian material and were 
modelled around narrow treatment of colonial architecture in Australia, which has had 
significant implications for the interpretations of subsequent architectural periods. I became 
inspired to retrieve colonial architecture from the confining explanations by highlighting the 
aesthetic motivations underlying the design of buildings and settings. In this regard I have 

                                                 
18 H. White, Tropics of discourse: essays in cultural criticism, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, c. 1978,  
p. 41. 
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entertained considerations of the ‘what if’ kind: would understandings of architecture in 
Australia be different given an alternative account of its colonial origins? As well, I began 
exploring the lack of Western Australian content, and in doing so became interested in the 
lament underscoring many of the histories of European settlement in Western Australia. This 
lament is chiefly grounded in the belief that the Swan River Colony foundered for years as a 
result of shortages of resources and funds, leading to the apparent impoverishment and austerity 
of its architecture through much of the nineteenth century. This drove me to study more closely 
the foundational period of the Swan River Colony to discover possible alternative explanations 
and appreciation for its built form. 

Related to the first motivation is the second, which is, as Hayden White points out 
above, to provide ‘perspectives on the present that contribute to the solution of problems 
peculiar to our own time’. In recent years Perth has experienced considerable growth in 
population and urban sprawl, and projections through to 2050 show this trend increasing with 
potentially dramatic impact on its metropolitan area. Richard Weller’s recently published 
Boomtown 2050: Scenarios for a rapidly growing city proposes that ‘the future no longer 
happens – it must be designed’. According to Weller and Hedgcock, Perth needs to design its 
future in the context of population growth, affordability and urban policy, and in the context of 
the sprawl versus anti-sprawl debate.19 To my mind, in order to design the future we must make 
sense of the present and the past. This is an important motivation for the thesis: to 
comprehensively analyse and explain the impact, influence and characteristics of the historical 
context from which Perth’s modern urban footprint has evolved, with a view to illustrating a 
way forward. What is it that makes the shape, scale and form of Western Australia’s 
metropolitan area distinct? In what ways is it generic or universal? How has the morphology 
evolved? How can the urban environment be most meaningfully and effectively developed? As 
the thesis shows, the issues pertaining to metropolitan planning, subdivision layout and urban 
design are rather more pressing than those at the scale of the individual building. It is partly for 
this reason that my focus is not chiefly on individual buildings or architects. More especially, it 
is a central assertion of the thesis that the setting was and is the predominant form of innovation 
at Swan River. It is the design of settings that needs attention today through our urban planning, 
design, management and inhabitation, to better sustain and enjoy our environments. Robin Boyd 
aptly claimed in his 1952 Australia’s Home that ‘Australia is the small house’ and as this thesis 
concludes, it remains with the monumental proliferation of the small house that we should be 
interested and concerned, in historical, cultural and environmental terms.20

Aims, methods and contributions 

 

This thesis is structured by a collection of related aims, already partially explained above. My 
chief contention is that the colonial period has been narrowly construed by each of the 
narratives, with far-reaching implications for our present-day attitudes towards the built 

                                                 
19 R. Weller, Boomtown 2050: Scenarios for a rapidly growing city, Crawley, W.A.: UWA Publishing, 2009, p. 43. 
20 See preface to R. Boyd, Australia's home: its origins, builders and occupiers, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University 
Press, 1987, New ed, p. xvii. This claim, made at the time of the book’s first publication in 1952, was substantially 
true, though at the time there was also a proliferation in some Australian cities of apartments and flats. 
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environment. Hence I aim to provide a fuller understanding of the period’s formative cultural 
context and material outcomes. In this regard the thesis is an explanation of the suburban 
origins and formation of the Swan River Colony in particular, and Australia more generally, and 
at the same time it exposes the profoundly entrenched disappointment in this same suburban 
character, such as permeates the texts by Boyd and other historians of Australian architecture, 
discussed in Chapter One. 

A key objective is to increase knowledge about and develop an interpretative 
framework for architecture in Western Australia and consequently extend the present 
understanding of Australian architecture. In the process this challenges the orthodox 
explanations of architecture in Australia which have claimed early colonial architecture 
(especially that of New South Wales and Tasmania) as an unselfconscious expression of 
simplicity and, because of this apparent lack of pretentiousness, identify it as the archetypal 
Australian architecture. This vernacular emphasis has come under scrutiny in recent decades 
from architectural historians including Joan Kerr.  

Another key aim is to disprove the beliefs that the Colony was founded on an ad hoc 
basis, and that the austerity and simplicity of its architecture was driven by necessity rather than 
design intent. Extending from this is my aim to explain the historical circumstances accounting 
for the development of the suburban, sprawling, low density metropolis that is Perth today. To 
this end I situate Western Australian settlement history and Australian architectural 
historiography in relation to the broader cultural and intellectual fields from which each has 
similarly emerged: namely that of early Nineteenth Century romanticism.  

The colonial foundations provide obvious overlap between the architecture and 
settlement narratives. Each is concerned with the planting of European ideas and practices 
towards the development of built and social environments in Australia. Each bears the influence 
of the early-to-mid nineteenth century, in spite of Australia’s architectural beginnings in New 
South Wales and Tasmania late in the eighteenth century. Yet the narratives are largely distinct 
in terms of their audience and have mainly observed disciplinary boundaries. In contrast, the 
thesis aims to address a wider multidisciplinary audience. Australian architectural history has 
generally been told by and for those interested in architects and buildings, and not always with 
regard for cultural settings and formative contexts. Conversely the histories of Western 
Australia’s colonisation have not typically used visual material and/or buildings as evidence 
although such material has become increasingly important in cross-disciplinary studies in recent 
decades. The thesis addresses the limitations in and gaps between the architecture and 
settlement narratives and in working across such narrative constituencies my aim is to merge the 
visual and architectural with the social, cultural and intellectual.  

The major contributions of the thesis to knowledge are in the areas of settlement history 
and architectural historiography, drawing upon written and visual primary source material. 
Expanding the field of objects or events informing architectural historical research and writing, 
my broad evidence base includes letters, documents, journals, newspapers, drawings, sketches, 
tenders, plans, survey drawings, maps and paintings, as well as extant buildings and settings. 
These have supplied a rich and informative trove. My detailed study of the first decade of 



Introduction 

23 

colonisation at Swan River offers an expanded understanding of the reasons for settlement and 
the characteristics of the Colony’s actual physical formation. Furthermore, the thesis highlights 
connections between the foundational setting of the Swan River Colony and the twenty-first 
century metropolis of Perth, which may have important consequences for understanding and 
acting within Perth’s urban environment today. Consideration of the Swan River experience 
additionally provides a fuller understanding of colonial urban history across Australia.  

More particularly the thesis makes an original contribution through articulating an 
aesthetic theory for the Colony’s founding and formation. This is achieved through close study 
of the impact as well as expression at Swan River of the dominant aesthetic concerns of the 
early nineteenth century. It is a key hypothesis of this thesis that the conjunction of the sketch 
and prospect paradigms shaped the early Swan River settlement in lasting ways and through the 
chapters I explore the influence and confluence of these primary aesthetic modes. As well, I 
retrieve prospect and sketch as linked elements within and between the narratives in order to 
illuminate the importance to each narrative of the aesthetic dimension. This, as far as I know, is 
a unique angle of enquiry in the discourse of architecture and settlement in Australia. In 
historiographic terms, my critique of the architecture and settlement narratives is informed by 
understanding of the early nineteenth century, which not only highlights issues of influence and 
inheritance but provides a platform for re-thinking both. I hope as well to contribute to both 
fields of knowledge by investigating and articulating their points of intersection. In particular, 
original insights are offered into these fields through a reassessment of the colonial period and 
Australia’s suburban development. 

Disciplinary context 
As mentioned above, this thesis is concerned with the cultural, visual and material expression of 
the early nineteenth century speculative sensibility, especially manifest through the sketch and 
prospect aesthetic paradigms. Consequently the disciplinary context for the thesis is broad, 
encompassing a number of fields that illuminate my aesthetic theory for the Swan River 
Colony’s formation. If Stannage’s People of Perth is a social history with the purpose ‘to study 
the people of Perth’ in line with ‘Fustel de Coulanges’ challenge to know how societies are 
constituted’ then mine is a study of the constitution of their environment.21

Being concerned with the manufacture of the Colony’s built environment this thesis is 
foremost an architectural history, despite the fact that most direct discussion of buildings 
emerges only in the final two chapters. The case for its architectural affiliations is established in 
the first chapter, which provides a detailed analysis of Twentieth Century Australian 
architectural historiography, as well as the historiography of Western Australian settlement. The 
middle chapters provide what I consider the necessary contextualising of buildings and settings, 

 It examines how, in 
the first decade of settlement, ideals, principles, patterns and practices were put in place, 
sometimes as temporary measures but nearly always with permanent consequences. As the 
thesis reveals, even and perhaps especially the transient or ephemeral contributed in lasting 
ways to the profile of the Perth metropolis we see today. 

                                                 
21 Stannage, People of Perth, pp. 7-8. 
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by attending to the many factors influencing their design and explaining the appearance or 
development of themes critical to the discussion of architecture at Swan River. I use the word 
‘architecture’ generously, to include buildings and settings not necessarily architect-designed, 
but nonetheless conceived and constructed with self-conscious design intent. In the end, the 
thesis stands as an alternative account of the Colony’s architecture and settlement during its 
formative decade. This is partly to counter the nostalgia found in many Australian architectural 
and settlement histories for the supposed simplicity of a golden colonial age, a nostalgia that 
paradoxically often concealed the innovations of Australia’s colonial period.  

I claim mine as an alternative explanation for several reasons. Firstly, it resists the 
strictures of conventional architectural history which, through various criteria (architect, 
architectural style, building type and plan form, function and so on), discusses and illustrates 
buildings usually in isolation rather than relative to settings or contexts. The thesis instead is 
focused predominantly upon the creation of built settings, and while I apply some of the criteria 
customarily used to analyse and describe buildings I do so mainly in relation to a broader 
interpretation of buildings and their surroundings. This more expansive approach has 
necessitated the study of fields and material not typically associated with architectural history. 
Hence, secondly, the thesis engages with a broader disciplinary base which includes art history, 
landscape history and theory, urban history as well as urban geography and other areas related 
to visual and cultural studies. In this way it is a multi-disciplinary architectural history. Thirdly, 
as well as the material form of buildings and settings the thesis considers the intentions, 
conceptions and influences underlying their formation. These I have interpreted from a wide 
range of primary and secondary sources and especially visual imagery, hence the thesis moves 
into the arenas of visual and cultural studies, though it is not a history of the visual arts per se. 
My recourse to a broader evidence base challenges the nostalgic interpretation of the golden 
colonial age which has resulted partly from the heavy reliance by Australia’s modernist 
architectural historians upon extant buildings as evidence, rarely supplemented by other primary 
sources such as letters, journals or visual images. My analysis of journals, letters, sketches and 
paintings has allowed me to more comprehensively explain the shaping of architecture and 
settlement at the Swan River Colony. Finally, while not a feminist study, the thesis exposes the 
patriarchal bias in Australian architectural and settlement history and as well identifies a 
complex and ambiguous relationship to gender in the formation and representation of the Swan 
River Colony. These insights further substantiate my claim for this as an alternative to the 
prevailing master narrative of Australian architecture which has tended to be rooted in a 
patriarchal paradigm. 

While a study of architecture and settlement, the thesis is not overly concerned with 
cataloguing or ascertaining the authorship of individual buildings or images. (I adopt the generic 
term ‘images’ deliberately to avoid making distinctions between ‘art’ and illustration that is 
‘not-art’.) It is not an attempt to identify firsts, or bests, of buildings or pictures or architects. It 
is not even mainly about individual buildings, but about the settings of numerous buildings 
contained by a network of public and private spaces. It is about the design and perception and 
representation of the settings and buildings at Swan River and in this way it necessarily crosses 
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disciplinary boundaries while at the same time throwing wide architecture’s own disciplinary 
net.  

To begin with the thesis is obviously historical, focused especially upon the 
intersections of nineteenth century romanticism and colonialism, as these influenced the 
development of the Swan River colony and also the evolution of the foundational narratives of 
architecture and settlement, detailed in Chapter One. In this way it belongs as well to the fields 
of nineteenth century studies, romanticism and colonial theory, particularly the area of settler 
narratives. From the latter the thesis has inherited the important understanding of prefigurations 
as enabling acts, and Chapter Four describes the ways in which ideas, acts and events pre-
empted the design and construction of buildings and settings at Swan River. Issues of identity 
construction are important concerns within the field of colonial theory and have been influential 
in the formation of my thesis argument. Of particular relevance have been ideas about 
differential timing of settlement in relation to the identities of societies and their environments. 
Engagement with studies of the nineteenth century and romanticism has enabled me to identify 
new avenues for the interpretation of Swan River’s settlement and its architecture, most 
particularly owing to the aesthetic grounding and oppositional nature of romanticism which 
supports a far more liberal interpretation of the conception and formation of the Swan River 
Colony. 

While the thesis is historical, however, it does not provide an overarching chronological 
narrative. It is rather a slice through a moment narrow (1826-1839) yet far-reaching, touching 
on the significant period of the 1830s in Europe and Australia and which impacts well into the 
twentieth century. It is not ‘a’ history either in the sense that it recognises that histories are 
written from multiple vantage points, with numerous objectives and for different audiences. 
This is one slice through an historical juncture approached through a particular interpretative 
framework. Being historical, the dissertation is also necessarily philosophical (as Hayden White 
explains)22

To expand my interpretation of the Colony’s formation and its buildings and settings I 
have borrowed intellectual techniques and types of evidence from a range of disciplines. From 
art history I have applied the lessons of visual analysis to a collection of early colonial images 
of Swan River and other Australian colonies. At the same time, the thesis challenges what I 
consider art history’s narrow treatment of the topographic tradition within the Australian 
colonial context. In particular, my focus on the sketch and prospect paradigms casts a different 
light on topographic illustration, and particularly with regard to how this art form relates to the 
visual representation and material formation of the Swan River settlement. The broader 
interpretation of topographic art within the thesis has been supplemented also by the discipline 
of landscape history and theory. It is, indeed, in relation to this discipline that the major 
intellectual interests of the thesis – in the questions of landscape, vision and subjectivity – can 

, deploying throughout a set of assumptions and attitudes that are both my own and 
those of my time but which I attempt to acknowledge throughout the discussion.  

                                                 
22 From his study of nineteenth century historical consciousness, Hayden White concluded that ‘proper history’ is 
also ‘philosophy of history’ and that modes of historiography are the same as the modes of speculative philosophy of 
history. See H. White, Metahistory: the historical imagination in nineteenth century Europe, Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1973, pp. xi-xii. 
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be understood. From this discipline the thesis has also benefitted from an enhanced 
understanding of the visual, spatial and material manifestations of the prospect aesthetic at Swan 
River. Finally, ideas borrowed from the intersection of disciplines such as urban history and 
theory and architectural theory have supported my interpretation of the suburban nature of the 
Swan River settlement, along with my concluding proposition that the Colony was always, 
intentionally, suburban in sensibility and form. 

Precedent studies and influences 
Owing to the broad disciplinary base of the thesis, the precedent studies and influences are 
many and varied. They have informed both my historiographic analysis, which constitutes the 
major part of the first chapter, and my own historical interpretation of the aesthetic formation of 
the Swan River Colony. My interpretation of Swan River’s founding moment has resulted from 
analysis of archival sources describing the conception and creation of settlement. Illuminating 
my analysis were key secondary sources such as Stannage’s The People of Perth and especially 
Cameron’s Ambition’s Fire. Cameron’s work on the aesthetic influence that was a ‘prelude to 
colonisation’ at Swan River provided a tangible starting point for my investigations. Core to 
much of the archival material – and central to my interpretation of it – are speculative and visual 
sensibilities, consistent with early Nineteenth Century romanticism. Many authors have 
informed my understanding of this complex period and its aesthetic motivations, including 
Richard Sha, Jacqueline Labbe, Raymond Williams, Hayden White and Ernst Gombrich.23 
Sha’s The visual and verbal sketch in British Romanticism first helped me identify the thesis 
direction. Alongside Gombrich’s Preference for the Primitive Sha’s work has influenced my 
interpretations of both the Australian architectural narrative and the sketch-like development of 
the Swan River Colony, which together drive the argument of this thesis.24

Insofar as the thesis is a work of architectural history the precedent studies include those 
constituting the mainstream Australian architectural historical canon, as well as the critics of the 
same. Major twentieth century figures contributing to the canon include Hardy Wilson, Robin 
Boyd, Morton Herman and J.M. Freeland. Boyd in particular occupies an important place in the 
thesis. This is not least because of his continued currency in Australian architectural discourse, 
but especially because his writings touch on key threads in the evolution of Australian 
architecture and settlement which usefully informed my interpretation of Swan River’s 
formation and the inherently suburban origins of Western Australian urbanism. My critical 
interpretation of the texts by Boyd and others has been informed by the work of Australian 
architectural historians including Conrad Hamann, Joan Kerr, Peter Proudfoot, James 
Broadbent, Phillip Goad and Julie Willis amongst others. Hamann’s interests in the suburban 

  

                                                 
23 R.C. Sha, The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1998; J.M. Labbe, Romantic visualities: landscape, gender, and romanticism, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan 
Press; New York: St. Martin's Press, 1998; R. Williams, Culture and society, 1780-1950, London: Chatto and 
Windus, 1958; H. White, Metahistory and The content of the form: narrative discourse and historical representation, 
Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, c.1987; E.H. Gombrich, The preference for the primitive: Episodes in the 
history of western taste and art, London; New York: Phaidon Press, 2002. 
24 Evidence of the popularity and efficacy of the sketch in Britain and its currency relative to Swan River’s formative 
decade is found in an appendix of ‘Select verbal and visual sketches published in the United Kingdom, 1758-1850’, 
in Sha, Appendix, pp. 195-207. 
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have helped shape my thesis conclusions, as has the work of Australian urban historian Graeme 
Davison.25 From further afield, Catherine Ingraham’s theorising on notions of the lament in 
architectural discourse have been instructive, and the writings of Vincent Scully have been 
enlightening in showcasing an intellectually more generous style of architectural history.26

The more general historical element of the thesis has been shaped by the ideas and 
approaches of a number of historians and theoreticians. My broader understanding of the 
narrative element and ethical dimension in the construction of an historical ‘story’ as well as an 
appreciation for the philosophy of history were informed by historian Hayden White. From 
Ernst Gombrich I learned about the influence on future events of history’s powerful ‘feed-back’ 
force, as well as the persuasive cultural phenomenon, particularly in the twentieth century, of a 
preference for the primitive. My appreciation for the special place of words and language in 
signalling prevalent or changing social and cultural attitudes was enhanced by the work of 
Raymond Williams. And locally, Alan Atkinson’s The Europeans in Australia, Volume 1, The 
beginning: a history showed me that history could be constructed around everyday processes 
and things apparently ephemeral but powerfully lasting in impact.

 
Scully’s critical appreciation of nineteenth century architecture and its formative context, for 
instance, has provided a useful contrast to the Australian architectural historians who were his 
contemporaries.  

27

Extending from the historiographic analysis in the first chapter, the thesis is 
significantly an exploration of the intersections of the fields of architectural and settlement 
history, specifically in the context of colonialism and romanticism. In this I have been 
influenced by authors and texts from various disciplinary fields including colonial theory, art 
history, cultural geography, social and urban history and others. Michael Baxandall’s study of 
the intersections of art, visual culture and social history has provided a useful model, as has his 
idea of the period eye: recognition of the fact that the world is seen differently by people of 
different eras.

 From this stems my 
emphasis upon processes, drawn from a broad range of activities and disciplines (writing and 
speaking, walking and pointing, travelling and sketching, surveying and mapping, clearing and 
gardening, planning and building). I will show, however, that all are intrinsically architectural in 
application. These authors and others have influenced my reading of the histories of Australian 
architecture and settlement. Much of this material is discussed in detail in Chapter One. 

28 This notion has significantly underpinned my theorising, along with others 
including Helen Proudfoot, that the colonies of New South Wales and Swan River – although 
established only 40 years apart – emerged from different world-views.29

                                                 
25 See in particular C. Hamann, Cities of hope: Australian architecture and design by Edmond and Corrigan, 1962-
92, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, c. 1993 and G. Davison, The past and future of the Australian suburb, 
Australian Planner, 31 (2): 1993. 

 As demonstrated in my 
thesis, the interval between their founding represents a shift from neo-classical to romantic 

26 See C. Ingraham, Architecture and the Burdens of Linearity, New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1998 and 
V. Scully, Modern architecture: the architecture of democracy, New York: George Braziller, 1961. 
27 A. Atkinson, The Europeans in Australia. Volume 1, The beginning: a history, Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 1997. 
28 M. Baxandall, Painting and experience in fifteenth century Italy: a primer in the social history of pictorial style, 
Oxford [Oxfordshire]; New York: Oxford University Press, 1988, 2nd ed. 
29 H. Proudfoot, ‘Founding cities in nineteenth century Australia’ in S. Hamnett and R. Freestone (eds), The 
Australian metropolis: a planning history, St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, c.2000 



Sketches in the sand 

28 

paradigms that was to have considerable impact upon the formation of the respective colonies. 
Bernard Smith’s capacities for ‘peripheral and dual vision’ as well as his ‘civilisational’ 
explanations of visual and cultural history in the context of colonial Australia and modernity 
have been influential as they have for others over many decades.30 Likewise Peter Beilharz’s 
interpretation of Smith’s work has been enlightening as has his own material on the 
intersections of romanticism, socialism, postmodernity and aesthetics. His emphasis on the 
modern sensibility of romanticism and its origins in an aesthetic impulse have been particularly 
helpful in grounding the thesis argument. Paul Carter’s work is an obvious precedent given its 
introduction to colonial discourse of a spatial reading of the historical landscape, crossing many 
disciplinary boundaries in the process. Also underlining the transitional nature of the romantic 
period, and highlighting the potential for linkages is Robert Dixon’s Course of Empire: neo-
classical culture in New South Wales, 1788-1860, moving as it does across literature and 
painting to illuminate theories of colonial exploration.31 More recently, John Macarthur’s 
Picturesque has been especially instructive in defining the pictorial and architectural paradigms 
which lie so much at the heart of the appearance of and attitudes about Australia’s built 
environment.32

The thesis argument has been significantly influenced by some key figures from the 
landscape history/theory discipline, not least Denis Cosgrove because of his emphasis on the 
artifice of landscape and his interests in the intersections of landscape with many other cultural 
fields. His Geography & Vision: seeing, imagining and representing the world has proven an 
important text for the thesis. Supplementing this has been Edward Casey’s study of the 
landscape description in Representing Place: landscape painting and maps. My understanding 
of the place of the surveyor – both literal and metaphoric – and the creation of maps in regard to 
the seeing and forming of colonial territories has been enhanced by the work of Cosgrove and 
Casey and, locally, Simon Ryan’s The cartographic eye: how explorers saw Australia. My 
interest in the relationships between landscape, visual representation and identity has been 
furthered by Labbe’s Romantic visualities: landscape, gender and Romanticism and Jeremy 
Foster’s Washed with Sun: landscape and the making of white South Africa.

 

33

                                                 
30 Bernard Smith’s capacities described by P. Beilharz, Imagining the antipodes: culture, theory, and the visual in the 
work of Bernard Smith, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997, pp. 99, 157. See also B. Smith, European 
vision and the South Pacific, Sydney: Harper & Row, 1985, 2nd ed, and Place, taste and tradition: a study of 
Australian art since 1788, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1979, 2nd rev. ed. See also P. Beilharz, Postmodern 
socialism: romanticism, city and state, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1994. 

 Labbe’s book is a 
study of the physical and cultural gendering of landscape vision and envisaging, and highlights 
the instability of the prospect/landscape dualism emerging through the early nineteenth century.  

31 See especially P. Carter, Living in a new country: history, travelling and language, London: Faber, 1992 and The 
road to Botany Bay: an essay in spatial history, London; Boston: Faber and Faber, 1987; R. Dixon, The course of 
empire: neo-classical culture in New South Wales, 1788-1860, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1986 and 
Prosthetic gods: travel, representation and colonial governance, St Lucia, Qld.: University of Queensland Press in 
association with the API Network, 2001. 
32 J. Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities (The Classical tradition in 
architecture), London; New York: Routledge, 2007. 
33 D. Cosgrove, Geography and vision: seeing, imagining and representing the world, London; New York: I.B. 
Tauris; New York, 2008; E.S. Casey, Representing place: landscape painting and maps, Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, c.2002; S. Ryan, The cartographic eye: how explorers saw Australia, Cambridge, UK; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996; J. Foster, Washed with sun: landscape and the making of white South Africa, 
Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008. 
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This dualism points to an instability which was both aesthetic and more broadly cultural in 
scope and highlights the cultural changes underway at the time of Swan River’s colonisation. 
Her work is especially useful for the thesis in helping identify the common threads linking the 
foundational narratives of architecture and settlement, and their shared origins in Nineteenth 
Century European thought. At the same time her discussion allows me to discern where the 
histories of architecture and settlement in Australia depart from European precedent. Likewise, 
Foster’s focus upon South Africa forms an enlightening comparison with Swan River (though 
there was not space in this thesis to explore this). Of particular interest has been his study of the 
role of landscape in the liberation of what he calls ‘potentiality’, which is a notion similar to my 
interpretation of prospect in the context of Swan River. 

Thesis structure 
Substantiation of my claim for the Colony’s design informs the structure, sequence and 
argumentation of the thesis chapters that together explain the conception, formation and 
representation – in many ways equivalent to a sketching – of the settlement. 
 
Belonging to the romantic paradigm and expressions of speculative thought are the prospect and 
sketch aesthetics, the influences and confluence of which are thematically core to the thesis. 
Through these dual aesthetic practices I have explained the formation of settlement at Swan 
River during its founding decade. As well, these aesthetic attitudes have influenced the 
foundational histories of architecture and settlement in Western Australia in particular and 
Australia at large. The first part of the thesis – the historiographic review – demonstrates the 
prominence of prospective thinking and the sketch paradigm in the construction of the story of 
Australian architecture during the twentieth century. I show that together the two modes were 
instrumental in configuring and persuasively illustrating the lament at the heart of Australia’s 
architectural discourse. My interpretation offers new insight into the manufacture and influence 
of the historical canon. In addition, the first part explores the extent to which the prospective 
and projective capacities of founding Governor Captain James Stirling not only achieved 
settlement at Swan River but also planted the seeds of subsequent unrest, invoking a lament that 
has in turn shaped the history of Western Australian settlement. Closing Part One is a survey of 
the broader cultural background of early nineteenth century Britain, in particular, as the crucible 
liberating the speculative impulse, a romantic sensibility and the prospect and sketch aesthetics 
that so profoundly affected the settlement of Swan River and Australia’s architectural story. 

Part Two examines the prefiguring of settlement in thematic and loosely chronological 
terms (between 1826 and 1829), with a significant emphasis on envisaging and preparing for 
settlement. Chapters Two and Three respectively introduce the two primary aesthetic 
approaches. The second chapter focuses on the prospect aesthetic as the governing vision for 
settlement, and is dedicated almost entirely to the projections of Stirling and others on the 1827 
exploratory reconnoitre of the Swan River area. That chapter establishes the basis for the 
argument that speculative thought underpins the reasons for and foundation of settlement at 
Swan River. Chapter Three similarly converges on the 1827 expedition but in terms of the 
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expressive function of the sketch paradigm. The discussion addresses the aesthetic sensibility 
evident in the verbal descriptions by Stirling and botanist Charles Fraser and in the watercolour 
sketches by artist Frederick Garling. The imagery conveyed by these men is seen to emanate 
from shared romantic values and, importantly, to demonstrate the powerful mixing of sketch 
and prospect aesthetics. It is important to note that the thesis is not attempting to evaluate the 
veracity or otherwise of the documents discussed in these chapters. Rather my aim is to trace 
through them the threads and manifestations of speculative thought and romantic aesthetics. 

Chapter Four explores the fundamental paradox within colonialism: that is, movement 
as a force driving the urge for settlement. Prospective thinking is central to this state of 
anticipation and provides a basis for my discussion of the aesthetic potential latent within the 
remote planning for settlement. Accordingly the chapter is organised around the prospects of 
moving and the prospects of landing as key moments of anticipation, both strongly prefigurative 
of impressions and experiences post-arrival at Swan River. The chapter underlines the 
persuasive influence of (i) the transformative experience of the journey from Britain to Swan 
River and (ii) the expectations of arrival increasing along the way. The journey is discussed in 
aesthetic and especially symbolic terms as a major disjunctive and transitive moment: from 
Imperial heartland to colonial outpost; from overcrowded industrial urban centres to what was 
believed to be an idyllic pastoral landscape, a southern Hesperia. This most directly challenges 
the foundational narrative of Swan River’s settlement, by simultaneously addressing (i) the 
aestheticizing or manipulating of surface and (ii) the Colony’s gradual foundation and 
development (mostly over several months from mid-1829 through 1830). It teases out the 
protracted episode of ‘first’ landing by the founding party at Swan River and identifies a variety 
of prefigurative images or events symbolic of the foundation and character of Western 
Australia’s metropolitan landscape, especially those of the garden and the process of clearing 
for example. This chapter engages with the idea that the European settlement had a kind of 
‘proto’ existence that preceded or rehearsed its subsequent ‘official’ materialisation. Also 
addressed is the physical expression as well as consequences of the provisional sensibility 
accompanying early Nineteenth Century speculative thinking. This is the provisionality that in 
earlier chapters is discussed as a quality embraced by the sketch aesthetic, seen in this chapter to 
coincide with the legislating of a provisional Act for the Colony, makeshift forms of 
construction and even the shifting nature of the very ground they occupied. The sandiness of the 
site, though unsettling in many literal ways for the early settlers, turned out to have been 
symbolically consistent with the provisional and speculative formation of the settlement. 

Beginning with the landing at Swan River, the third part of the thesis is structured 
around processes of settlement building in line with the prospect and sketch aesthetics that had 
so persuasively underpinned the planning for colonisation during nearly three years prior to 
arrival. Chapter Five continues the explorations of the previous chapter in dealing with the 
grounding of the projections, and here the prospect aesthetic is shown as simultaneously 
temporal (embedded in future thinking) and spatial (outward-, forward- and downward-
looking). Around the notion of location, I argue for the local interpretation (and manipulation) 
of imperial objectives, and suggest that this was closely related to speculative thinking. The 
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multiple meanings of location impacted on the siting of principal towns, the surveying and 
describing of landscapes, and the prospective planning of towns and settings. The chapter 
focuses on the shaping of the settlement in terms of topographies, limits (as in regulations and 
edges) and centres (towns).  

Continuing these threads, Chapter Six looks at the aesthetic imperatives underlying the 
planning of principal towns, the regulating of land and townscape and the verbal and visual 
depictions of the same. Using the construct of mapping to link prospect as a driving force (as 
well as type of terrain) and the sketch as a form of expression, the chapter discusses the range of 
surveying and planning processes deployed in the creation and representation of Swan River’s 
elongated, dispersed and modestly scaled urban morphology. It argues that the settlement as a 
whole and in its parts was designed to maximise a sense of visual and spatial elongation and that 
prospect served as a means of generating images and plans of towns to enhance the settlement’s 
elongated character to aesthetic and social ends. In this respect, I claim that the prospect offered 
by nearby Mount Eliza significantly influenced the siting and planning of Perth. This chapter 
introduces terms and ideas pertaining to town planning in the larger sense that were not 
necessarily current in Swan River’s founding period. However they usefully illuminate in 
present-day terms my explanation of the early Nineteenth Century principles influencing the 
design of the settlement.  

Chapter Seven offers the theory that prospective and pictorial thinking informed the 
design of buildings. Related to the notion of elongation and also ideas of ‘breadth’ and 
‘connection’ discussed by John Macarthur in relation to the picturesque, I develop an argument 
for what I term the ‘oblique’ disposition of buildings and settings. Again, this term had some 
currency in the nineteenth century but was not used in the way that I employ it to account for 
the intentions evident in the layout of towns and the siting of buildings and, importantly, in their 
visual representations. This final chapter extends the theories of settlement building to 
discussion of urban settings and individual examples of government buildings and houses. The 
prevalence of domestic building types and methods was intricately linked to the suburban 
phenomenon at Swan River. The ubiquitous house type in various ways accommodated nearly 
all of the diverse functions and needs of colonial life and, along with the garden, created the 
settlement’s dominant suburban image. The chapter offers the notion of the house as a 
microcosm of the settlement and the colonial process generally. Within the house can be seen 
the juxtaposing of the pictorial, the colonial and the architectural; the provisional and the multi-
functional; and the centrality of the domestic and suburban paradigm to the securing of 
settlement.  

Thesis conclusions 
As demonstrated throughout the thesis, the speculative impulse found expression in the dual 
aesthetic (and predominantly visual) paradigms of the prospect and the sketch (the latter 
associated with the aesthetic of simplicity). In arguing for the significant influence of these 
aesthetics on the envisaging and physical forming of settlement at Swan River over the period 
of its founding decade the thesis demonstrates that (i) the colonial architecture of the period up 
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to the 1840s was not simply an outcome of economic necessity but represented aesthetic intent, 
and notably a conscious engagement with an aesthetic of simplicity; that (ii) the Australian 
architectural narrative has origins in and still shows the influence of romanticism, which 
suggests that (iii) the affinities between colonial and modernist architecture are not only through 
a supposed emphasis on simplicity, utilitarianism and restraint but also through a sense of the 
provisional, the sketch-like and the prospective; that (iv) the Swan River Colony was designed 
with strong aesthetic imperatives which found direct expression in the form of a suburban 
setting; and that (v) the story of architecture in Australia is both challenged and enriched by an 
aesthetic understanding of the Swan River experience.  

The thesis conclusion summarises and converges on the forces contributing to the Swan 
River Colony’s suburban development. It reiterates the fact that the suburb and the suburban 
way of life emerged in Britain almost coincident with the founding of Swan River. It 
demonstrates that the prospect and sketch aesthetics expressed in a variety of verbal and visual 
forms ultimately underpinned a pronounced suburban sensibility. At Swan River the suburban 
aspirations were both explicit and implied: suburban allotments were granted from the outset of 
colonisation but in addition, suburban character is suggested through the built environment’s 
scale and figure-ground relationships. Nowhere better is the suburban character captured than in 
the sketches of Perth, especially those from Mount Eliza, in which the artifice of settlement 
weaves a new landscape. 
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1 Prospects of the past 
Shaping the future 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.1 Foundation myths and golden ages   
This thesis is concerned with two foundational narratives: one describes the beginnings and 
development of architecture in Australia; the other describes the start of European settlement at 
the Swan River Colony in Western Australia. For ease of identification they are referred to here 
as the ‘architectural’ and ‘settlement’ narratives. I use the term ‘settlement’ to encompass the 
range of meanings of colonial, colonisation and colony, acknowledging Anthony Trollope’s 
distinction between a possession on the one hand and a country inhabited by British citizens on 
the other.1 ‘Settlement’, in other words, infers both the objective and process of colonisation, 
meaning the possessing or settling of a new territory, and the material outcome of that process. 
It is especially the more apt term for the free-enterprise venture of the Swan River Colony. For 
the same reason I frequently refer to Western Australia’s colonists as ‘settlers’ to emphasise 
their settlement-making impulses. However in naming the period (for architectural or art-
historical purposes) I favour the conventional ‘colonial’.2

My choice of the word ‘narrative’ deliberately implies a monolithic account and 
highlights the construction of a story. By ‘story’ I do not wish to deny the factual veracity of 
individual accounts but mean, after Hayden White, the deliberate arrangement of events ‘into 
the components of a “spectacle” or process of happening, [possessing] a discernible beginning, 
middle, and end’ as well as ‘coherence’. Both the architecture and settlement narratives contain 
such a patterning of events, though specially emphasising beginnings. In both is a strong sense 
of momentum created by the ‘process of happening’. Furthermore, what White terms 
‘explanation by ideological implication’ introduces an ethical dimension to an historical account 

 Both narratives have at their 
conceptual heart the early colonial period (of the late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries) as 
a formative moment and point of reference to explain subsequent developments. This emphasis 
has been influential: scholarship focused on later periods, especially through the twentieth 
century, has often been (even unknowingly) framed by the narratives’ explanations of the 
colonial era. The task of this historiographic section is to overview the mainly historical 
literature and present a critique of the architectural and settlement narratives, which is further 
developed and substantiated throughout the thesis. 

                                                 
1 See A. Trollope, Australia and New Zealand, Melbourne, Vic: G. Robertson, 1873. 
2 I have generally not capitalized ‘colonial’ because I am aiming for a broader interpretation of the period with 
respect to ideas, attitudes and practices and do not wish to evoke the idea of a ‘Colonial Style’, unless specifically 
intending to do so, or unless citing another author. 
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and this further justifies my use of ‘story’. The ethical element in these narratives not only 
reflects ‘the historian’s assumption of a particular position [regarding] the nature of historical 
knowledge’ but importantly invites the reader’s engagement with (and acceptance as truth of) 
this position.3 There is a sense of the morally-driven fable underlying these foundational stories 
and we are expected to be persuaded by their tales of progress and decline. Being alert to the 
ideological dimension of the narratives means asking questions about why, how and for whom 
they were written, for the historians’ self-conscious propensity to ‘tell a story’ has ensured the 
narratives’ persistent influence and hence relevance to present day enquiry.4 Stories, studies 
have shown, are more readily remembered and absorbed by the human mind than are more 
‘abstract presentations’ of information.5

My focus in this chapter is on the authors and texts contributing to or maintaining the 
narratives. E.H. Gombrich once claimed that ‘the writing of history can in its turn effect the 
further course of events and it is this feed-back … which accounts for the decisive influence of 
the philosophy of history’.

 

6 A kind of feed-back has motivated the development of each 
narrative, and underpins their conscious modelling as a story. Western Australia’s settlement 
narrative has been a story of progress hampered by hardship. Much of this is covered in later 
chapters, so suffice to say here that the narrative emerged as early as 1839 to counter negative 
criticism flowing back to Britain from disgruntled migrants and to boost immigration. Feed-
back of a pragmatic kind was a powerful incentive, as seen in Nathaniel Ogle’s The colony of 
Western Australia: a manual for emigrants 1839 which outlines ‘… principles of colonial 
emigration … also instructions and hints to settlers’. Aiming to ‘call the attention of the public 
to the advantages held out in the neglected colony of Western Australia to emigrants, to 
capitalists, and also to the younger branches of the higher classes, and to the middle orders …’, 
Ogle focused on the heroic achievements of this free settlement over its first decade and 
provided detailed advice for prospective migrants wishing to leave behind the overcrowded 
British cities.7 Likewise in A Brief History of Western Australia: from its earliest settlement 
Edmund Stirling saw the ‘completion of half-a-century of its existence [as] an opportune time to 
compile a narrative’ promoting the advantages of the colony for would-be migrants. That his 
account was published in London in 1894, in the ‘self-governing, gold-enriched nineties’8 and a 
decade after George Fletcher Moore’s Diary of ten years, suggests that promotion of the 
colony’s prospects remained an imperative for many decades.9

                                                 
3 H. White, Metahistory: the historical imagination in nineteenth-century Europe, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1973, pp. 5-7 and 22 (my emphases). 

  

4 The aim to tell a story is made explicit in W. Bunning, Homes in the sun: the past, present and future of Australian 
housing, Sydney: W.J. Nesbit, 1945, p. 8. 
5 As reported by M. Atwood, ‘The Homer of the Ants’, The New York Review of Books, 57(6): April 8-28, 2010: p. 6. 
6 E.H. Gombrich, ‘Hegel and Art History’ in On the methodology of architectural history (Architectural Design 
Profile) 1981, p. 8 (my emphasis). 
7 N. Ogle, The colony of Western Australia: a manual for emigrants, 1839, Sydney: John Ferguson in association 
with the Royal Australian Historical Society, 1977, see preface, p. 5. 
8 E. Stirling, A brief history of Western Australia: from its earliest settlement, Volume 1, Perth: Sands and 
McDougall, printers, 1894, cited by G. Bolton, ‘Western Australia reflects on its past’ in C.T. Stannage (ed), A New 
History of Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1981, p. 677. 
9 G.F. Moore with an introduction by C.T. Stannage, Diary of ten years eventful life of an early settler in Western 
Australia, and also a descriptive vocabulary of the language of the Aborigines, Nedlands, W.A.: University of 
Western Australia Press, 1978, Facsimile ed. 
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In the architectural narrative the force of feed-back was acknowledged by J.M. Freeland 
who prefaced his Architecture in Australia: a history (1968, revised 1972): 

Developing an understanding of history is an essential for those who would influence the 
future. … [B]y making us aware how we arrived where we are today history gives us our 
bearings so that, like any traveller, we may venture into the unknown confident of our 
direction at least. When we meet the future by reacting to the present, how we react is 
largely determined by our past—our history.10

 
 

As observed by Julie Willis and Philip Goad, his remains the most comprehensive overview of 
Australian architectural history.11 Others influencing Australia’s future architectural thought and 
action include seminal works by Robin Boyd (Australia’s Home, 1952, revised 1968 and 1987; 
The Australian Ugliness, 1960, revised 1968 and 2010), Walter Bunning (Homes in the sun: the 
past, present and future of Australian housing, 1945), Philip Cox, Morton Herman (The Early 
Australian Architects and Their Work, 1954, revised 1970), Donald Leslie Johnson (Australian 
architecture, 1901-51: sources of modernism, 1980) and Hardy Wilson, to name a few. Most of 
the architectural writing with which I am concerned was published between 1919 and about 
1980, and the texts have been comprehensively listed elsewhere by Donald Leslie Johnson.12 
Many of the key texts appeared as second or revised editions at least once within that time and 
especially clustered around the late 1960s-early 1970s. This is testimony to their enduring 
influence and popularity, a product of their plausibility or what in Hayden White’s terms is the 
‘consistency, coherence and illuminative power’ of their visions, establishing their status as 
models of historical narration and conceptualisation.13

An alternative understanding of Australia’s colonial period and suburban development 
from a Western Australian perspective is required. Most so-called national architectural 
histories concentrate on the eastern states, only minimally covering Western Australian 
architecture. As Western Australian architectural historian Duncan Richards points out, while 
the ‘lack of specific local knowledge’ in the peripheral states is acknowledged in some 
“centralist” accounts these suggest that ‘even if this local knowledge were available it would not 

 These authors are unanimously entranced 
by Australia’s early colonial architecture, disenchanted with most middle- to late-Nineteenth 
Century urban buildings and, especially, dismissive of Australia’s suburban environment as well 
as tastes and lifestyles of ordinary Australians. They have mythologised the colonial period and 
misrepresented the suburban setting. My review of the literature is substantially directed 
towards a reassessment of these key aspects of Australia’s built environment.  

                                                 
10 J.M. Freeland, Architecture in Australia: a history, Melbourne: Cheshire, 1968, preface. 
11 J. Willis and P. Goad, ‘A bigger picture: reframing Australian architectural history’, Fabrications: The Journal of 
the Society of Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand, 18(1): Jun. 2008: p. 7. 
12 For a comprehensive listing of texts see D.L. Johnson, ‘Australian architectural histories, 1848-1968’, Journal of 
the Society of Architectural Historians, 31(4): Dec. 1972: pp. 323-332. Key works with which I am concerned 
include: R. Boyd, Australia's home: its origins, builders and occupiers, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 
1987, New ed (first published 1952, revised 1968 and 1987) and The Australian Ugliness, Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin 
Books in association with F.W. Cheshire, 1968 Rev. ed (first published 1960, revised 1968 and 2010); W. Bunning, 
Homes in the sun: the past, present and future of Australian housing, Sydney: W.J. Nesbit, 1945; P. Cox, and C. 
Lucas, Australian colonial architecture, Melbourne: Lansdowne Editions, 1978; M. Herman, The early Australian 
architects and their work, Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1954 (revised 1970); D.L. Johnson, Australian 
architecture, 1901-51: sources of modernism, Sydney: Sydney University Press, 1980; and W.H. Wilson, Old 
colonial architecture in New South Wales and Tasmania, Sydney: Ure Smith in association with The National Trust 
of Australia (N.S.W.), 1975 and The Cow Pasture Road, Sydney: Art in Australia, 1920. 
13 H. White, Metahistory, p. 4 (my emphasis). 
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lead to significant changes in the present view of Australian architecture’.14 Boyd’s Australia’s 
Home is an interesting exception: although mainly focused on the east coast, he includes 
Western Australian references to highlight possibilities for other directions that Australia’s built 
environment could have taken. Local histories of Western Australian architecture are not 
plentiful either, though there are several studies devoted to select architects or periods, such as 
Barbara Chapman and Richards’ on Marshall Clifton.15 The compilation Western Towns and 
Buildings, edited by Margaret Pitt Morison and John White, has been a key reference and since 
1979 the most comprehensive coverage of the state’s architectural and planning developments. 
However, as Richards points out, as yet ‘no precise interpretative framework exists as a basis 
for studies of local architecture’.16

There are of course more recent texts on architecture in Australia. These include Philip 
Goad’s 2001 New directions in Australian architecture, Davina Jackson’s 2000 Australian 
architecture now and 2008 Next wave: new Australian architecture, Graham Jahn’s 1994 
Contemporary Australian architecture, and Jennifer Taylor’s 1990 revised edition of Australian 
architecture since 1960.

  

17

Freeland’s history was first published in 1968, shortly after Robert Venturi’s 
Complexity and contradiction in architecture (1966) and coincident with the first edition of 
Manfredo Tafuri’s Theories and History of Architecture. The same year David Watkin delivered 
a lecture informing his later Morality and architecture: the development of a theme in 
architectural history and theory from the Gothic revival to the modern movement (1977). In 
span (late eighteenth to mid-twentieth century) Freeland’s closely matches Vincent Scully’s 
Modern Architecture: the architecture of democracy (1961).

 However these focus generally upon Twentieth Century architects 
and trends (again favouring the eastern states) and/or do not overtly address the foundational 
arenas of the colonial period or the suburban setting. Neither do they in any significant way 
dismantle the beliefs or values that the architectural narrative has promoted about Australia’s 
built and social environments. As a result, texts written several decades ago maintain currency. 
That many twenty-first century assumptions continue to be shaped by interpretations dating 
back a hundred years highlights the narrative’s illuminative power and a largely uncritical 
reading of it.  

18

                                                 
14 B. Chapman and D. Richards, Marshall Clifton: architect & artist, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 
1989, pp. 33-34.  

 Yet Freeland’s has little of the 

15 Chapman and Richards, Clifton. Others include R. and J. Oldham, George Temple-Poole: architect of the golden 
years 1885-1897, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1980; John Taylor, Between devotion and 
design: the architecture of John Cyril Hawes 1876-1956, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 
2000. 
16 Western Towns and Buildings, edited by M. Pitt Morison and J. White, Nedlands, W.A: University of Western 
Australia Press for the Education Committee, 150th Anniversary Celebrations, 1979. Richards in Chapman and 
Richards, Clifton, p. 34. 
17 P. Goad, New directions in Australian architecture, Balmain, N.S.W.: Pesaro Publishing, 2001; D. Jackson and C. 
Johnson, Australian architecture now, London: Thames & Hudson, 2000 and D. Jackson, Next wave: new Australian 
architecture, New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2008, 1st ed; G. Jahn, Contemporary Australian architecture, 
East Roseville, NSW: distributed by Craftsman House, 1994; Jennifer Taylor, Australian architecture since 1960, 
Red Hill, ACT: National Education Division, Royal Australian Institute of Architects, 1990, 2nd ed. 
18 See R. Venturi, Complexity and contradiction in architecture, New York: Museum of Modern Art, c. 1966; M. 
Tafuri, Teorie e storia dell'architettura, Bari: Laterza, 1967 (English edition, Theories and History of Architecture, 
New York: Harper & Row, 1980); D. Watkin, Morality and architecture: the development of a theme in architectural 
history and theory from the Gothic revival to the modern movement, Oxford [Eng.]: Clarendon Press, 1977; V. 
Scully, Modern architecture: the architecture of democracy, New York: George Braziller, 1961. 
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broader theoretical or cultural insights shown by these contemporaneous works and 
comparisons with Scully’s are particularly revealing. Each of their accounts of modern 
architecture prominently features the nineteenth century, though with very different emphasis. 
The momentous shift from classic to romantic world-views which was definitive of the early 
nineteenth century was, for Scully, ‘the end of … fixed values – and the beginning of the mass 
age of modern history, with its huge environments and rushing continuities’. For Freeland it 
launched Australian architecture’s decline. Here Freeland, like Morton Herman in Early 
Australian Architects, seems to share the views of declining taste published by John Summerson 
in his Architecture in Britain, 1530-1830 of 1953.19 With broader appreciation for the early 
nineteenth century’s cultural context, Scully saw the era’s characteristics as a belief in 
oppositions and choices. For Freeland they were falseness and hypocrisy. Scully interpreted 
modern architecture in relation to the full breadth of architectural tradition, recognising that ‘the 
most creative architects since the later eighteenth century, with the whole of the past open to 
them, have consciously dealt with the problems of existence, and thus of expression, through 
their view of history’. In contrast, Freeland promoted Zeitgeist ideas favouring ‘original 
decisions … right for their time and conditions’, seeing inventive possibilities in instinctive 
responses to physical causes rather than in architecture’s own historical and cultural 
underpinnings.20

For much of the twentieth century Australian architectural thought and design lacked 
‘broad Australian historical vision’, a ‘strong critical tradition’ and awareness of ‘the value of 
history as an interpretative discipline’. These were the outcomes of what Peter Proudfoot 
identified as an ‘atavism’, and Bernard Smith, Conrad Hamann and others labelled the ‘neo-
Georgian Rule of Taste’ underlying the explanation advocated by Wilson, Herman, Boyd and 
Freeland for example.

 

21 These latter works show little concept of Australian architecture’s 
historical moment (namely the mesh of global and local factors surrounding settlement) against 
which to understand either historical or contemporary activity. Since Freeland’s there have been 
no national surveys of such breadth (Patrick Bingham-Hall’s 1999 Austral Eden: 200 years of 
Australian architecture is purely a photographic survey of ‘two hundred years of antipodean 
architectural highlights’22) and without alternatives, Freeland’s account retains a certain 
authority. Robin Boyd remains especially prominent in Australian architectural and cultural 
fields nearly 40 years after his death, his influence declared by Australian commentators 
including Geoffrey Blainey, Hugh Stretton and Geoffrey Serle.23

                                                 
19 J. Summerson, Architecture in Britain, 1530-1830, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1953. 

 A 2007 ABC television 
documentary airing interviews with senior and emerging Melbourne architects attested to the 
prevalence of Boyd’s values, espoused by ‘Australia’s first public intellectual’ over a period of 

20 Freeland, Architecture in Australia, p 8; Scully, Modern Architecture, p. 114 (my emphasis) and p. 12.  
21 See P. Proudfoot, ‘Atavism in Australian architecture and criticism’, Architecture Australia, 76(4): Jun 1987; B. 
Smith, ‘Architecture in Australia’, Historical Studies, 14(53): 1969; C. Hamann, ‘Paths of Beauty: the afterlife of 
Australian colonial architecture, Part 1’, Transition, No. 26: 1988. 
22 P. Bingham-Hall, Austral Eden: 200 years of Australian architecture, Balmain, N.S.W.: Watermark, 1999, see p. 9. 
23 See Geoffrey Blainey’s introduction to the 1977 edition of Australia’s Home; and Introduction by Hugh Stretton to 
the 1987 edition. Stretton claims this as Boyd’s ‘masterpiece’. See also G. Serle, Robin Boyd: a life, Carlton South, 
Vic.: Miegunyah Press, 1995, in which Serle notes Boyd’s influence in architectural circles in Australia and overseas, 
first with the publication of Australia’s Home, then Australian Ugliness, then as ‘a major international architectural 
critic’ – ‘an aspect of his career which has been underestimated’ (preface second page). 
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more than thirty years.24 The 2010 release of a fiftieth anniversary edition of The Australian 
Ugliness will expose new audiences to his rhetoric. Recent decades have, however, seen critical 
and interpretative material chipping away at the monolithic story of Australian architecture. 
Critiques relevant to this thesis include those by Joan Kerr on the neo-gothic; James Broadbent 
and Peter Proudfoot on aspects of colonial, picturesque and romantic architecture; and Conrad 
Hamann on Twentieth Century architecture as well as the suburban environment.25

My critique of the foundational narratives forms around the mechanisms through which 
each narrative has gained coherence as a story. Firstly, each is a narrative of origins, 
preoccupied with foundations. Secondly, each has at its core what Catherine Ingraham would 
label a discourse of lament, revolving around the promise of an elusive golden ideal and, in turn, 
its corollary: the disappointment of the shattered dream.

 All have 
significantly informed my reading of Australian architectural historiography especially with 
regard to issues of influence, identity and environments. 

26

1.2 Narratives of origin        

 As will be seen, the lament in each 
case is triggered by a reaction to aesthetic influences. Thirdly, each is strongly configured 
around a sketching of prospects, associated with both the visual and the visionary. The twin 
notions of sketch and prospect operate as powerful historical modes of speculating upon, seeing 
and describing past, present and future in temporal and spatial terms. Under each thematic 
heading I discuss the narratives in parallel, before the chapter concludes with a survey of the 
formative early nineteenth century period. Commentators from a range of disciplines have 
pointed to the significance of this era, from a predominantly European point of view but of great 
consequence for Australia. A key claim of the thesis is that this period is central to 
understanding both architectural and settlement history and historiography in Australia. 
However, neither foundational narrative has sufficiently accounted for the complexity, diversity 
or impact of the early nineteenth century, and especially its aesthetic contributions. The 
narratives in fact denounce aesthetic influence in Australia’s early colonial development. The 
thesis challenges that stance and undertakes to highlight at once the artifice inherent in the 
denial, and the aesthetic values influencing settlement and architecture in Western Australia.  

I have said that the foundational stories of architecture in Australia and European settlement at 
Swan River are about origins. They belong to the tradition of the settler narrative and are thus 

                                                 
24 ABC1 Television programme ‘IOU Robin Boyd’, first broadcast 29 May 2007 and repeated 29 June 2008, in 
which University of Melbourne academic Professor Philip Goad acknowledges Boyd as Australia’s first public 
intellectual and Melbourne architects Cassandra Fahey and Mark Raggatt acknowledge Boyd’s influence on their 
work. 
25 See for example J. Kerr, ‘Authentically Australian Gothic’, Transition, No 26: Spring 1988; J. Kerr and J. 
Broadbent, Gothick taste in the colony of New South Wales, Sydney: David Ell Press in association with the Elizabeth 
Bay House Trust, 1980; J. Broadbent, The Australian colonial house: architecture and society in New South Wales 
1788-1842, Potts Point, N.S.W.: Hordern House in association with the Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, 
and supported by the Friends of the Historic Houses Trust, 1997; J. Broadbent and J. Hughes, Francis Greenway 
architect, Glebe, N.S.W. : Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, c. 1997; and C. Hamann, Cities of hope: 
Australian architecture and design by Edmond and Corrigan, 1962-92, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, c. 1993.  
26 C. Ingraham, Architecture and the Burdens of Linearity, New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1998, p. 139. 
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inevitably preoccupied with foundations, beginnings, directions.27 As described by the editors of 
Quicksands: foundational histories in Australia & Aotearoa New Zealand, settler narratives 
‘have produced the settler as an autonomous maker of settler progress and society; … have been 
developmental and linear; [and] have suggested that “we” started with nothing and ended up 
with something, not least by clearing the land’. The editors continue that ‘settler myths and 
identities have been fashioned through responses to landscape and to local flora and fauna, as 
well as to the indigenous presence’ and that nature, furthermore, ‘figures as identity and myth, 
as the ground for a triumphant exercise of clearing’.28

Because settler narratives emphasise beginnings they are preoccupied with time; and 
being concerned with progress they are mindful of the future. They are organised around 
starting and end points, time passing, the past and time to come. In other words, they are 
generally concerned with pasts, prospects and posterity, which amounts to a consciousness of 
history-in-the-making.

 The foundational stories of architecture 
and settlement with which I am concerned are linear tales of the building of environments and 
societies. Both are strongly shaped by themes of progress (along with its persistent other, 
decline), demonstrating the settler narrative’s keen eye on the future. And within each of these 
narratives, issues of identity and setting are construed and constructed around an aesthetic 
appreciation of nature and landscape.  In charting the foundations of architecture and settlement, 
these narratives perform the official tasks of authoritative texts, introducing the characters and 
outlining facts and details. 

29 This manifests further as history-in-the-place-making in the 
architecture and settlement narratives, concerned as they are with the shaping of the human 
environment. Their focus on beginnings is by way of recording change and, most importantly, 
measuring progress: see how far we’ve come, how much we’ve grown! This was implicit in the 
earliest architectural histories such as Joseph Fowles’ Sydney in 1848.30 The narratives gain 
substance through the weight of time, and legitimacy through the sense of an authentic (voice on 
the) past. In this regard the settlement and architectural narratives diverge for the latter has a 
more complex relationship with the notion of the past. That is, in the architectural story not all 
parts of the past are seen as authentic or important: architectures that were dignified and 
restrained, such as the early colonial or Georgian, were acceptable; those of the historicist styles 
post-1840 less so.31

                                                 
27 As Conrad Hamann, Paul Carter and others have pointed out. See Conclusion by editors in K. Neumann, N. 
Thomas and H. Ericksen (eds), Quicksands: foundational histories in Australia & Aotearoa New Zealand, Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 1999, p. 238. 

 Ultimately many architectural historians have opposed the derivative 
practice of ‘copyism’ in favour of architecture supposedly originating from a ‘genuine’ response 
to Australian landscape, climate and lifestyle. Moreover, the passing of time serves less as an 
indicator of societal or cultural change than a mechanism compressing the full gamut of artistic 

28 Conclusion by editors in Quicksands, pp. 239-241. 
29 On this see M. Craske, Art in Europe 1700-1830: a history of the visual arts in an era of unprecedented urban 
economic growth (Oxford History of Art), Oxford; New York: Oxford University press, 1997. 
30 Joseph Fowles, Sydney in 1848, Sydney: Ure Smith in association with The National Trust of Australia (N.S.W.), 
1973. 
31 Here it is worth noting Tom Heath’s identification of ‘the valid past’ in his Architecture Australia editorials of the 
mid-1980s. 
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tastes and aesthetic values within the historians’ present-day for the purposes of didactic 
display. 

Within their common status as settler narratives the two have slightly divergent 
interpretations of the notion ‘origin’. To highlight the nuance: the settlement narrative has been 
chiefly preoccupied with imperial issues of beginnings and progress; the architectural narrative 
with cultural issues of origins and identity. Matters of identity have motivated Western 
Australia’s settlement narrative too, but it is more especially concerned with telling the story of 
and from the beginning, which is also a story of progress. The early years and especially first 
decade have defined the context from which the linear tale has evolved. The architectural 
narrative has not only modelled the linear path of Australian architecture but, importantly, used 
it to benchmark future architectural expression.32 Architecture’s narrative was self-consciously 
concerned with discovering regional or national identity in regard to the built environment. As 
such the story of Australian architecture revolved around the point at which architecture was 
beginning to be Australian. The 2008 catalogue for the Australian exhibition at the 11th 
International Architecture Biennale at Venice opens with an essay by Conrad Hamann, claiming 
that Australia’s contemporary architecture emerges from a ‘contested and varied architectural 
culture, most of it urban and suburban and in great part the imaginings and perceptions of a 
settler society’. Hamann’s statement addresses the long-standing debate in Australia’s 
architectural culture about the ‘direction and legitimacy of a distinctively regional and national 
expression’. Distinctiveness, he claims, ‘is in inflections, in translation’.33 Hamann’s 
observation problematises the notion of origins in Australian architectural culture by 
highlighting (i) the subtleties of distinctive expression and (ii) the complexity of pinpointing the 
onset of ‘Australian’ expression, given what Louis Hartz most famously and others since have 
recognised as the influence on settler societies of parent metropolitan cultures.34

Foundational narrative 1: architecture in Australia 

  

Although interest has been traced from as early as the mid nineteenth century, concerns with 
identity in Australian architecture crystallised at the fin de siecle, when such matters were 
equally pressing in other Australian cultural arenas.35 John Docker’s The nervous nineties: 
Australian cultural life in the 1890s is a fascinating account of this febrile period and highlights 
the tensions between town and country, city and bush, reality and ideal which acted as 
stimulants for the myth-making and identity preoccupations of the age.36

                                                 
32 This is explicitly the case in Freeland’s Architecture in Australia for example. 

 In architecture, 
identity was acutely a matter of style appropriate to the Australian environment and way of life. 
This concern seemed even more pronounced for British immigrants, a group continuing to drive 

33 C. Hamann, ‘Patterns, Translations, Narratives. Australian architecture: themes in a diverse culture’ in Abundant 
Australia: Catalogue of the Australian Exhibition at the 11th International Architecture Exhibition la Biennale di 
Venezia 2008, Barton, ACT: Australian Institute of Architects, 2008, p. 12 (my emphasis). 
34 Helen Proudfoot refers to the Hartz fragment theory in H. Proudfoot, ‘Founding cities in nineteenth century 
Australia’ in S. Hamnett and R. Freestone (eds), The Australian metropolis: a planning history, St Leonards, N.S.W.: 
Allen & Unwin, c.2000, p.11. 
35 D.L. Johnson in ‘Australian architectural histories’, JSAH, 31(4): Dec.1972, points to 1848 as the onset of interest 
in identity; Boyd in Australia’s Home, p. 211, claims 1862. 
36 J. Docker, The nervous nineties: Australian cultural life in the 1890s, Oxford; Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1991. 
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the nationalist cause (especially, as Peter Beilharz notes, rooted in the landscape myth).37 This is 
consistent with the observation that ‘Australian art only aspired to be truly Australian once it 
was influenced by artists who had been trained abroad’.38 The same was true for architecture. 
The urging for an Australian style of architecture appeared, in 1887, in the recently emigrated 
John Sulman’s series of articles for the Australasian Builder and Contractors’ News.39 English 
migrant Robert J. Haddon produced the first book promoting a national architecture in 1908. His 
Australian architecture was ‘part design and theory … part commentary’, with little history.40 
This was followed by The Cow Pasture Road (1920) and Old Colonial architecture in New 
South Wales and Tasmania (1924) by England-trained Wilson, whose ‘immense’ ‘enthusiasm 
for ancient buildings’ was fostered by ‘study of architecture in Europe and America’.41 The 
identification of indigenous architecture was also primary for Freeland, whose 1968 ‘sketch’ of 
‘the path that has been travelled by Australian architecture … since the first European 
settlement was made at Sydney Cove’ searched for that originating in and of Australia, without 
reference to international example.42 Similar inspiration drove Harry Sowden’s overview of a 
handful of Australian architects’ work in Towards an Australian architecture (also 1968).43

The story of Australian architecture identifies originary moments representing both 
points in time and modes of architectural expression. As such it conflates the meanings of 
origin, describing beginnings as well as forms of originality. The beginnings, however, have 
carried more consequence when signalling the emergence of an identifiable Australianness. 
Foundations of identity are seen in the work of certain period styles (such as colonial and 
functionalist), eminent architects (exemplified by Francis Greenway in the nineteenth and 
Harold Desbrowe-Annear in the twentieth century), and particular building types (especially 
houses and functional rural buildings). The most significant point in time for many authors is 
undoubtedly the colonial period. Associated with a spirit of pioneering, the years of 1788 to 
about 1840 were, for Freeland, the time of ‘The Primitives’ and ‘The Age of Macquarie’; for 
Boyd the ‘Innocent era’.

 
Others including Leslie Wilkinson and Walter Bunning were likewise motivated.  

44

                                                 
37 P. Beilharz, Postmodern socialism: romanticism, city and state, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1994, 
pp. 82-3. 

 Its architecture, variously labelled ‘Georgian Primitive’, ‘Colonial 
Georgian’ and ‘Old Colonial’, is generally described as simple, direct, honest and truthful with 
respect to form and materials. Based on ‘good proportions, pleasant texture and harmony’ many 
considered that it represented the peak of Australia’s architectural achievement. To quote 
Freeland: ‘the Colonial Style… naïve though it was in many ways … was distinguished by an 

38 From J.M. MacKenzie, ‘Art and the Empire’ in P.J. Marshall (ed), Cambridge illustrated history of the British 
Empire, Cambridge [England]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 308.  
39 The impact and content of these articles has been extensively covered in John Phillips, ‘John Sulman and the 
question of an 'Australian Style of Architecture’, Fabrications, Vol 8: 1997: pp. 87-116. 
40 D.L. Johnson, ‘Australian architectural histories’, JSAH, p. 328, describing R.J. Haddon’s  Australian architecture: 
a technical manual for all those engaged in architectural and building work, Melbourne: George Robertson, 1908. 
41 Wilson, Cow Pasture Road, and Old colonial architecture. Citing Wilson from Old colonial architecture, p. 1. 
42 Freeland, Architecture in Australia, preface, pp. 75, 8, 276, 286. 
43 H. Sowden, Towards an Australian architecture, Sydney; London: Ure Smith, 1968. 
44 These are chapter titles in Freeland, Architecture in Australia and Boyd, Australian Ugliness. 
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exemplary regard for an economy of resources and materials used in the best of taste. In this lay 
its modest glory and supremacy in Australian architectural history’.45

Hardy Wilson had been among the first to publish this view in his 1924 pictorial 
narrative, Old Colonial architecture. Later came Herman’s more methodical The early 
Australian architects and their work (1954) and Early colonial architecture (1963). With Max 
Dupain, Herman also published the 1963 Georgian architecture in Australia. Other surveys of 
the period include John and Ray Oldham’s Western Heritage: a study of the colonial 
architecture of Perth, Western Australia (1967), Philip Cox and Clive Lucas’s Australian 
colonial architecture (1978) and Max Dupain’s 1980 photographic account, Old colonial 
buildings of Australia. James Broadbent has published several texts studying this period and its 
chief architectural protagonists, including Governor Lachlan Macquarie and architects 
Greenway and John Verge.

  

46 Greenway holds the most prominent place in the story, seen by 
Boyd as the ‘master’, the ‘most talented’, ‘most famous architect in Australia’s history’. 
Bunning claimed that through Greenway, ‘as Government Architect at a salary of three shillings 
a day … Australia has been given more consistently fine architecture than from any other 
architect’ and ‘[e]verything he touches is simple, stately and good’.47 During a seven-year 
period under Macquarie’s leadership Greenway was responsible for many of colonial Sydney’s 
public works and buildings in neoclassical or what is often known as the ‘Greenway’ style. His 
oeuvre was immortalised in 1923 in a residence of that name by Sydney architect, Leslie 
Wilkinson. Perhaps because of his roguish character and convict pedigree as much as his 
celebrated architectural virtuosity, Greenway is one of very few individual Australian architects 
who are subjects of major biographies (two in fact, by M.H. Ellis and Broadbent).48

For many historians and commentators, an identifiable Australianness was located in 
Australia’s domestic architecture and suburban environment. Boyd most comprehensively and 
influentially proclaimed (though with considerable debt to Bunning as well as others) that 
Australia’s original contributions to civilization were to be found (contrastingly) in (i) the 
vernacular house form (especially of the colonial and functionalist periods) and (ii) its suburban 

  

                                                 
45 Freeland, Architecture in Australia, p. 72. 
46 Herman, The early Australian architects and Early colonial architecture (The arts in Australia), Croydon, Vic.: 
Longmans, 1963; M. Herman and M. Dupain, Georgian architecture in Australia with some examples of buildings of 
the post-Georgian period, Sydney: Ure Smith, 1963; J. and R. Oldham, Western Heritage: a study of the colonial 
architecture of Perth, Western Australia, Perth: Lamb Publications, 1967, 2nd ed; Cox and Lucas, Australian 
colonial architecture; M. Dupain, Old colonial buildings of Australia; J. Broadbent and J. Hughes, Francis Greenway 
architect, Glebe, N.S.W. : Historic Houses Trust of New South Wales, c. 1997; The Age of Macquarie, edited by J. 
Broadbent and J. Hughes, Carlton, Vic: Melbourne University Press in association with Historic Houses Trust of New 
South Wales, 1992; J. Broadbent, The golden decade of Australian architecture: the work of John Verge, Sydney: 
David Ell Press in association with the Elizabeth Bay House Trust, 1978.  
47 See Boyd Australian Ugliness, pp. 154, 157 and Bunning, p. 17. 
48 M.H. Ellis, Francis Greenway, his life and times, Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1953, 2nd ed., rev. Other subjects 
of biographies include Boyd (G. Serle, Robin Boyd: a life, Carlton South, Vic.: Miegunyah Press, 1995); John 
Horbury Hunt (J.M. Freeland, Architect extraordinary: the life and work of John Horbury Hunt, 1838-1904, 
Melbourne: Cassell Australia, 1970); Glenn Murcutt (P. Drew, Leaves of iron: Glenn Murcutt, pioneer of an 
Australian architectural form, Sydney: Law Book Co., 1985, and Touch this earth lightly: Glenn Murcutt in his own 
words, Potts Points, N.S.W.: Duffy & Snellgrove, 2001) and, from Western Australia, George Temple Poole (R. and 
J. Oldham, George Temple-Poole: architect of the golden years 1885-1897, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western 
Australia Press, 1980); Marshall Clifton (B. Chapman and D. Richards, Marshall Clifton: architect & artist, 
Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1989) and Monsignor John Cyril Hawes (J. Taylor, Between devotion 
and design: the architecture of John Cyril Hawes 1876-1956, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia 
Press, 2000). 
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culture. The preoccupation with the house as the building type most directly reflecting a 
society’s and an individual’s values, habits, techniques and changes over time is not unique to 
the Australian architectural narrative. Nonetheless the house features prominently as an 
exemplar in the authors’ explanations of formal and technical adaptations and innovations, 
aesthetic values, and social and cultural habits. Among the earliest publications on the 
Australian house was the 1919 special edition of Art in Australia devoted to ‘Domestic 
Architecture in Australia’, featuring contributions from Wilkinson, Wilson, Harold Desbrowe-
Annear, Walter Bagot and Robin Dods.49 Freeland considered these men responsible for 
bringing Australia into the twentieth century and pointing out, as he believed Greenway had 
done earlier, ‘the virtues of honesty, integrity and common sense’.50

Most persuasively merging domestic architecture, colonial spirit and the landscape 
myth was Hardy Wilson. This is clearly evident when comparing his houses, Eryldene (1914), 
Purulia (1916) and Macquarie Cottage (1918), with his sketches of colonial buildings such as 
Horsley, Riversdale and Clarendon (Fig. 1.1). The horizontal emphasis of the colonial house 
under unbroken hipped roof symbolised Wilson’s belief in the influence of a country’s 
geography or soil, sharpened by his 1921 visit to China. For Wilson, Australia’s proximity to 
Asia justified the relevance of an oriental horizontality in Australian architecture. Though 
explored in his own work, such as the tennis pavilion at Eryldene and the Celestion project 
(both 1924, Fig. 1.2), this fusion of eastern and western sensibilities did not permeate 
Australia’s mainstream architectural story and, Boyd suggested, was ‘discredited after Pearl 
Harbour’.

 Through examples of 
exclusive domestic buildings spanning a century (ranging from Burdekin House to Desbrowe-
Annear’s Broceliande) this group emphasised concerns with originality as well as simplicity, 
suburbia, the future and decline: themes dominant within the narrative until late in the twentieth 
century.  

51 Freeland’s Architecture in Australia similarly relies on the house to reconcile the 
key threads of identity. In the country house he found ‘features that were the hallmarks of the 
Australian Colonial Style and the beginning of an all too short-lived indigenous architecture’. 
Freeland in fact claims that the Georgian architecture from which Australia’s colonial style 
evolved was ‘essentially a domestic architecture’ best suited to modest scale buildings.52 In this 
he quarantines ‘domestic’ Georgian from presumably grander Georgian architecture, such as by 
Britain’s Adam brothers. A logical conclusion of his claim would suggest that Australia’s built 
environment was destined to be domestic in scale and character from the outset, an idea I pursue 
in my concluding chapter. James Broadbent’s The Australian colonial house: architecture and 
society in New South Wales 1788-1842 (1997) is a more recent study of the colonial-domestic 
merger (though again equating ‘Australia’ with ‘New South Wales’).53

On the subject of Australia’s domestic environment Boyd’s influence remains most 
pronounced. In his books, newspaper and journal articles, exhibitions such as ‘The House of 

  

                                                 
49 ‘Domestic Architecture in Australia’ (Special Number of Art in Australia), edited by S.U. Smith and B. Stevens 
with W.H. Wilson, Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1919. 
50 Freeland, Architecture in Australia, p. 247. 
51 Boyd on Wilson in Australia’s Home, p. 219. This was not a permanent discrediting as it later turned out. 
52 Freeland, Architecture in Australia, p. 45. 
53 Broadbent, The Australian colonial house.  
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Tomorrow’ (1949) and radio and television appearances, Boyd highlighted the centrality of 
house and suburb in the Australian setting and psyche.54 At the same time, this illuminated what 
he saw as the many problems in the visual appreciation of Australians (see Fig. 1.3). For Boyd, 
the Australian style (a euphemism for ugliness) displayed three characteristics: the scaling down 
of elements of commercial exhibitionism, a gardening habit which reflected dissatisfaction with 
nature, and an unashamed superficiality.55 Boyd, like the historians before and after him, saw 
the Twentieth Century’s built environment emanating from origins good and bad. No less 
distinctive than the simplicity of the colonial, vernacular or landscape approaches to architecture 
was the superficiality associated with the quintessentially Australian suburb: the ‘real Australia’, 
Australia’s ‘greatest achievement’ and ‘main contribution to civilization’ but where ugliness 
was most pronounced.56 The essence of this domain, this ‘half-way area’ between work and 
home, wrote Boyd, was ‘unreality: frank and proud artificiality’. This sensibility he believed 
appeared with the ‘first pretentious building in Australia’ – a house for Governor Phillip – and 
predominated through 200 years of stylistic trends, best encapsulated by the ‘shorn look’ of so 
many suburban houses and gardens.57

It is important here to emphasise the consequence of the historians’ identification of the 
colonial period pre-1840 as the font of original expression and benchmark of simplicity, quality 
and integrity in Australian architecture. As with Summerson’s views on British architecture, the 
Australian historians assumed the 1800 to 1840 period as relatively static despite the fact that it 
saw unprecedented mass migration. They also did their best to downplay the period’s 
engagement with the picturesque and medievalism.

  

58 This supposed age of innocence provides 
points of departure, opposition and return in the foundational story. It supports comparisons 
with the austerity of interwar architecture and strengthens arguments against ornamentation; it 
underlines the centrality of truthfulness to materials, integrity of form, singularity of idea, unity 
of approach and appropriateness of response to landscape and climate; it makes problematic the 
notion of progress, seen as a movement away from simplicity. As will be elaborated later, 
however, these arguments hinge upon particular views of the colonial period and the urban 
environment, seen through the lens of Twentieth Century functionalism and modernism, and 
framed by the post-war Menzies era of dramatically increasing home ownership, suburban 
expansion, wealth and consumerism.59 The historians were especially active in the 1950s and 
‘60s period, remembered by Bernard Smith as a time of high cultural cringe and when the 
results of postwar developments emerged more clearly.60

                                                 
54 See books by Boyd: Australia’s Home; The Australian Ugliness; Living in Australia, Rushcutters Bay, N.S.W: 
Pergamon Press, Australia, 1970; The great great Australian Dream, Rushcutters Bay, N.S.W.: Pergamon Press 
Australia, 1972; and The Walls around us, London; Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1982, Rev. and updated. 

  

55 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, p. 216.  
56 Boyd, Australia’s Home, p. 4 and Australian Ugliness, p. 161.  
57 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 163-4, Australia’s Home, p. 17 and Australian Ugliness, pp. 163-4. 
58 I am grateful for Conrad Hamann’s observation that this resembles John Summerson’s model of the 18th century 
being a lull before the storm or abyss of the 19th century.  
59 See G. Davison, The past and future of the Australian suburb, Australian Planner, 31 (2): 1993. 
60 As discussed by P. Beilharz, Imagining the antipodes: culture, theory, and the visual in the work of Bernard Smith, 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997, p. 46. 
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Foundational narrative 2: European settlement in Western Australia  
Just as the ‘Innocent Era’ is central to Australia’s architectural narrative, the colonial and pre-
convict period (1827-1850) is prominent in Swan River’s settlement narrative, forming the 
subject of entire studies as well as discrete chapters within larger histories. But while core to 
architecture’s foundational narrative are cultural aspects of identity, the story of settlement in 
Western Australia has mainly been driven by a desire to find origins in beginnings. Malcolm 
Uren’s Land looking west: the story of Governor James Stirling in Western Australia (1949) 
makes this clear: 

The purpose of this book is to give a fuller picture of the beginnings of the State of 
Western Australia and to give ample credit to James Stirling, who conceived the idea of 
the planting of a colony at Swan River, and led the pioneer settlers to the place of his 
choice.61

 
 

Beginnings and the charting of key moments have been instrumental in mapping the Swan River 
Colony’s development. As described by Geoffrey Bolton, milestones are a convenient and 
cogent way of measuring ‘pioneer achievement and economic progress’; they also act as drivers 
toward the future in the name of posterity.62 Within Western Australia’s settlement narrative, 
historical accounts were either published to coincide with significant moments or are later 
reflections on the same. The milestones typically occur at the end of the first decade, at 1850, 
and then at the anniversaries of fifty, one hundred and 150 years. The first decade was most 
immediately documented by Ogle in his 1839 Manual, and was subsequently the period upon 
which George Fletcher Moore reflected in his Diary. It is the period to which Uren and most 
recently Pamela Statham-Drew have dedicated studies of Stirling and his contributions to 
settlement, and Appleyard and Manford devoted their book, The Beginning: European 
Discovery and Early Settlement of Swan River, Western Australia (1979), itself published in 
recognition of Western Australia’s sesquicentenary.63 1850 marks a decisive break in numerous 
texts because of the introduction of convicts and the ensuing economic, political, social and 
environmental ramifications. Recognising the fifty year anniversary was Edmund Stirling’s 
Brief History, as mentioned earlier, and most famously approaching the centenary was J.S. 
Battye’s major work, Western Australia: a history from its discovery to the inauguration of the 
Commonwealth (1924). This had followed the earlier The Cyclopedia of Western Australia: an 
historical and commercial review: descriptive and biographical facts, figures and illustrations: 
an epitome of progress (1912) which most explicitly pronounces the thread of progress 
permeating the settlement story.64

The sesquicentenary saw the state government commission a fourteen-volume set of 
publications across a wide range of fields. For Bolton the set represented a positive break from 

  

                                                 
61 M. Uren, Land looking west: the story of Governor James Stirling in Western Australia, London: Oxford 
University Press, 1948, p. vii (my emphasis). 
62 Bolton, ‘Western Australia reflects’ in New History of Western Australia, p. 677. 
63 P. Statham-Drew, James Stirling: admiral and founding governor of Western Australia, Crawley, W.A.: University 
of Western Australia Press, 2003; and R.T. Appleyard and T. Manford, The beginning: European discovery and early 
settlement of Swan River, Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1980. 
64 E. Stirling, Brief History; J.S. Battye, Western Australia: a history from its discovery to the inauguration of the 
Commonwealth, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1924; and The Cyclopedia of Western Australia: an historical and 
commercial review: descriptive and biographical facts, figures and illustrations: an epitome of progress, Adelaide: 
Printed and published for the Cyclopedia Company by Hussey & Gillingham, 1912. 
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the tradition of uncritically chronicling progress, as did Tom Stannage’s 1979 social history, 
The People of Perth.65 Stannage’s approach to ‘history from below’ sparked some controversy 
at the time and has influentially shaped my interest in the many and ordinary matters of 
settlement building. Bolton’s comprehensive overview of the development of local historical 
interest and research in A New History of Western Australia was itself published ‘close to the 
sesquicentennial year’. In it he charts the shift from what Stannage terms the ‘monolithic’ 
narrative dominant until the late 1950s to the more diverse approaches and interpretations that 
followed.66 Bolton concluded that ‘[i]n 1980, no other Australian state could boast so many 
works of historical synthesis or detailed studies as Western Australia’.67

In any settler narrative the beginning of settlement is especially significant. In the case 
of Swan River there are generic and specific reasons for why this is so. It is, in generic terms, a 
conventional tale of the creation of a colony. Its beginnings include the sequence of events 
leading to colonisation, followed by the moment of invasion or possession. This moment is 
characterised by conflict and conquest, clearing and erasing as the typical precursors of 
settlement building (and in recent decades challenged by the emergence of indigenous and other 
previously marginalised histories). Mixed feelings of triumph and despair accompany the 
moment as unfamiliar surroundings challenged colonists’ expectations.  This was the case at 
New South Wales for instance but was even more pronounced at Swan River. It offers a story of 
leadership in the figure of Lieutenant Governor Captain James Stirling R.N. who, most 
historians concur, was responsible for the Colony’s existence and survival. It is in the broader 
mode of the pioneer myth, in which colonists develop strength of character through persistence, 
trials and by overcoming privations (notably absence of provisions and shortages of funds, 
skilled labour and materials). It is typical of the stories of new world colonies in which a 
primary motivation is settlement. The desire to make a productive and comfortable place in 
which to settle does not displace but supplements the imperial drive for possession of territory 
(a distinction earlier noted in relation to Anthony Trollope’s contrast of Australia and India). 
With settlement as the ambition, colonists focused on the gradual evolution of the man-made 
environment, involving transitions from temporary to permanent structures and from a so-called 
primitive to an advanced state, generally symbolised by the replacement of timber buildings 
with brick and stone constructions. Richard Twopeny noted it thus in his Town life in Australia 
of 1883: 

 This is perhaps not so 
surprising given the state’s scant coverage in national histories. Although many disciplinary 
fields began dismantling the myth of progress at around this time, that of architecture and 
settlement building continued to promote the traditional measurement of progress in mainly 
economic and material terms. Not least, this aligned with the aesthetic rationale of the 
Australian architectural historians: what is typically labelled the ‘austerity’ of Western 
Australia’s colonial architecture up to 1850 correlates with the simplicity lauded in the orthodox 
explanation of Australian architecture.  

                                                 
65 Western Towns and Buildings and Western Landscapes are included in this set. See also Stannage, People of Perth. 
Discussed by Bolton in ‘Western Australia reflects’ in NHWA. 
66 See C.T. Stannage, ‘Introduction’ in Stannage (ed), New History of Western Australia, p.xv. 
67 G. Bolton, ‘Western Australia reflects’ in New History of Western Australia, p. 691. 
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In the growth of towns, as well as in the progress of individuals and institutions, there are 
three periods to be gone through. Here the first stage is that of the log-hut. This is 
succeeded by the weather-board cottage, which in turn gives place to brick and stucco. 
Finally comes the stone building with two or three stories.68

 
 

Such changes in a colony’s setting become key indicators of improvement and of acquiring 
civilized society. Beginnings then, and in many respects the cruder the better, are fundamental 
to what is an archetypal story: the story of foundation is tantamount to the story of progress. 
This explains the emphasis in Western Australia’s settlement narrative on the first ten years, 
seen as the period during which the colony floundered, could have collapsed, but survived. The 
‘against all odds’ nature of the story heightens the drama of progress. Architectural and 
planning historians have also been concerned with the foundations of town planning: the 
ordering, segregating and aestheticizing of tracts of land. To this end Western Australian 
architectural historian Margaret Pitt Morison was particularly interested in identifying the 
sources for Perth’s town plan and developed an argument that Stirling’s Scottish background 
made Edinburgh New Town a likely precedent.69

In specific ways, the Swan River story is atypical in the context of British Imperialism 
and Australian colonisation. It provides a strong point of difference against the New South 
Wales experience although historians of ‘Australian’ colonisation have tended to favour the first 
and therefore ‘founding’ event of 1788 as representative of the settling of later colonies. Local 
historians are obviously more alert to areas of distinction and have comprehensively addressed 
the particular origins of the Swan River Colony (as has been the case for other Australian 
colonies). The points of distinction are important not only because they explain the significance 
of the local founding moment but because they expand the national picture and help to account 
for the visible differences between Australian cities today. Many of the distinctive aspects have 
been thoroughly researched and documented by others and will be addressed throughout the 
thesis. To summarise here, primary factors include the Colony’s agricultural purpose, its 
establishment by free settlers on the basis of private enterprise, and the demographic of the 
immigrants. James Cameron, for example, has extensively detailed the backgrounds and 
occupations of the mainly Scottish and English colonists.

 Evaluation of her hypothesis is explored 
further in Chapter Six of this thesis.  
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68 R. Twopeny, Town life in Australia, Harmondsworth, Middlesex; Ringwood, Vic,: Penguin Books facsimile 
edition, 1973, p. 30. 

  In addition to the sense of time 
passing, the relative timing of settlement is another key dynamic and, following the influential 
thesis by Louis Hartz, Helen Proudfoot has concisely summarised the effects on colonial 
development and spatial expression of two timing-related issues. The first relates to ‘contact 
with the parent metropolitan power’; the second, the ‘preoccupations of the age in which 
colonies are founded [which] become the guiding principles of their foundation ethos’. As a 
consequence, she claims, ‘the English Enlightenment was the guiding hand for Sydney and New 
South Wales, but by the time Adelaide and Melbourne were founded, nineteenth century 
capitalism and utilitarian doctrines were on the ascendant, and the complexion of these cities 

69 Pitt Morison, ‘Shaping of early Perth’, p. 47. 
70 See Cameron, Ambition’s Fire, especially his Chapter 4 ‘Swan River Mania’, pp. 51-68. 
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became different’.71 Others including Michael Rosenthal have likewise questioned the assumed 
synchronicity in the development of Australian colonies and Cameron has highlighted a 
romantic influence in the settlement of Swan River.72

1.3 Discourses of lament      

 It is my contention that the narratives 
have underplayed the importance of timing, limiting discussion to art-historical classification or, 
especially in the case of architecture, satirical treatment of the aesthetic values of period styles.  

The narratives of architecture and settlement each develop a story of origins to feed their 
potential for shaping future action. The architectural narrative saw the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century as a golden age; ‘Old Colonial’ architecture the pinnacle of and benchmark 
for Australia’s architectural achievement. In the settlement narrative the ideal was captured by 
Swan River’s unofficial name of ‘Hesperia’, establishing a symbolic connection to an ancient 
garden of paradise. The narratives were strongly configured around the theme of progress and 
concerns for the future. They were equally, however, driven by the other of progress: decline. 
This oppositional construct characterises the lament which is a primary mode of explanation in 
each narrative. As Catherine Ingraham has observed, ‘[a]ll disciplines, to some degree, have a 
discourse of lament’.73 In each narrative, the lament represents a two-way yearning, for the past 
and for another or especially future place, induced by a fundamental dissatisfaction with the 
present. This is what, in relation to Boyd, Winsome Callister refers to as ‘the dialectic of desire 
and disappointment’.74 Each narrative effectively contrasts a golden ideal with a comparatively 
less attractive reality. In architecture’s story, reality was the featurist, superficial, chaotic and 
suburban present of the twentieth century, the origins of which were traced back to about 1840. 
In the story of settlement, reality was the glare of the sand, the ad hoc, provisional and near 
impecunious state of settlement and the discovery that the Promised Land did not match 
expectations. In the architectural story, the ideal served to diminish reality, while in the case of 
settlement reality exposed the ideal as unattainable. In this vein, architecture’s narrative might 
be termed, after Ernst Gombrich, the ‘preference for the primitive’ and that of settlement, after 
Milton’s allegory of the descent of Man (and in which he ‘evokes “Hesperian Fables” to 
describe Eden’), ‘paradise lost’.75

As discussed more fully in later chapters, the Swan River story of ‘lost paradise’ 
follows a dramatic and compressed ride of fortunes. Between March 1827 and May 1829 the 
build up to settlement was fuelled by promotional language drawn from the strongly visual 
paradigm of early Nineteenth Century romanticism and induced high expectations of an idyllic 

 Each narrative follows the dialectic principle and belongs to 
the ‘decline and fall’ mode of historical explanation.  

                                                 
71 H. Proudfoot refers to Hartz (as previously noted) as well as others including Max Neutze, in ‘Founding cities in 
Nineteenth Century Australia’, p. 11. 
72 This is important because the Neo-Georgian tradition dominating the architectural narrative assumed the direct 
transmission of Augustan rather than romantic culture. See Cameron, Ambition’s Fire and also ‘Western Australia, 
1616-1829: An Antipodean paradise’, The Geographical Journal, 140 (3): Oct. 1974. 
73 Ingraham, p. 139. 
74 W. Callister, ‘The dialectic of desire and disappointment: Robin Boyd and Australian architecture’, Transition 38, 
Special issue: Robin Boyd, 1992: pp. 71-85. 
75 E.H. Gombrich, The Preference for the Primitive: Episodes in the History of Western Taste and Art, London; New 
York: Phaidon Press Ltd, 2002, p. 7; discussion of Milton in H. De Almeida and G.H. Gilpin, Indian Renaissance: 
British romantic art and the prospect of India, Aldershot, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, c.2005, p. 293. 
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pastoral landscape ripe for farming and family life. Arrival at the new land, however, found 
many emigrants disappointed and by late 1829 the fledgling colony was on a downward 
trajectory. This, at least, is the model favoured by Twentieth Century historians, who place 
responsibility for the colony’s early stagnation in the lap of James Stirling and others who had 
inadequately prepared for this free enterprise experiment. In brief, this foundational narrative 
commences with an ambitious Arcadian ideal, follows a supposedly rapid decline, and makes a 
slow recovery through the remainder of the nineteenth century. (This model forms an interesting 
parallel to the architectural narrative, featuring a Neo-Georgian progression of idyll, 
degeneration and slow recovery of values through Modernism.)  Only with the late Nineteenth 
Century discovery of gold did the narrative identify a peak to match the Colony’s initial 
expectations. Interestingly, at that point, the architecture was an amalgam of Victorian and 
Federation – the two bête noires of the modernist architectural historians. 

The source of the architectural narrative’s lament is, in effect, the face-off of simplicity 
and superficiality. Simplicity was synonymous with the solemn, sober and much-admired values 
of directness, truthfulness and unpretentiousness, exemplified by (i) the order and dignity of the 
classical Georgian or early colonial period; (ii) unselfconscious vernacular building; and (iii) the 
restrained austerity of the inter- and post-war period of the 1930s and ‘40s.76

The oppositional nature of architecture’s lament is perfectly exemplified in a group of 
Francis Greenway buildings circa 1817. Contrasting with the glorification of Greenway’s most 
admired neo-classical buildings, such as Hyde Park Barracks and St Matthews Church, the 
historians condemn the ‘elaborate’ Government House Stables as ‘unfortunate’.

 The narrative 
favours these modes because they seemed motivated by utilitarianism and economy of means as 
well as appropriate response to the landscape. Recourse to nature as well as primitivism has 
been a constant instinct in the story of Australian architecture and continues to this day, as 
photographs gracing the covers and inside covers of Bingham-Hall and Jackson’s most recent 
books testify (Figs 1.4 and 1.5). This is a direct conflation of modernist values and colonial 
expression. Conversely, the usually maligned qualities of superficiality (or artificiality) are 
invariably attributed to the onset of commercialism and reflected in the excesses of 
ornamentation, individualism and featurism that dominate Australia’s suburban environment. 
Indeed, the simplicity versus superficiality battle was most visibly waged in the building type of 
the house, as can be seen in comparison of the architectural and advertising content in the 1919 
‘Domestic Architecture in Australia’ (Fig. 1.6). Discussions about Australian style were 
especially problematic: many commentaries existed as surveys of historical styles, on the one 
hand, and at the same time were anti-style in their favouring of the unpretentious, unornamented 
vernacular approach. That is, the historians opposed an outline of successive styles with a future 
that transcended ‘style’: a future without artifice. This may explain Boyd’s sustained attack in 
The Australian Ugliness on the continuity of ‘style’ and Freeland’s condemnation of ‘stylism’. 
This ambivalence – style versus ‘no style’ – lies at the core of the architectural narrative.  

77

                                                 
76 James Stevens Curl has observed how solemn and sober these virtues always were. See J. S. Curl, Victorian 
architecture: diversity & invention. Reading; England: Spire Books, c.2007. 

 Herman and 

77 Herman, Early Australian architects, p. 57; Freeland, Architecture in Australia, p. 37;  Boyd, Walls around us, p. 
8. 
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Boyd blamed Governor Macquarie, who had ‘laid down the principle of a “Castellated” house’. 
Both claim that Greenway was ‘never happy’ with ‘these conventions’, ‘although’, Herman 
conceded, ‘he wrote lovingly of it’.78 More recent negative criticism came in 1989 when 
Richard Apperly, Robert Irving and Peter Reynolds claimed in Identifying Australian 
Architecture, ‘We still find it hard to reconcile Francis Greenway's calm, understated Hyde Park 
Barracks in Sydney with his rather preposterous sham medieval stables for Government House, 
regarding the latter as an aberration rather than an adumbration’.79 Notably, Greenway’s 
blending of gothic and neoclassical aspects can be found within the Stables itself, as Herman’s 
two sketches explicitly illustrate (Fig. 1.7). However Herman excused Greenway thus: ‘in the 
inner court of the stables he relapsed into his own effortless, direct method of design, leaving 
the false Gothic as an external showy screen only’.80

The historians generally terminate Australia’s colonial period circa 1840.
 

81 After this 
moment Australia’s architectural expression was seen to shift irrevocably from simplicity to 
superficiality, at that point the lament was fully launched. Herman concludes his study of early 
Australian architects at this point; Freeland identifies 1837 as the break between ‘Colonial’ and 
‘Late Colonial’ periods. It marks, for most, the ‘stylistic chaos’ of the Victorian era; for Boyd, 
the ushering in of ‘the rot’ and the age of commercialism.82 This periodisation is due to several 
factors, partly social and political, but more especially aesthetic or stylistic. For Herman, 
triggers of change included the adoption of the free immigration policy in 1837 and the 
abolition in 1840 of convicts to NSW. For Freeland, the introduction on 1st January 1838 of a 
‘comprehensive set of building regulations … spelled doom for the Colonial style’ and with it 
‘the only shoot thrown by the Australian architectural tree that showed promise of developing 
indigenous qualities and characteristics was abruptly pruned’.83 The moment signified 
transition, marking ‘the division between colony and nation …, architecture exactly reflecting 
this division’ and Sydney, from a ‘mere town … was undergoing metamorphosis into a 
metropolis’. Herman saw it as ‘the end of the true Colonial period and the beginning of an 
entirely new development’.84 The ‘development’, for most of the historians, meant the onset of 
sophistication, professionalism, commercialism and historicism (or stylism) in architecture. 
Herman also describes the architectural and cultural signs of the finale which, perhaps aptly, 
was preceded by Greenway’s death in 1837 (though it is widely acknowledged that Greenway’s 
star began to fade in the early 1820s).85

                                                 
78 Herman, Early Australian architects, p. 57; Boyd, Walls around us, p. 8. 

 Reiterating the British model of descent into Victorian 
taste such as described by John Summerson, Herman’s views are typical of historians before 
and after him: with a ‘new concept … already manifest in architecture’ Australia ‘was to enter 

79 R. Apperly, R. Irving & P. Reynolds, A pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 
1788 to the present, North Ryde, N.S.W: Angus & Robertson, 1989, p. 23. 
80 Herman, Early Australian architects, p. 57. 
81 In Western Australia the early colonial period is usually seen to end at 1850 with the introduction of convicts. 
82 On the ‘stylistic chaos and histrionic vagaries of the long Victorian era’ see M.U. Beasley, ‘Random observations 
on some older buildings mainly of Perth and Fremantle’, The Architect (WA), March 1967, p. 32; Boyd, Australian 
Ugliness, p. 153. 
83 Freeland, Architecture in Australia, p. 84. 
84 Herman, Early Australian architects, pp. 218, 209, 207 (my emphasis). 
85 Greenway’s fading influence noted in Broadbent, Francis Greenway, p. 27. 



Chapter 1 Prospects of the past 

53 

upon an orgy of ornate taste and often rich vulgarity, from which it was slowly to emerge with 
throbbing head, shaking legs, and uncertain steps, exactly one hundred years later’.86

In the architectural story, the passing of the golden age of Georgian/Colonial 
architecture, characterised by qualities traditionally assigned to the masculine, such as 
simplicity, honesty and restraint, gave way to the world Freeland described (with regard to the 
1890s High Victorian period) as ‘made of marshmallow’.

  

87 The associations that Freeland 
presumably intended by this analogy (that is, ‘soft at the centre; … sentimental’,88 superficial) 
were qualities that modernist architectural historians considered feminine, suggesting a 
powerful attachment of gender to forms of expression as I later explain. Boyd for instance 
assigned women a symbolic ‘God’s Police’ role, coupled with ‘muddle-headed’ stereotyping.89 
He saw these traits, plus middle Australian values and mid-Nineteenth Century tastes 
contributing to the inconsistent and mixed-up character of the nation. Induced by the Twentieth 
Century’s destruction of nature, the colonial past and vernacular traditions (amounting to the 
demolition of values of honesty and refinement) the historians lamented the dignity and 
innocence lost at about the time Australia was founded. At the same time they yearned for the 
simplicity of what Boyd called a ‘non-featurist solution’, the unity and cohesion of ‘a delightful 
total environment’ signifying a cultivated sensibility, and the rationality (exemplified by 
Desbrowe-Annear’s Broceliande) that would resist featurism.90 As a result of the imposition of 
modernist values on the past, one of the lament’s legacies is a limited understanding of colonial 
architecture and its place within architectural development thereafter. The lament is underscored 
by a particular view of history: a linear cycle through stages of (Colonial) golden age; 
(Victorian) decay; and a sadder and wiser (Modern) recovery.91

As recounted by Gombrich, historical developments in art and architecture have moved 
from crude to refined or ‘hard to soft’, in the opposite direction to the development of taste, 
moving from ‘soft to hard’. Though Gombrich is referring to a shift from the Middle Ages to the 
Italian Renaissance, the concept is applicable to this discussion of Australian architecture. With 
the ‘hard’ associated with ‘nobility, strength, innocence and sincerity’ and the ‘soft’ with 
‘vulgarity, effeminacy, corruption and meretriciousness’ it seems that this ‘turn of the tide of 
taste’, this ‘preference for the primitive’ is a more widely occurring ‘cultural phenomenon’.

 This parallels a certain view of 
the future for architecture in Australia, identified with the virtues found in colonial and 
vernacular building and retrieved by twentieth century functionalism.  
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86 Herman, Early Australian architects, pp. 218, 220. 

 
Clearly a taste for the hard has shaped the Australian architectural historians’ views of history 
and the future. Their aversions to the complex and the decorative, their resistance to the 

87 Freeland, Architecture in Australia, p. 276 and J.M. Freeland, ‘The Australian Pub’, Architecture in Australia, 
49(4): Dec. 1960: p. 58. 
88 Definition of ‘marshmallow’ from The new shorter Oxford English dictionary on historical principles, edited by 
Lesley Brown, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993, p. 1703. 
89 On Boyd’s analysis of gender in Australia’s Home and The Australian Ugliness see A. Gartner, ‘Robin Boyd’s 
social images’, Transition 38: 1992: pp. 87-93. 
90 See Boyd, Australian Ugliness, p. 9, 91, 129, 136, 121, 120. 
91 C. Hamann, ‘Paths of Beauty: the Afterlife of Australian Colonial architecture, Part 1’, Transition, 26, 1988: p. 27. 
92 Gombrich, Preference for the Primitive, pp. 8-9. 
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progress of sophistication underpin their atavistic preference for the primitive.93 As Hamann 
after Joan Kerr has observed, this reactive force guided a range of concerns including ‘the 
mental separation of “vernacular” and “original” architectures from a mire of “contrivance”, 
“self-consciousness” and “pretension”’ and ‘the elevation of “unselfconscious” architecture to 
the status of moral touchstone’.94 The historians’ preference for the simplicity seen as 
emblematic of colonial architecture is also a denial of the possibility of artifice or strongly 
developed aesthetic predilections in colonial architecture. Through this thesis I argue that 
colonial architecture was not, as the historians proposed, unselfconscious and without artifice, 
but that artifice was deployed to achieve outcomes of aesthetic and other kinds. One may 
speculate, for instance, that artifice underlined the choice of architectural style and building site, 
setting, scale and materiality to meet certain aesthetic objectives and convey persuasive 
messages about imperial authority. In challenging the dichotomy of simplicity versus 
superficiality, my exploration is of the coincidence of the aesthetic paradigms of simplicity and 
artifice within the colonial period. I am concerned not with simplicity then artifice, and not with 
simplicity or artifice, but with simplicity and artifice and with the artifice in/of simplicity. What 
I am testing, in other words, is the notion that the Golden Age was also (already) a 
marshmallow world.95

Focusing the lament: progress and surface 

 

Focussing the lament in each of the narratives are motifs of progress and surface, although this 
has not to my knowledge been recognised before. In various ways the ‘march of progress’ is 
imprinted on surfaces and in appearances. As discussed in later chapters, surface is vital to the 
settlement narrative because of its roles in making ground, in the figuring of objects and in the 
pictorial representation of built settings. At Swan River, opinion about the merits of the place 
for colonisation were divided by the ground’s surface, seen by some to indicate fertility and 
beauty, by others, monotony and barrenness. The first settlers and generations of historians alike 
have debated the impact on the colony’s progress of Stirling’s initial assessment of the region’s 
potential based on soil quality which he derived largely by virtue of its appearance (see 
Chapters Two and Three). Although affected by quality of surface, in other ways progress is 
achieved by the gradual exposure and creation of ground, such as brought about by clearing. As 
I discuss in Chapter Four, the clearing pertaining to settler societies features at Swan River in 
three ways: firstly in the aesthetic attraction of the settlers to the openness of the thinly wooded 
‘park-like’ landscape96

                                                 
93 As discussed in P. Proudfoot, ‘Atavism in Australian architecture’. 

; secondly in the mandatory clearing of building lots to make way for 
building and cultivation and to improve the security as well as appearance of the towns; thirdly 
in the clearing of large tracts of land to support farming and agriculture and hence secure the 

94 Hamann, ‘Paths of Beauty’: p. 31-2. See also Joan Kerr, ‘Why architects should not write architectural history’, 
Transition, 4(1): Nov. 1984: pp. 26-8. 
95 Many years ago, Conrad Hamann attempted something similar by linking Colonial and Federation architectures via 
the Italianate by means of the encompassing line. A related idea discussed by Harriet Edquist and cited by Hamann is 
that of the ‘impurity’ of Georgian use. Hamann, ‘Paths of Beauty’, pp. 28-35.  
96 Tim Bonyhady, Images in opposition: Australian landscape painting 1801-1890, Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 1985, suggests that this openness was possibly the result of regular forest burning by indigenous groups, 
though recent analyses have cast doubt on whether indigenous groups did in fact burn deliberately.  
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colony’s prosperity. Clearing was thus supported by aesthetic and utilitarian imperatives, and 
surface hence valued for its aesthetic as well as productive potential with the result that its 
securing was an important instigator and indicator of progress.  

Progress and surface have also been problematic themes within the Australian 
architectural narrative. Embedded as the earlier Twentieth Century authors are within 
modernity, progress has reigned supreme but they are also resistant to its urges. They see the 
move towards a genuinely Australian architecture as progress inasmuch as this is a form of 
maturing, but a ‘progressive, pushing society like Australia’s’ is also seen to obstruct that 
growth.97 With progress (arriving circa 1840) came increasing complexity: buildings developed 
a new sophistication, commercialism and ornamentation, and settlements displayed 
characteristics of openness and a lack of focus and centre. Surface materialises again as ground 
as well as building envelope and hosted the battle between simplicity and superficiality. Vertical 
and horizontal planes were seen either as canvases upon which nature enacted transient patterns 
of golden light and shadow (such as on the plain whitewashed walls of colonial houses), or 
panels upon which were veneered all manner of artificial decorative features. Building surfaces 
which had in colonial times been plainly treated acquired increasingly intricate and superficial 
applications of style, while suburbs were stripped of natural elements in favour of artificial 
manicuring (or ‘gardening’ for Boyd). Australia’s modernist architectural historians equated a 
raw progress with nineteenth century historicism and the post-World War Two suburban 
building boom (and, more recently, CBD high-rise, periodically associated with American – or 
‘world’ – sophistication). Neither was seen as an improvement of the human environment. Boyd 
especially lamented the ‘conspicuous ugliness’ that was ‘skin deep’ and which resulted from the 
‘consistent vandalistic disregard for the community’s appearance’.98

Inducing Boyd’s lament is concern with Australians’ superficial engagement with 
appearance, believed to confound any expression of ‘truth’ or ‘depth’ within a building, an 
environment or indeed society. In other words, it was the quality, character and expression of 
and preoccupation with surface (that is, appearance) that Boyd (and others) saw as superficial 
and yet, paradoxically he believed an improvement in appearance was essential. Appearance is 
thus a value-laden binary: simple versus superficial, honest versus artificial. Boyd’s writings are 
aesthetic manifestoes, visual treatises on the various treatments of surface in Australian 
environments. He described The Australian Ugliness, for example, as ‘firstly, a portrait of 
Australia with the background in the foreground and, secondly, a glance at the artistic 
philosophy which permitted this background to be so shallow and unsatisfying’.
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97 Boyd quoted by David Saunders, ‘Man and the Past’ in A. Rapoport (ed), Australia as Human Setting, Sydney; 
London; Melbourne; Brisbane; Singapore: Angus & Robertson, 1972, p. 128. 

 These few 
words gather the main preoccupations of his writings: an emphasis on picture, setting and 
surface, within the context of aesthetics and framed by the lament balancing hope and 
disappointment. Through numerous metaphors – the ‘quick impressions of civilized conditions’ 
created by the ‘battering back of the bush frontier’, and the ‘veneer’, ‘cloak’ and ‘camouflage’ 
techniques of featurism – Boyd highlights what he considers the superficial ‘scrabbling’ on the 

98 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 16, 9. 
99 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, p. 11 (my emphasis). 
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surface preventing Australians from honest and meaningful engagements with their place and 
time.100 Boyd’s discussions of surface move between tropes of ground, canvas, façade and 
attitude as he describes landscapes, buildings, their owners and their mainly suburban settings 
(Fig. 1.8). He locates Australians’ surface preoccupations in the denuding of ground (the 
clearing of bush, the ‘arborophobic’ pruning of trees (Fig. 1.3)), the manufacture of openness, 
and the treatment of building envelopes.101 Appearance for him is paramount: his polemic rests 
on the exposing of Australians’ lack of visual awareness and their tawdry preoccupation with 
prettiness. In their urge to beautify Boyd finds Australians’ focus on superficiality a peculiar 
artistic counteraction to the vast scale of the surface of their continent.102 For him, the ‘elusive 
quality in Australian design’ was a ‘thin but well-established Australian veneer on international 
Western culture [which was] the substance of everything peculiar in Australian living practices 
and artistic habits’.103

Most of Australia’s superficial and thus undesirable habits were seen as derivations 
from overseas, adapted, for better or worse, to Australian conditions. The suburban idiom 
evolved from an English model (with its desire for privacy and separation)

 Paradoxically, then, the thin veneer of surface was for Boyd the main 
body of Australian architecture, its essence precisely in a supposed lack of depth.  

104, was amplified 
after World War Two by American consumerism, and ultimately extended to new levels by 
Australia.105 (The irony of this situation is worth noting if we recall that those inaugurating the 
search for Australian identity did so following an overseas experience.) Superficiality also has 
another source: the domestic and featurist characteristics seen to typify Australia’s built 
environment were often associated with women. For Boyd, when more women arrived at the 
NSW penal settlement (in large numbers by the 1820s106) ‘floors went in, chintz covered the 
windows and wooden stretchers, and the plain deal tables were scrubbed white. Such was the 
beginning of Australian suburban living’. In a related way, it was the arrival of women and a 
conscious ‘sense of style’ that stimulated in men an interest in ‘picturing’ the colony as ‘a more 
permanent home’. It was the ‘tastes and desires of the average mistress’ in the lower middle-
class bracket that Boyd saw as inspiration for houses designed by speculative builders, 
becoming ‘the mirror of popular taste’.107 Likewise in discussions of Greenway’s work, 
Elizabeth Macquarie was blamed (even as recently as 2004) for the ‘unfortunate’ gothic 
‘aberration’108 of his Government House Stables, while her husband the Governor was 
associated with the celebrated neoclassical examples.109

                                                 
100 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 147, 10, 22, 24. 

 In this vein Queen Victoria’s ascension 

101 See Chapter 4: ‘Pioneers and Arboraphobes’ in Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 91-119. 
102 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, p. 169. 
103 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, p. 10 (my emphasis). 
104 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 3-4, Australia’s Home, pp. 12-13. 
105 This view assumes that overseas suburban developments post-1960 had no further influence upon Australia. 
106 See C. Jordan, Progress versus the Picturesque: white women and the aesthetics of environmentalism in colonial 
Australia 1820-1860, Art History, 25(3): Jun. 2002: p. 344. 
107 Boyd, Australia’s Home, pp. 7, 221, 14-15. 
108 L. Slattery, ‘Monumental oversight’, Weekend Australian, 17-18 Jan 2004: ‘the neo-gothic folly of the 
Government House Stables may have been Lady Macquarie’s call’. R. Apperly, R. Irving and P. Reynolds, A 
pictorial guide to identifying Australian architecture: styles and terms from 1788 to the present, North Ryde, N.S.W: 
Angus & Robertson, 1989, p. 23, regard Greenway’s Government House Stables ‘as an aberration rather than an 
adumbration’. 
109 Broadbent in Francis Greenway, however, provides an informed counter-argument to this view. See p. 41. 
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to the throne, aged 18, in 1837 is notable. The rise of suburbia and domestication of Australia’s 
built environment is thus coincident with the death of Greenway and the crowning of the new 
Queen: the demise of the old order and the birth of the new. Generally the architectural 
historians’ observations of the feminine influence on architecture and the suburban setting in 
Australia are, at best, dismissive. However they highlight the complex place of women in the 
history of Australia’s built environment.  

1.4 Sketches of prospects     
The ‘illuminative power’ of the architecture and settlement narratives has been enhanced 
significantly by the ideas of ‘sketch’ and ‘prospect’. Application of these notions in the stories 
of architecture and settlement are addressed here; their influence on the actual formation of 
settlement including its buildings and settings examined through the remainder of the thesis. 
Prospect refers to ways of thinking and describing that are historical (also temporal), visual (and 
specifically pictorial), spatial, and ideological. These dimensions of prospective thinking have 
informed the construction of Australia’s foundational narratives. Prospect firstly refers to the 
sense that the historians have for the future; for forward-looking and -thinking. It is also closely 
related to posterity: what the future will leave as a legacy, for the sons and the sons’ sons; that 
which will determine whether ‘to praise or to blame’.110

The second and third dimensions of prospect are the entwined visual and spatial 
sensibilities, involving projection or extension of a vision or plan (especially from an elevated 
or aerial position) into an imaginary or representational space. The picturing of prospects has 
been an especially persuasive tool in the Australian architectural narrative, legitimating for 
generations of readers the historians’ interpretations of the past and their future projections. A 
sense of distance or elevation enables the envisaging of the prospect, and in this way the spatial 
and visual dimensions are strongly linked. In addition, it is commonly the case in the texts that 
the prospects pictured, of past or future, are places, or more specifically, landscapes (natural and 
urban) representing cultural metaphors as well as literal terrains. In the latter case, prospect 
recalls its historic association as a type of landscape. By virtue of the privileged position of 
eminence, fourthly, prospect embodies a powerful ideological (and often gendered) drive.

 By extension, prospect accompanies 
progress: where the latter is a retrospectively applied measure of a journey or achievement over 
time; prospect glances projectively into the future, anticipating progress. This is the historical 
and temporal dimension.  
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110 Boyd, Australia’s Home, p. 38; and referring to Colonel Light’s choice of site for Adelaide, p. 27. 

 
These multiple dimensions often intersect within the texts, highlighting the powerful conflation 
of the visual and the visionary. Furthermore, the historians’ prospective approach is frequently 
supported by the device of the sketch. As historiographic model, visual illustration and a kind of 
word-picture (what Richard Sha terms a verbal sketch), the sketch has enhanced the story-telling 

111 On the gendering of the prospect see J.M. Labbe, Romantic visualities: landscape, gender, and romanticism, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan Press; New York: St. Martin's Press, 1998. 
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function of the histories.112

The settlement narrative is built around notions of progress, prospect and sketch. They 
are neatly linked in Edmund Stirling's Brief History, which sets out to ‘compile a narrative from 
authentic sources of our progress, giving a glance at our future prospects and the field Western 
Australia offers for extended occupation’.

 Together the notions of sketch and prospect provide powerful modes 
of speculating upon, envisaging and describing past, present and future. 

113

In the architectural story, prospect and sketch have been deployed in compelling ways, 
not least in service of the lament. This is underscored by particular views of history and the 
historical process, framing the historians’ interpretations of the colonial period, plus their 
responses to the ‘natural landscape’ and their contemporary urban environment. ‘View’ here is 
synonymous with ‘outlook’, possessing the multiple meanings of vision, scene and opinion. 
Hence the historians’ views define the prospects not only of their historical subjects, but of their 
very historical accounts. In other words, they have not only written about the future possibilities 
for architecture in Australia, but have done so in such a way as to ensure the longevity of their 
own beliefs and values. It is notable here that many Australian architectural historians, including 
Wilson, Bunning and Boyd (and later Philip Cox), were practitioner-historians who meshed 
prospective thinking and architectural design philosophy. Between his 1947 Victorian Modern: 
one hundred and eleven years of modern architecture in Victoria, Australia and 1952 

 He shared with his namesake, the founding 
Governor Captain James Stirling, prospective thinking embedded in a visual paradigm 
supporting commercial objectives. The prospect of the ‘field’ offered for ‘extended occupation’ 
evokes not only a protracted sense of time but an image of vast surfaces and open spaces, 
linking the early nineteenth century Colony with the modern suburban metropolis. Nineteenth 
Century accounts of settlement at Swan River are strongly driven by prospective and pictorial 
thinking implying a preoccupation with the future and with visions of what the future might 
hold. Not least, as has been seen in the examples of Nathaniel Ogle and Edmund Stirling, 
attracting migrants was a major incentive for the advertisement of the region’s potential. In the 
early twentieth century the narrative’s dominant theme was progress (exemplified in Battye’s 
works); after the 1960s the histories sought to expose the myth of progress and the apparently 
flawed bases on which the prospects of settlement, in its founding period, had been projected. 
This lament, though, consolidated another version of the myth: of the mainly economic decline 
largely induced by the speculative thinking of James Stirling. Progress, in other words, had been 
compromised by Stirling’s sketching of prospects. In subsequent chapters, I develop a broader 
interpretation of prospect in relation to the formative and formal history of the Swan River 
settlement. My focus on prospect is not to supplant the narrative’s emphasis on progress (both 
notions are preoccupied with going or getting somewhere) but to more vividly capture the early 
nineteenth century romantic entrenchment in a visual and pictorial paradigm. In this way 
prospect more usefully explains the related activities of envisaging, historical thinking, place-
making and building.  

                                                 
112 R.C. Sha, The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1998. 
113 E. Stirling, cited in Bolton, ‘Western Australia reflects’ in New History of WA, p. 677 (my emphasis). 
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Australia’s Home, for example, Boyd exhibited his House of Tomorrow: a demonstrably avant 
garde project contrasting with existing suburban forms and attitudes.114 Prospect has driven the 
commentary as well as design practice of these architects and in straddling these activities their 
reformist ambitions become most apparent.115

The story-telling function of the histories has been directly enhanced by use of the 
sketch as model, visual illustration and verbal description. As model, firstly, the sketch provides 
a kind of historiographic trope or metaphor: sketch as overview (matching the prospect’s 
capacity for big-picture thinking), an outline of salient facts and features. The sketch or picture 
has been used in this way by Bunning, Boyd and Freeland. Pictorial thinking structures 
Bunning’s Homes in the sun, published in 1945 after the completion of his term as executive 
officer at the Commonwealth Housing Commission. Intended to consolidate and inspire 
Australia’s post-war reconstruction, Bunning’s introduction (like Edmund Stirling’s before and 
Freeland’s since) gathers the key elements of prospect, history and picture to define his aim, 
which is ‘to draw a picture of the way Australian homes could be built to admit sunshine and 
fresh air’. He ‘delves into history’ and derives ‘general principles’ to meet the demand of 
Australian citizens for ‘some kind of picture of this future’ for which they had fought.

 

116 Similar 
thinking informed Boyd’s ‘portrait’ of Australia’s ‘background’. Freeland’s aim to sketch what 
he saw as Australian architecture’s linear path since its European beginnings encompassed the 
active sense of the word (to delineate, to outline) and its descriptive sense of the big picture 
overview (having conceptual connotations as well as those of incompleteness).117

As visual illustration, secondly, sketches are especially prominent in texts by Wilson, 
Herman and Boyd. Wilson produced probably the most famous and admired set of images for 
his Old Colonial architecture. His large collotype renderings are reconstructions of building 
form, material, detail and texture from Australia’s ‘golden’ colonial era. In addition, they 
capture or more precisely invent an historical atmosphere, on the basis of which his drawings 
have not only garnered great admiration but strongly influenced the narrative’s subsequent 
development. The pictorial and prospective sensibilities evident in his drawings and writings are 

 Moreover, his 
intention to sketch obviated the need for comprehensiveness, or precision. With this aim, 
Freeland (consciously or not) connected with a tradition that peaked in the early nineteenth 
century, when a proliferation of historical works and other commentaries pronounced 
themselves ‘sketches’ of their respective subjects. Like many such precedents, Freeland’s 
‘sketch’ in fact contains no drawings. His is heavily illustrated only with photographs and 
interestingly, with the exception of journal articles, was among the first of the Australian 
architectural histories to adopt this format almost exclusively. Other authors’ accounts are 
elaborately illustrated only with drawings, often mostly their own.  

                                                 
114 R. Boyd, Victorian Modern: one hundred and eleven years of modern architecture in Victoria, Australia, 
Melbourne: Architectural Students’ Society of the Royal Victorian Institute of Architects, 1947; Australia's Home; 
Boyd, “House of Tomorrow” exhibition at Exhibition Building, Melbourne, 1949. 
115 Joan Kerr’s discussion of the necessary distinctions between architects and architectural historians is pertinent 
here. Practising architects, she considered, were much more likely to be influenced by the architectural values of their 
present day, which would colour their interpretations of historical architectures. See Kerr, ‘Why architects should not 
write architectural history’: pp. 26-28. 
116 Bunning, p. 5. 
117 For example see Freeland, Architecture in Australia, preface. 



Sketches in the sand 

60 

paralleled in his architectural projects. Wilson’s houses, Eryldene (1914), Purulia (1916) and 
Macquarie Cottage (1918) are convincing reconstructions of motifs, materials and settings of 
early colonial buildings, a resemblance further conveyed through carefully staged photographic 
compositions (Figs 1.9, 1.10). ‘Domestic Architecture in Australia’ included many such 
photographs, most by Wilson’s friend Harold Cazneaux. The correlations between word, image 
and building are especially potent in Wilson’s case and his are particularly tangible prospects of 
both past and future. As a result he is generally considered to have established the colonial 
period as the moment of glory and guiding light for Australian architecture.  

There is strong resemblance between Wilson’s drawings and some of Herman’s, in 
terms of composition, colour, texture and inclusion of period detail (Fig. 1.11). But where 
Wilson was always the artist, seduced by beauty and seeing (as he put it) with a ‘painter’s eye as 
much as with an architect’s’,118 Herman was primarily the architectural historian and his texts 
feature a wider range of drawing types: measured drawings, details, diagrams and sketches, all 
in black and white; and full page colour plates of measured drawings or views rendered in pen 
and ink, watercolour or pencil. Matters of proportion and detailing (and their faithful 
measurement and representation) were clearly paramount. Boyd’s drawings show him most 
obviously the critic and the satirist, and a different though equally sharp visual sensibility 
informs his work. His commentary on the history of and prospects for Australian architecture is 
masterfully organised around tropes of sketch and caricature. Typical of this approach is the set 
of house drawings in Australia’s Home labelled ‘Major steps of stylism’, the likeness of which 
to his uncle Martin Boyd’s own caricatures is striking (Fig. 1.12). Changes to house style and 
the suburban landscape provided subjects through which Boyd vividly depicted what he saw as 
Australian culture’s decline and fall.119 This, Geoffrey Serle has pointed out, was a renewal of 
the interpretation published in his 1947 Victorian Modern.120

The third application of the sketch is in verbal form, exemplified by the visually 
descriptive language characterising texts by Wilson, Bunning, Boyd and Freeland. This further 
highlights the authors’ preoccupations with story-telling as well as with aesthetics and issues of 
appearance. If Wilson’s explanations were enhanced by the strength of his graphic skill, Boyd’s 
rested on his powerful (and prolific) prose. Boyd’s descriptions are most colourful when the 
subject holds an important (if not celebrated) place in the story He devotes lengthy passages to 
vignette-descriptions of Australia’s colonial, vernacular and suburban culture and environments, 
the (contrasting) areas that he considered Australia’s main contributions to civilisation. An 
opening segment in Australia’s Home offers an unfolding image of the mid-twentieth century 
Australian suburb as: 

 Unconcerned with accuracy of 
form or feature (perhaps because, in contrast, his verbal sketches were so incisive), his visual 
sketches were designed to convey cogently and memorably the main thrust of his argument.  

… a wide winding avenue of heavy oaks lined by tall fences and impenetrable hedges, a 
glimpse of high gables or plaster parapets through a curtain of leaves, a monumental 
gateway, a sweep of gravel drive, bay windows, lawns, flowering shrubs. Or it may have 
been a gully between two broken ranges of red walls and roofs, a straight street one chain 

                                                 
118 Wilson, Old Colonial Architecture, p. 2. 
119 Boyd, Australia’s Home, pp. 15-16. 
120 Serle, Robin Boyd, p. 118. 
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in width, with narrow grass strips dividing sidewalks from the roadway, cropped trees and 
telegraph poles set in line in the grass, low continuous fences made of fifty-feet sections 
of pickets or bricks or woven wire, squares of lawn with beds of annuals and low shrubs 
and a sprinkling of decorative trees, high grey paling fences slicing up the gardens and 
the red façades, porches, bricks, cream weatherboards, curtained windows. Or it may 
have been a treeless traffic way with the fences divided into much smaller sections, 
continuous rows of buildings on each hand pressing greedily forward over the garden, the 
brown brick faces only a few feet behind the fences, like a football crowd craning to 
watch the defeat of the Australian domestic idea.121

 
 

The subtle ‘may have been’ underlines the speculative and impressionistic tone of Boyd’s 
writing, inviting readers to imagine the possible pasts as well as futures of Australia’s urban 
fabric. He applies the same visual acuity to suburban attitudes: 

The suburb was a street in the cold dawn full of grey figures converging on a yellow 
cement railway station from which they would vanish to factory bench and serving counter. 
Or it was a car rolling with a long, luxurious bounce out of a driveway and on to the short 
road to town. Or it was a group waiting on a corner, newspapers dispensed by an honesty 
box, neat tailoring, leather cases, lunch-bags, and magazines to be read in the tram which 
would weave them through miles of similar streets into the fabric of the town. 

 
The suburb was the bare neon tubes of the milk-bar; orange sodas in the interval between 
two features at the cinema; twisted streamers in the Oddfellows’ Hall; the silent line of cars 
outside one lighted house in a darkened street. 
 
It was “Sunday Sport Not Allowed”, “Keep Off the Grass”, “Dogs Found Will Be 
Destroyed”, “Commit No Nuisance”, and countless other kindred elements of a half-world 
between city and country in which most Australians lived.122

 
 

Boyd’s picture-writing has contributed significantly to the accessibility and popularity of his 
commentary for many decades, due largely to his acute powers of observation. The minutiae of 
the world around him appeals to the full gamut of senses but especially lodge in his visual 
receptors and, as a consequence of his descriptive prose, in the reader’s mind’s eye. A striking 
outcome of this is the all-encompassing setting that Boyd creates, which is unusual in Australian 
architectural history and criticism. Wilson writes lyrically and draws the settings and even 
atmospheres of colonial buildings but Boyd’s attention is primarily, as he frequently explains, 
on the vernacular, the ordinary, the ‘vulgar’ mainly suburban environments built and inhabited 
by the majority of Australians, where he believed appearance most mattered and most needed 
improvement. Most other Australian architectural historians are, like Wilson, uninterested in 
ordinary built environments. Equally notable is the careful manipulation of tone and tempo in 
Boyd’s writing. Everything from the choice of words, to the length of sentences and passages, to 
the insertion of punctuation is crafted to capture something like the focal points in a portrait, 
directing and arresting a spectator’s gaze.  

Prospect as metaphor 
Sketch and prospect have been used by many of the historians in powerful and interesting ways, 
especially serving the lament structuring Australia’s architectural narrative. There is often 
ideological purpose determining their application, such as in the apparently benign inclusion of 
a sketch of a building, or decisions about which images to publish. Herman, for instance, used 

                                                 
121 Boyd, Australia’s Home, pp. 4-6 (my emphases). 
122 Boyd, Australia’s Home, pp.4-6 (my emphases). 
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only drawings to illustrate Early Colonial architects but his book on Sydney’s Victorian 
architecture also included photographs.123 Generally, the texts either ‘draw’ greatest attention to 
favourite buildings or, especially in Boyd’s case, highlight flaws of buildings and settings 
through irony and caricature. This is evident in the suburban passage quoted on the previous 
page. In another example, Boyd contrasts the vernacular simplicity of the ‘most genuine 
construction’ of the ‘sun-bleached materials and the sprawling informality of the farmhouse-
cluster … symbolic of the basic strength and romance of the nation’ with the impoverished 
quality of modern Australian living, still harbouring a settler mentality to ‘carve clearings’ 
where countryside and house plot are shorn of trees and shrub and ‘the house itself is shorn of 
the verandas which the colonists knew, shorn of porches, shelter, and shade. It sits in sterile, 
barren neatness on its trimmed lawn between weeded, raked, brilliant beds of annuals …’.124

Boyd’s texts abound with cleverly contrived word-pictures of the suburban environs, 
from a ‘feature room’ crammed with so many features that in the end ‘the artist’s and the 
viewer’s eyesight fail’ through to the artfully devised ‘hypothetical suburb’.

 He 
never addresses, however, when the settler mentality should drop away, and maintains the 
settler homestead as paragon of Australian architecture.  

125 His verbal sketch 
of this hypothetical world is a masterful manipulation of prospect as a visual and spatial 
metaphor, through which he conjures pictures of a supposedly better future place. For this 
imaginary scene he chooses a hillside just ‘beyond the rim of the sprawl of any Australian city’. 
On this hill he sketches two potential development scenarios, contrasting existing and future 
alternative (that is, enlightened) approaches to suburban development and, respectively, their 
ensuing consequences and appearances. The comparison illustrates possible ways forward for 
suburban development, architectural design and the cultivation of a ‘planned community’. 
Executed over several pages in the chapter entitled ‘The Innocent Era’, he concludes: ‘[w]hen 
people are ready to return to the qualities of the innocent era, while restating them in twentieth-
century terms … the picture will come to life in ordinary suburbs’.126 Boyd’s prospective 
thinking is, like Wilson’s, grounded at once in nostalgia as well as hope and shows remarkable 
similarity to the problematic ‘fusion of progressivism and nostalgia’ that underpins the early 
writing of Lewis Mumford, for example.127

 As metaphor, prospect becomes an especially persuasive tool. Both retrospective as 
well as projective, it provides an imaginary aerial or distant vantage point from which to 
envisage and influence the past and the future. In other words, prospect becomes a didactic 
mechanism through which to (i) highlight positive and negative characteristics of Australia’s 

 

                                                 
123 M. Herman, assisted by Boyd Atkinson, The architecture of Victorian Sydney, Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1956. 
124 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 155 and 164. 
125 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 46-47. 
126 Boyd, Australian Ugliness, pp. 171-175 (my emphasis). 
127 M. Linder, ‘Mumford’s Metaphors: Sticks and Stones versus Ships and the Sea’, Journal of Architectural 
Education, 46(2): Nov. 1992: p. 95. There are many interesting parallels to be found in the work of Boyd and Lewis 
Mumford. See Linder for discussion of Mumford’s use of figurative language and rhetorical strategies, and the lasting 
influence of Mumford’s work on American architects and scholars. It is also notable that Mumford’s Sticks and 
Stones, which Linder describes in the above article as ‘a critical account of the sources and prospects of American 
architecture’ was published in 1924, in the same year as Hardy Wilson’s Old Colonial Architecture. Mumford’s 1961 
The city in history: its origins, its transformations, and its prospects continues the exploration of prospect as a 
narrative device. 
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built environment, past and present, and (ii) to hypothesise on its possible futures. In this way 
prospect underlines the Neo-Georgian Rule of Taste and its preference for the primitive. An 
instructive (and moralistic) use of prospect first appears in Wilson’s Cow Pasture Road, as in 
his discussion of an old homestead, Greystanes, ‘planted … on Prospect Hill’, upon 
‘[d]escending from [which] the world seems desolate’.128

 Bunning’s Homes in the sun balances progress and prospect in its subtitle: the past 
present and future of Australian housing. The notions are more explicitly opposed in his 
opening double-page spread, contrasting ‘[t]his is what Australians were promised …’ (in 1789 
and 1790) ‘… and this is what we built’ (in 1945, see Fig. 1.13). (The pointing – perhaps 
chastising – finger here is worth noting for the purpose of a later discussion in Chapter Six.) 
Bunning opens with the ‘new vision’ afforded by the aeroplane, the ultimate prospect that 
‘enables us to look down on the city which we allowed to be built’. And look down he does on 
‘narrow ugly streets, lanes, alleys and mean pocket-handkerchief allotments’, ‘dirty, shabby 
suburbs and the sprawling, shapeless towns’. Bunning artfully deploys this metaphoric though 
‘real’ (because photographic) aerial prospect – historical in scope, pictorial in form and 
ideological in purpose – to anticipate the ‘story’ in ‘the pages which follow’. His story is of the 
‘gap between the vision and the reality; the promise which this country held and what has 
actually happened’. It is a story of contrasts and oppositions, of golden ideals and shattered 
dreams. The prospect here has in the most powerful way articulated the architectural narrative’s 
lament, while planting the seeds of hope for a brighter, sunnier future.

 This establishes the prospect as a 
metaphor with spatial, visual and temporal dimensions through which the ethical element of the 
narrative and its lamenting tone is fully displayed. Bunning and Boyd demonstrate equally 
direct executions of the metaphor in the most compelling examples for the purpose of this 
thesis.  

129

The aerial prospect is employed masterfully by Boyd who appears to have borrowed 
and extended it most obviously from Bunning, although both may be indebted to John 
Summerson’s Georgian London which opens with a similar metaphoric strategy.

 

130

                                                 
128 Wilson, Cow Pasture Road, p. 8. 

 As well, the 
exposure of these historians to aerial footage of European cities destroyed during World War 
Two should not be dismissed as an influential catalyst. Like Bunning, Boyd favours the 
prospect metaphor to gain an imaginary vantage point from where to survey and describe 
Australia’s landscape and built terrain as well as to project the future. Boyd’s use of the device 
is essentially comparative, contrasting two situations which serve his aim to educate and 
improve the visual sensibilities of the Australian public. His prospects shift in scale, symbol and 
tone. His 1952 Australia’s Home closes with ‘Prospects’ of future promise, awaiting the next 
revolution, for the ‘vision’ to ‘return’, for a ‘better’ house. Less optimistically the 1960 
Australian Ugliness opens from the air (over Darwin). This imaginary aerial view, entitled ‘The 
descent into chaos’, is one of Boyd’s prose masterpieces and is a sustained metaphor for the 
decline in Australian artistic and cultural life: ‘a visual descent from serenity and strength to the 

129 Bunning, Homes in the Sun, pp. 6-8. 
130 J. Summerson, Georgian London, London: Pleiades Books, 1945.  
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violence of artistic conflict’. In this Boyd merges several functions of the prospect. It is a 
spatial, pictorial and ideological device exposing (as one descends towards land) the perceived 
inadequacies of Australians’ response to the surface of their continent. As well, it is a historical 
device, providing a metaphor for the decline in taste over time when serenity ended in 1840. 
(This Boyd also saw captured in Samuel Jackson’s 1841 panorama of Melbourne – a ‘vivid 
illustration of the non-Featurist opening years’– though it was possibly not particularly 
accurate). Further didactic contrast is supplied by an aerial view over Sydney: ‘manmade 
Australia at its very best’, an example of ‘homogeneous magnificence’, until the plane circles 
lower and lands to confront the ‘details of the mess’ that is the suburban veneer. Salvation is 
found in ‘the droop of a roof’ over the Wicherina Reservoir at Geraldton in Western Australia: 
‘[f]rom the ground it seems nothing’ but ‘[f]rom the air the whole roof can be appreciated as a 
model of Functionalism’ (Fig. 1.14). For Boyd, ‘continuity [and] unity’ was afforded only by 
the ‘longest view – from high in the sky – when the … spaciousness and extent of the private 
domestic life can be appreciated best’.131

1.5 Moment of emergence: the early nineteenth century  

  

The adoption of the prospect by Wilson, Bunning, Boyd and others underlines the influence on 
the Australian architectural narrative of early Nineteenth Century values and models. Prospect is 
a trope often connected with the Romantic Movement and especially with William Wordsworth 
and artists such as Caspar David Friedrich. As Jacqueline Labbe has suggested, its association 
with the big picture, the visionary and the imagination made the prospect distinct from everyday 
concerns with detail, with the particular. It was precisely this distancing that allowed the 
Australian architectural historians to see beyond the messy detail of the everyday and envisage a 
cleaner future. Labbe’s study in Romantic Visualities of “romantic landscape vision”132 
addresses the links between prospect, landscape, aesthetics and gender. She cites Terry 
Eagleton’s description of the aesthetic as ‘the very sign and model of disinterestedness’, an 
indicator of the ‘shift from property to propriety’.133 John Barrell, she suggests, similarly claims 
that “the general, abstract point of view … identifies the educated gentleman; his leisured 
lifestyle and his occupation as the detached supervisor of his land contrast with the interested, 
detailed work of the farmer, artisan or merchant”.134 Accordingly, she concludes, ‘the aesthetic 
reifies disinterestedness, duplicating the prospect view’s defining characteristics’. That is, 
prospect entails an aesthetic capacity underpinned by significant gender bias. As well, there is a 
class distinction involved, or at least a tension between the aristocratic and the artisanal, 
between the aesthetic and the entrepreneurial. The distinctions highlighted by the prospect 
aesthetic might also be mapped onto a professional/amateur binary. Labbe argues that prospect 
was an experience rarely available to or enjoyed by women, whose experience of the world was 
rather through an embedding in ‘landscape’; the other to the masculine ‘prospect’.135

                                                 
131 Boyd, Australia’s Home, pp. 277-8; Australian Ugliness, pp. 21-3, 47-8, 158, 160, 36-42. 

  

132 Labbe after Karl Kroeber, p xxi. 
133 Labbe citing T. Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic, Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1990, pp. 10-11. 
134 J. Barrell, quoted in Labbe, p. 10. 
135 See Labbe, p. 10 and generally her Chapter 1: ‘Engendering Landscape Perception: Romanticism and the 
standards for looking’. 
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The use of prospect in the foundational narratives initially seems consistent with the 
gender and class bias of its European background. It has not been a trope favoured by female 
historians of architecture or settlement, and in the narratives the characters occupying or 
depicting the high points are almost exclusively male. A couple of noteworthy exceptions 
discussed in this thesis include the ceremonial tree-felling by Mrs Dance near the top of Mount 
Eliza (see Chapter Four), and Jane Currie’s panorama of Fremantle (see Chapter Six). Boyd’s 
application of the prospect is clearly inherited from the romantic trope, accompanied by 
masculine privileges of authority and propriety. Yet, by virtue of the detail that he sees in the 
(messy, featurist, suburban) landscape, his is also a position more conventionally regarded as 
feminine. Here again is the ambivalent place of gender within architecture and settlement in 
Australia. Boyd’s stance is masculine because of its overview and condescension of (literal 
looking down upon) the suburban domain, but feminine because through his elaborate visual 
and sensory descriptions he inserts himself into this environment. His is a complex but not a 
disinterested stance. In addition are the reformist agendas and identity preoccupations of 
Australian architecture’s practitioner-historians, which make them far from disinterested 
observers of the historical field. An understanding of the generic and specific applications of 
prospect within the narrative of Australian architecture enables us to see more clearly its 
inheritances and inventions. Michael Rosenthal offers a further distinction between the 
Australian and the European experience of prospect. Observing differences in the depiction of 
extensive views in colonial Australia relative to those of Britain, Rosenthal explains that ‘in 
Australia, the British tended to open up their field of vision to a far greater extent’.136

Alongside prospect, the sketch was another significant early Nineteenth Century 
aesthetic influence. Richard Sha’s The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism (1998) 
has informed my understanding of the centrality of the sketch to the development of the 
narratives and, in even more significant ways, to the emergence, shaping and representation of 
the Swan River Colony. He describes the diversity of practices and forms constituting the 
romantic sketch and its characteristics: namely roughness, incompleteness, and provisionality. 
Especially pertinent are his discussions of romanticism’s ‘aesthetics of simplicity’ and the 
sketch’s ‘ideological rhetoric of denied rhetoricity’ which refers to the tendency to conceal the 
fact of the sketch’s own artifice, to claim simplicity without artfulness.

 The 
distinction, I contend, is based on the deployment of prospect in conjunction with the sketch. 
This seems to arise particularly in response to Australian colonial and suburban circumstances. 
My explanation of this claim will be provided in later chapters.  

137

The period of the early nineteenth century was a watershed of sorts, and my label of the 
‘emergent moment’ is partly to signify its important nascent as well as transitional status. The 
sense of transition relates to the shift from a classical to a romantic cultural paradigm. This is 

 Not least, the 
provisional aspiration of the sketch serves to problematise the drive of progress, a thread that I 
pursue in later chapters.  

                                                 
136 M. Rosenthal, ‘A view of New Holland: aspects of the colonial prospect’ in C. Payne and W. Vaughan (eds), 
English accents: interactions with British art, c. 1776-1855 (British Art and visual culture since 1750), Aldershot, 
England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, c. 2004, p. 85. 
137 Sha, pp. 17, 1. 
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critical to an understanding of Western Australia’s foundation and the development of 
architecture in Australia, as well as the historiography of the narratives in each case. In Britain, 
the emergent moment saw political, social and economic change matched by a ‘radical change 
also in ideas of art, of the artist, and of their place in society.’ Raymond Williams notes that the 
increasing emphasis on ‘the market’ and the idea of ‘specialist production’ paralleled an 
emphasis on the ‘special nature of art-activity as a means to “imaginative truth”, and … an 
emphasis on the artist as a special kind of person’.138 Williams’ observation of these parallel 
changes is reiterated by Paul Johnson: ‘political, economic and demographic changes, all 
without precedent in their scale and future significance’ were accompanied by ‘powerful 
currents of romanticism sweeping through the world’.139

There are two important points to make about this moment. The first I draw from 
Williams, who makes the fundamental link between culture and society: 

 The growth in population, industry and 
urbanism were accompanied by political and aesthetic innovations: reform and romanticism 
respectively. Reform promised (more) people a voice: romanticism supplied a way of thinking 
and seeing and pointed to the places in which ideas and images could flourish. It looked to 
nature and to the past, it gave rise to the invention of the suburban way of life, and it encouraged 
movement and novelty.  

An essential hypothesis in the development of the idea of culture is that the art of a 
period is closely and necessarily related to the generally prevalent “way of life”, and 
further that, in consequence, aesthetic, moral and social judgements are closely 
interrelated. Such a hypothesis is now so generally accepted, as a matter of intellectual 
habit, that it is not always easy to remember that it is, essentially, a product of the 
intellectual history of the nineteenth century. … As an idea, the relation between periods 
of art and periods of society is to be found earlier, in Europe, in the work of, among 
others, Vico and Herder and Montesquieu. But the decisive emphasis in England begins 
in the 1830s, and it is an emphasis which was at once novel and welcome.  
 

To underline the novelty, he cites Sir Kenneth Clark in The Gothic Revival, who claimed that art 
had originally been seen as “something imposed, so to speak, from without. The idea of style as 
something organically connected with society, something which springs inevitably from a way 
of life, does not occur, as far as I know, in the Eighteenth Century.”140

                                                 
138 R. Williams, Culture and society, 1780-1950, London: Chatto and Windus, 1958, pp. 32, 36. 

 The second point I draw 
from Peter Beilharz, who claims (along with James Schmiechen) that romanticism expands 
outwards from the aesthetic realm. Despite his concession to the difficulty of differentiating 
between contested categories such as ‘enlightenment’ and ‘romantic’ he sees romanticism 
emerging separate to classicism between 1824 and 1834. Identifying it as the dominant cultural 
presence in modernity, he claims that romanticism is ‘a modern sensibility with enthusiasm for 
the pastoral, for the other, for the organic’, where pastoralism represented ‘an aspiration to rural 
values and images, projected from within an urban context’. While he sees this aspiration not as 
a ‘peculiarly antipodean characteristic’ but a ‘symptom of modernity’ such a projection of 
values nonetheless helps explain the Australian rural fixation. As he suggests, the British roots 
of Australia’s settler societies resulted in the inheritance of the British experience of 
romanticism, which explains ‘the idea of white Australians identifying both outwards with the 

139 P. Johnson, The Birth of the Modern: world society 1815-1830, London: Orion Books, 1992, pp. xviii, xix. 
140 Williams, Culture & Society, p.130 (my emphasis). 



Chapter 1 Prospects of the past 

67 

bush and desert and, retrospectively, with an imaginary collective biography’.141 Further 
evidence of the transitional nature of this period comes from Robert Dixon. In the paintings of 
Australian colonial artist Joseph Lycett Dixon identifies a perplexing conflict between neo-
classical and romantic themes, a confusing combination often in the same works. He suggests 
that ‘Lycett’s work is, therefore, best regarded as a transitional work displaying both the 
eighteenth and nineteenth century interpretations of the progress of civil society, in which a 
symbolic association between the phases of empire and the emotions of taste could not 
consistently be sustained’.142

The term ‘romanticism’ is subject to broad interpretation (and much inconsistency in 
capitalising). Matthew Craske, after A.O. Lovejoy, insists that we should talk of ‘romanticisms’ 
rather than a ‘romantic movement’ in order to dismantle the ‘monolithic vision of European art 
and civilization’.

 That this contradictory element in Lycett’s work is evident up to 
1824 is consistent with the timeframe identified by Beilharz.  

143 As discussed by Beilharz, Bernard Smith had made this point in his 
European vision and the South Pacific in 1960, Beilharz warning that an ‘ex post facto 
category’ such as this ‘has to be handled with care’.144 Several authors contribute to this 
expanding of the definitions of Romantic and romanticism. For Maurice Cranston, like Beilharz, 
the ‘romanticism of the Romantic Movement is a product of modernity’ but ‘romanticism has a 
longer history than that of the Romantic Movement and … can have more than one meaning’.145 
Similarly for David Kaiser the context of modernity (itself multifarious) is the larger frame 
within which romanticism is active.146 Labbe claims that there is no ‘single or unified Romantic 
approach to landscape’.147 Furthermore, its definition can be contingent upon what is used as the 
index of character or change: nation, discipline, text, author, tenets and so on. There is, 
however, some consensus that the Romantic Movement is generally characterised by traits of 
aesthetic indeterminacy, the promotion of the infinite and both the ambiguity and sovereignty of 
imagination.148 Craske, however, challenges the importance given to the imagination or to ‘self-
expression [as] the defining ideology or aesthetic of the “romantic movement”’, citing the 
significant impact of early nineteenth century commercial art markets on the cultivation of 
many of the qualities conventionally associated with romanticism.149

That this moment was one of great consequence in Britain and hence the Swan River 
Colony is borne out by a number of factors, not least the long list of book titles (especially about 
British history) in which the period under study either commences or concludes at 1830. This is 
probably in no small measure due to the political changes occurring at the time, namely the 
introduction of parliamentary reform through the 1820s and finally passed as the Reform Act of 

  

                                                 
141 Beilharz, Postmodern Socialism, pp. 30-31, 34, 77 (my emphasis), 83. 
142 R. Dixon, The course of empire: neo-classical culture in New South Wales, 1788-1860, Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1986, p. 78. 
143 M. Craske, Art in Europe 1700-1830: a history of the visual arts in an era of unprecedented urban economic 
growth (Oxford History of Art), Oxford; New York: Oxford University press, 1997, p. 10. 
144 Beilharz, Imagining the Antipodes, p. 80 
145 M. Cranston, The romantic movement, Oxford, UK; Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1994, pp. 1, 138. 
146 D.A. Kaiser, Romanticism, aesthetics, and nationalism, Cambridge, UK; New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press, 1999, pp. 4, 14. 
147 Labbe, p. xxi. 
148 See Kaiser, p. 1, and Cranston, pp. 48-9 and 69. 
149 Craske, pp. 36-38. 
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1832. In The Birth of the Modern: World society 1815-1830 Paul Johnson contends that during 
these years ‘the matrix of the modern world was largely formed’. He justifies what some would 
find his ‘surprising’ choice: others would point instead to the decade of the 1780s as decisive, 
based on the growth of the British economy and the French Revolution. He concedes that  

modernity was conceived in the 1780s. But the actual birth, delayed by the long, 
destructive gestation period formed by the Napoleonic Wars, could begin in full measure 
only when peace came and the immense new resources in finance, management, science 
and technology which were now available could be put to constructive purposes. 150

 
  

Likewise, Norman McCord explains that the changes over the half century from 1780 were 
gradual, yet ‘the experience of those decades provided a crucial transitional stage in the 
complex processes which transformed Britain from a decentralized, thinly populated, largely 
rural society into the highly governed, largely urban and industrial society characteristic of later 
periods’.151 Johnson further identifies the combination of factors of ‘growth of literacy, increase 
in number and circulation of newspapers, rise in population and incomes, spread of technology 
and industry, diffusion of competing ideas’ toward the end of the 1820s as moving the world 
closer to the democratic age.152

1830 has been identified with remarkable precision by Jonathon Hale as the end of the 
‘old way of seeing’ and the beginning of a new way of thinking. Social, economic and political 
changes and the shift in aesthetics found expression through changes in language. New words 
appeared – ‘idealistic’ (1829), ‘intellectualism’ (1829), ‘utilitarian’ (1830), ‘aesthetics’ (1830), 
‘eclecticism’ (1835), ‘self-conscious’ (1837) – and the Industrial Revolution was named as such 
in 1829.

 

153

ideology, intellectual, rationalism, scientist, humanitarian, … romanticism, … capitalism, 
… commercialism, communism, … equalitarian, liberalism, masses, … primitivism, 
proletariat (a new word for “mob”), socialism, … and pretentious. 

 Raymond Williams lists a number of other words either new or acquiring new 
meanings in this ‘decisive period’. New words included: 

 
Words acquiring their modern meanings included: 

business (=trade), common (=vulgar), … Education and educational, … handmade, 
idealist (=visionary), Progress, … reformer and reformism, revolutionary and 
revolutionize, … Science (=natural and physical sciences), speculator (financial), … and 
suburban (as a description of attitudes).154

 
  

As indicators of change and modernity Paul Johnson also points to new words, including in 
German: Zeitgeist and Weltanschauung; French: romantique, libérale; and Anglo-Saxon: 
colonial, financial.155

                                                 
150 P. Johnson, p. xvii. 

 Williams points out that ‘the field which these changes cover is … a field 

151 N. McCord, ‘Economic and social developments between 1780 and 1830’ in J. Cannon (ed) The Whig 
Ascendancy: Colloquies on Hanoverian England, New York: St Martin’s Press, 1981, pp. 151-169 (quotes from pp. 
156 and 169.) During this period England and Wales supported a population in 1780 of eight million: by 1831 nearly 
14 million. And the numbers in London alone almost doubled in the decades from 1801 to 1831. Industrial 
advancement was paralleled by improvements in communication: the coming of the railway was the most spectacular 
development here, but in addition, by the 1830s, ‘the country was largely covered by an intricate network of road 
freight services’ associated with and often linked to ‘the increased sophistication of the coastal shipping services’ (p. 
157).  
152 P. Johnson, p. 904. 
153 J. Hale, The Old Way of Seeing, New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1994, p. 38. 
154 Williams, Culture & Society, p. xvii. 
155 P. Johnson, p. 56. 
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of general change, introducing many elements which we now point to as distinctively modern in 
situation and feeling’.156

In addition to the plethora of new words, a defining characteristic of the period was 
movement of large numbers of people, facilitated by new technologies. Over this time Paul 
Johnson observes the ‘greatest population movement in history to date’ and claims that ‘huge 
advances in every aspect of the transport systems available to the peoples of the advanced 
nations … were behind a process of unique importance in bringing the modern age into being – 
mass migration across continents’. Within their own country and into the new settlements across 
the world, ‘the British were the greatest urbanizers as well as the most numerous colonists’.

 The group of words is especially interesting, because it points to the 
simultaneous arrival and hence linking of concepts such as romantic, aesthetic, suburban, 
utilitarian, primitive, speculative, idealist and progress. This demonstrates the embedding of 
new ways of thinking within the language of the early nineteenth century and suggests the likely 
influence of these newly articulated concepts on the development of the Swan River Colony.  

157 
The phenomenon of movement was not only geographic: it also took aesthetic expression, 
manifest as a retreat into the past, to nature, into history. These are the great unifying themes of 
Wordsworth’s work, for example.158 Notions of change and movement, representing an end to 
fixity and the entrance of novelty, flexibility and mobility, are central to the attitudes and 
aesthetics of this moment. In architecture these themes underscored the principles of 
Associationism. These had been practised throughout the eighteenth century but, with John 
Claudius Loudon, after Archibald Alison, and especially with Loudon’s publication in 1833 of 
his Encyclopaedia of Cottage, Farm and Villa Architecture, ‘the classical ideal of architecture 
as a fixed language was … replaced by a situation’ and the engagement of an observer’s 
emotional and imaginative response to a building’s expression of purpose produced as many 
artistic transactions as there were observers.159

The imperative of movement links the shifting forms and attitudes of the emergent 
moment and this can be seen variously manifest in tropes of progress, provisionality and 
mobility and captured by the prospect and sketch aesthetics. Movement, furthermore, can be 
seen as a response to (and generator of) the radical transformation by industrialisation of 
Britain’s landscape. The impact of the unprecedented growth in industrial and urban sectors led 
to a ‘gloomy and pessimistic perception of urban life’ that was often accompanied by an 
attraction to a mythological and pre-industrial ‘golden age’.

  

160

                                                 
156 Williams, Culture & Society, p. xvii. 

 Earlier in this chapter we saw 
how this attraction was expressed in the foundational narratives and Chapters Two and Three 
will explore the idea further. Hayden White isolates 1800-1850 as history’s own golden age, 
when it ‘emerged as a distinct way of looking at the world’ in a close working relationship with 
art, science, and philosophy. As White explains, romantic artists ‘went to history for their 
themes and appealed to “historical consciousness” as a justification for their attempts … to 

157 P. Johnson, p. 202. 
158 P. Johnson, p. 281. 
159 G.L. Hersey, ‘Associationism and Sensibility in Eighteenth-Century Architecture’, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 
4(1): Autumn 1970, p. 89. 
160 J.A. Schmiechen, ‘The Victorians, the Historians, and the Idea of Modernism’, The American Historical Review, 
93(2): Apr. 1988: p. 292. 
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make the past a living presence to their contemporaries’. Likewise, ‘the best representatives of 
historical thought … saw the historical imagination as a faculty which, beginning in man’s 
impulse to clothe the chaos of the phenomenal world in stable images’ began, that is, ‘in an 
aesthetic impulse’.161

If the rise of history was one of the aesthetic impulses of this period, another was the 
rise of suburban development and an associated suburban sensibility. This represented a new 
aesthetic, a new social construct and lifestyle, and a new model for land distribution. As 
explained by F.M.L. Thompson, having previously been located in either urban or rural areas, 
from ‘the 1830s the great bulk of this housing was to be found in suburban developments, for 
the privacy, seclusion, respectability, and remoteness from business of suburban residence were 
making it an essential feature of middle-class life.’ The suburban house was ‘the apple of the 
speculative builder’s eye and the object of the middle-class householder’s dreams…’ and 
‘suburbia was a shifting and changing collection of … houses and places, loosely laced together 
by transport services and the ties of church or chapel’. Equally important, however, is the 
acknowledgment that suburbia ‘was also a state of mind and a way of life’ signified by 
‘domesticity and the cult of the home as the centrepiece of family life’.

 

162 On top of this, 
championed by Loudon, was the ‘cult of gardens’. This spread rapidly down the social scale 
after 1815 as a way of protesting against the modern world and, as the 1820s progressed, ‘a new 
phenomenon appeared – the London and especially the suburban garden’. Loudon emerged as a 
‘crusading advocate’ for the garden and the suburb as counteractions to the ‘moral 
degeneration’ brought by cities.163

It is not been my intention here to provide a detailed discussion of the early nineteenth 
century period, but rather to highlight it as the formative background to (i) the foundational 
narratives of architecture and settlement as well as (ii) the Swan River ‘project’.

 Central to Europe’s invention of the suburban sensibility was 
the prospect of a healthier way of life, facilitated by movement between the various domains of 
one’s existence (home and work), forming in the process a new conception of an inhabited 
landscape. These ideas and visions migrated to Australia in the early nineteenth century and 
became intrinsic to the stories of Australian settlement and architecture. 

164 The 
narratives as well as the Swan River Colony itself are projections of an increasingly ‘industrial-
urban’165 age driven by reform, mass migration, suburbanism and romanticism. The emergent 
moment was witness to (and a product of) the unsettling shifting between enlightenment and 
romantic values, the ‘two great cultural movements that are usually set in opposition to each 
other’, though Kaiser and Beilharz see them flowing ‘sometimes together’ and ‘sometimes 
separately’, being ‘inextricably entwined’.166

                                                 
161 H. White, Tropics of Discourse, pp. 41, 48. 

 The distinctions between the two have aesthetic 

162 F.M.L Thompson, The rise of respectable society: a social history of Victorian Britain, 1830-1900, London: 
Fontana Press, 1988, pp 173-175. And interesting to note also the suburban retreats featured in Charles Dickens’ 
Nicholas Nickelby (1839) and in Great Expectations (1862) that are set against London’s East End. 
163 P. Johnson, p. 282. 
164 The term ‘project’ was used in the early nineteenth century in Britain and by the colonists themselves in referring 
to the settlement. See Colonel Hanson’s Pamphlet, The Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 1(2): Jan. 12 
1833: p. 7. 
165 Schmiechen, p. 298. 
166 Kaiser, p. 14; Beilharz, Postmodern Socialism, pp. 3-5, 24 (citing Charles Taylor), 32. 
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implications bearing on the projection and construction of the Swan River Colony, as is 
discussed in later chapters. Romanticism’s aesthetic interests in variety and changefulness 
coupled with early Nineteenth Century society’s desire for movement, mobility, change and 
novelty provided great impetus for settlement at the Swan River Colony. The consuming 
interests of the British middle-class in speculation (through travel, tourism, property, investment 
and capital) found expression in the rubric of romanticism (as in the escape to nature or to a 
golden age). This meant that aesthetics and social/political/economic drive legitimated one 
another. The agency of the enterprising captain James Stirling was all that was required to see 
the objectives materialised at Swan River. So the emergent moment in a sense ‘governs’ the 
vision that is the subject of Chapter Two; together, the ‘moment’ and the ‘vision’ shape 
settlement building at Swan River, which will be explored through the remainder of the thesis.  
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2 Governing vision 
Envisaging the project 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.1 Speculative thought 
In the context of the larger intersections of romanticism and colonialism, this thesis is exploring 
the influence on the design and building of the Swan River settlement of what I am calling 
‘speculative thought’. This term describes the intellectual and cultural attitude that emerged in 
the early nineteenth century and from which romantic aesthetics and suburban aspirations 
emanate, as has been addressed in Chapter One. My discussion of this mode of thought and 
practice relates to two primary forms of expression prevalent in the nineteenth century: (i) the 
prospect aesthetic and (ii) the sketch aesthetic1. These forms are distinct in some important 
ways, though they also share characteristics. The distinctions will become more apparent 
through examples discussed in this and the next chapter. The prospect aesthetic is macroscopic 
and typically tends towards abstraction, establishing an overview of spatial or temporal kinds 
(for example, at Swan River in relation to the envisaging, projecting and planning of the 
settlement). It is an aesthetic of distance, broad in extent, span, scope and scale, and has 
territorial as well as masculine associations.2

Despite these distinctions, however, at Swan River these aesthetics often coincide. Each 
is effectively a world-view that describes ways of thinking and seeing as well as describing or 
illustrating. Each represents aspirations of cultural and aesthetic kinds, underpinned by a 
projective desire. Each engages with the speculative, emphasising qualities of the experimental 
and the provisional. In this regard the prospect is a speculation upon some future or distant 
object (or field, goal, or time) while the sketch is speculative in the sense of being open-ended, 
loose, and often rough in execution. Each embodies the dual rhetoric of less-is-more (aspiring to 

 The sketch aesthetic also represents ways of 
looking and seeing and relates to forms and qualities of expression (of visual and verbal kinds) 
across scales from the intimate to the expansive. It encompasses the rhetoric of truth and 
romantic genius as well as the apparent naiveté of colonial amateur topographic art, which in the 
early nineteenth century was seen to be a suitably feminine pursuit. In simple terms, the 
prospect aesthetic is concerned with the visionary; the sketch aesthetic with the visual, the 
appearances of things.  

                                                 
1 The term ‘prospect aesthetic’ is drawn from J.M. Labbe, Romantic visualities: landscape, gender, and romanticism, 
Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan Press; New York: St. Martin's Press, 1998; ‘sketch aesthetic’ from R.C. Sha, 
The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998. 
2 See J.M. Labbe, Romantic visualities: landscape, gender, and romanticism, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan 
Press; New York: St. Martin's Press, 1998, esp. her Chapter 1. 
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minimalism) and more-or-less (aiming for approximation rather than exactness) in accord with 
romanticism’s recourse to the imagination and to an aesthetic of simplicity and utility. These 
aesthetic paradigms exist at Swan River as an interrelated pair of attitudes fundamentally linked 
through their proclivity for the speculative and the provisional. Each mode has been used to 
create, enhance or describe qualities such as openness and continuity that find ultimate 
expression in the colony’s suburban formation.  

The emphasis in this chapter is on the envisaging of the colony as a project – and a 
place – prior to its actual settlement. The colony established at Swan River can be seen in the 
first instance (and, in the sense of being a ‘sketch in the sand’) as a projection emerging from 
the formative context of speculative thought and as a result of the vision of founding governor, 
Captain James Stirling. For the purposes of the thesis, ‘project’ has multiple meanings: as a verb 
(project) inferring movement or propulsion (forwards or outwards); as a noun (project) taken to 
mean (i) intention and (ii) intervention, where (i) is the conceptual formation or the plan and (ii) 
is the material formation or ‘settlement’ of the intention, the realisation of the plan. Likewise, 
‘vision’ has multiple meanings in this thesis as (i) foresight (to have (a) vision), (ii) imagination 
(the capacity to ‘see’ a vision, to envisage), (iii) a wondrous sight (a vision), and (iv) pertaining 
to the faculty of sight more generally (vision). In other words, vision encompasses what Denis 
Cosgrove describes as ‘both the ocular act of registering the external world, and a more abstract 
and imaginative sense of creating and projecting images’.3 By projection I mean the ‘external 
(esp. visual) manifestation of a mental image, idea’, which is both the actual manifestation of a 
vision and the action of making the vision manifest in some way or form.4

My aim in this chapter is to demonstrate that Stirling’s ambition to form a settlement at 
Swan River was significantly motivated by speculative thought and by a prospect aesthetic 
encompassing processes of movement and settlement, ambitions for the Colony’s future and 
ultimately leading to the materialising of a suburban capital. The chapter introduces the most 
consequential series of projections in the form of reports written by Stirling between 1826 and 
1830, influencing the conception and shaping of Swan River in definitive and lasting ways. 
Although they contain observations and descriptions addressing a wide range of issues, my 
focus is upon the aesthetic preoccupations that they reveal with regard to the formation of the 
settlement. The chapter title, ‘Governing vision’, points to two related aspects of Stirling’s 
aesthetic capacity: the prospective impulse which is the focus of this chapter, and the sensibility 
of the sketch which is the focus of Chapter Three. As will be seen in Chapters Four to Seven, 
Stirling’s aesthetic consciousness (and suburban aspirations) influences his recommendation to 
settle at Swan River, as well as his selections of site for the colony and locations for principal 
towns and government buildings.  

  

                                                 
3 D. Cosgrove, Geography and vision: seeing, imagining and representing the world, London; New York: I.B. 
Tauris; New York, 2008, p. 5. 
4 The new shorter Oxford English Dictionary on historical principles, edited by Lesley Brown, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1993, p. 2372. 
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2.2 Artificers of fortune: projecting settlement 
Many historians of Western Australia’s European origins believe that Stirling was individually 
responsible for the establishment of settlement at Swan River. To him, Malcolm Uren attributed 
the founding of the colony, in the manner of the ‘great man’ theory of history. Stirling is 
credited thus several times in Uren’s Land Looking West: The Story of Governor James Stirling 
in Western Australia (1948): ‘the first British settlement on Australia’s western coast was 
conceived, planned and made by a young British naval officer, Captain James Stirling’; then 
‘[a]s much by his leadership in the first few formative years as by his original conception of a 
colony at the Swan River James Stirling proved himself to be an Empire-builder’; and ‘… when 
he finally left the colony, though not flourishing, it was firmly established. … He, James 
Stirling, had planted a colony’. Uren in fact stakes a claim for the even ‘greater’ ‘historical 
stature of Stirling’, based on the fact that ‘he was one of the creators of what is now the 
Commonwealth of Australia’. In taking possession of the ‘almost 1,000,000 square miles of the 
Australian continent … awaiting settlement by any nation’, and on the strength of his persistent 
advocacy, ‘Stirling completed the annexation by Britain of the Australian continent’.5

In their book, The Beginning: European Discovery and Early Settlement of Swan River, 
Western Australia (1979) Reginald Appleyard and Toby Manford similarly celebrate the ‘great 
man’ Stirling as a ‘colossus across the first pages of the history of European settlement at Swan 
River’. ‘[U]nlike his predecessors’, who had not seen the attractions of Swan River for 
settlement, he was  

 

at once a visionary and a man who recognized a commercially viable proposition, and 
then set about methodically applying his great talent to persuade a reluctant British 
government first to annex “the western third”, and then establish a settlement at Swan 
River with himself as its governor.  
 

Stirling ‘alone advocated the annexation and settlement of Swan River’, based on a ‘personal 
plan’ that targeted the ‘political and economic advantages that had been entirely overlooked by 
others who had been more concerned about its physical deficiencies’.6 Echoing Uren, Pamela 
Statham contends in 1989 that ‘[w]ithout James Stirling’s persistence and ambitious endeavours 
there is some doubt that Western Australia would have become British at all.’7 Geoffrey Bolton 
concurs that ‘[r]esponsibility for the site of the city of Perth can be placed directly on two men, 
Captain Sir James Stirling, the first governor of Western Australia, and John Septimus Roe, the 
first surveyor general’. For Bolton, Stirling was ‘an ambitious visionary, the first of a long line 
of leaders and entrepreneurs who have sketched grand schemes for the development of Western 
Australia’: hence the title of Bolton’s most recent book, Land of vision and mirage.8

                                                 
5 M. Uren, Land looking west: the story of Governor James Stirling in Western Australia, London: Oxford University 
Press, 1948, pp. 3, 9, 13, 260-261. 

 

6 R.T. Appleyard and T. Manford, The beginning: European discovery and early settlement of Swan River, Western 
Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1980, p. 206 (my emphases). 
7 P. Statham, ‘Western Australia Becomes British’ in P. Statham (ed), The origins of Australia's capital cities, 
Cambridge [England]; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989, p. 137. 
8 G. Bolton, ‘Perth: A foundling city’ in Origins of Australia’s Capital Cities, p. 141 (my emphasis); G. Bolton, Land 
of vision and mirage: Western Australia since 1826, Crawley, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 2008. 
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‘Empire-builder’, ‘ambitious visionary’ and a man with an eye for a ‘commercially 
viable proposition’, in his own words Stirling was a ‘Colony Builder or Tinker’.9 In words 
adapted from George Fletcher Moore, one of the first Swan River settlers, Stirling was an 
‘artificer of fortune’.10 Stirling appears to have had capacities for speculation – of aesthetic, 
commercial and strategic kinds – and persuasion, convincing others to share his visions for 
settlement. That Stirling orchestrated the settlement of Swan River is generally agreed and 
ample evidence suggests that he was responsible for the conception and establishment of the 
colony. I am not disputing this, though my claim for his stewardship stems not so much from his 
inaugural governorship of the Colony, or his subsequent command of the Colony for the first 
decade, even though on both counts he is seen as ‘sole executive’.11

In the first, written on board His Majesty’s Ship Success, dated Sydney 14 December 
1826, Stirling proposed a scheme for colonisation at Swan River, anticipating the ‘various 
advantages, resulting from a Settlement in that Situation, and the reasons for occupying it’ with 
regard to its global and regional location for navigation and communication, and development 
of trade and commerce. This document was based, claimed Stirling, on ‘certain Ideas’ derived 
‘by Professional observation’.

 Rather my claim is based 
upon the persuasive impact of two key documents produced by Stirling and submitted to 
Governor Darling in New South Wales prior to the formation of settlement at Swan River.  

12

                                                 
9 James Stirling to John Stirling (brother), 16 October 1840, PRO WA MN 590 Acc 351A. 

 For the sake of clarity I refer to this report as his Professional 
observation. Made without experience of the actual site, the information and expectations were 
construed mainly through assumption, analogy and analysis of charts. Through ‘reference to a 
chart of the Indian Ocean’ Stirling was, firstly, ‘assured of’ the prospects for navigation and 
trade. Through comparisons with New South Wales ‘situated in the same parallel …, in the 
same climate, and on the same Island’, he assumed certain similarities and presumed what Swan 
River ‘might supply’ to neighbouring countries in terms of its productive capacities. He 
underlined the point through another influential comparison: ‘[w]ith reference to its Productions 
generally, I do not think it too much to say that it may hereafter be to the various Countries in 
India that which the Colonies in North America once were to the West Indian Settlements.’ 
Another advantage ‘results from the Fine Weather and Tranquil Seas’ and the ‘shortness of the 
Voyage’ to neighbouring countries. These would permit ‘the employment of Small Vessels, an 
important advantage for a Young Colony, where there is not Capital for the construction of large 
ships, or distant Speculation’. He further postulated its importance as a ‘Naval and Military 
Station upon a great Scale’, commanding the surrounding region of India and the Malay Islands. 
He anticipated its ‘great Value’ as a Convalescent Station, benefiting ‘His Majesty’s Troops and 
Ships’, ‘the Civil and Military Servants of the [East India] Company’, ‘the government (saving 
the expense of recovery trips to Europe) and the young colony gaining from the expenditure of 

10 G.F. Moore, Diary of Ten Years of an Early Settler in Western Australia, Facsimile edition, Nedlands: UWA Press, 
1978, p. 117. Moore used the expression ‘artificer of his own fortune’ in reference to those (himself, primarily) who 
first migrated to the free enterprise establishment at Swan River. 
11 Uren, p. 21, writes that ‘for the first two and a half years’ Stirling was not only Governor but ‘sole executive’: ‘He 
was the Governor and the Government in one. He was the actual head of every department of State’. 
12 Captain Stirling to Governor Darling, New South Wales, 14 Dec. 1826, Historical Records of Australia, Series 1, 
Governors’ despatches to and from England, Sydney: Library Committee of the Commonwealth Parliament, 1914-
25, Vol 12, Enclosure 2, p. 777. 
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visitors’. He concludes ‘that there is no position, Nautically considered, which presents such 
attractions as the neighbourhood I have pointed out’, made all the more appealing and 
compelling to both Stirling and Darling by the imminent threat of ‘being anticipated’ in 
‘occupying a position of such Value’ by the prowling American and French ships.13

The other document, dated 18 April 1827, is Stirling’s ‘report of his Expedition’ 
detailing what he termed his ‘Explorating visit’ to Swan River.

  

14 ‘Explorating’ is a persuasive 
amalgam of exploring and speculating and, as I will show, the report richly evokes both 
practices. What I hence refer to as the Expedition report includes a brief testimony by the 
‘Surgeon of the Success’, J.R. Clause, who proclaims it ‘the most healthy part of the Globe I 
have visited’. Concluding the report is botanist Charles Fraser’s ‘Observations on the Soil, etc., 
etc., of the Banks of Swan River’. Fraser contributed significantly to the report’s persuasive 
impact. As Statham claims, Fraser was ‘the acknowledged expert in such matters’ and 
‘responsible for proclaiming the land to be generally fertile’.15 However, the bulk of the report 
was completed by Stirling who had led the expedition to ‘ascertain if the Opinion, which [he 
had] formed of the local advantages of that part of the Coast … was correct’.16 The Expedition 
report accordingly reiterates and expands on the perceived benefits of settlement at Swan River 
and, moreover, supplies the detailed ‘on-the-spot’ verification of the projected advantages 
outlined in his earlier Professional observation. To convey the sense of being ‘on-the-spot’ 
would have been an important objective for Stirling because it connoted truthfulness, 
authenticity and absence of artifice. As Denis Cosgrove explains, ‘eyewitness knowledge and 
verifying the truth of visual observation were crucial features of geographic science’ in the 
nineteenth century.17

The importance of the Expedition report is that it was the document ultimately effecting 
settlement at Swan River.

 This is consistent with rhetoric surrounding early Nineteenth Century 
artistic sketch practices, in which a display of immediacy and directness was supposed to 
confirm veracity and truth to life.  

18 The Professional observation is significant because it necessitated 
the verifying exploration of the west coast and, consequently, the production of the Expedition 
report. For Uren, Stirling’s Professional observation grants him ‘the distinction of having been 
the first person to suggest Swan River as a likely place for settlement. Officialdom had chosen 
Shark’s Bay and King George’s Sound’ but Stirling had rejected those sites on numerous 
grounds. Uren saw Stirling as ‘without doubt, the father of the idea of establishing settlement at 
the Swan River’.19

                                                 
13 Stirling to Darling, HRA, Series 1, Vol 12, Enclosure 2, pp. 777-9. 

 The combined significance of both documents rests on their linking of 

14 Captain Stirling to Governor Darling, 18 April 1827, with Enclosure No. 1 ‘Narrative of Operations’ by J. Stirling 
and Enclosure No. 2 ‘Observations on the Soil, etc., etc., of the Banks of Swan River’ by C. Fraser in Historical 
Records of Australia, Series 3, Despatches and papers relating to the settlement of the states, Sydney: Library 
Committee of the Commonwealth Parliament, 1921-23, Vol 6, pp. 551-578 and pp. 578-584. Report from surgeon 
J.R. Clause, p. 568. 
15 Statham, ‘Western Australia becomes British’ in Origins of Australia’s Capital Cities, p. 127. 
16 Governor Darling to Earl Bathurst, 21 April 1827, Despatch No. 56, HRA Series 1, Vol 13, p. 264. 
17 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision, p. 6. 
18 There was some delay following the submission of the Expedition report owing to the initial decision of the British 
Government not to settle, which precipitated a period of intensive advocacy by Stirling to get the project off the 
ground. In a number of documents, some of which will be covered later in this chapter, Stirling reiterated the 
projected advantages and future prospects for a colony at Swan River. 
19 Uren, p. 26 (my emphasis). 
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Stirling’s visions for settlement in 1826 and 1827, the eventual effecting of settlement in 1829, 
and representations of the colony thereafter. 
 There was one other document produced by Stirling that, by virtue of its projective 
nature, should be mentioned here. This is what I call his Progress report, dated 30 January 
1830, intended to report on progress since ‘the commencement of this Settlement’ as well as its 
‘present condition and future prospects’.20 The report largely recounts the development of the 
Colony over the few months following arrival and, with cautious optimism, confirms the 
expectations offered by both the Professional observation and the Expedition report. In 
Stirling’s eyes, if not in the opinions of others (at the time, or since), the projections were 
gradually materialising. Like the Expedition report, this document concludes with conjecture: ‘I 
now propose to consider the prospects of the country’ and ‘I beg to premise that the following 
statements contain matters of speculation rather than of certainty’. Relying frequently on the 
terms ‘I think’ and ‘I expect’, he outlines the ‘qualities of the territory’ which are most reliable 
in ‘forming an opinion of its future prospects’, being ‘its Climate and Soil, its Position for 
Trade, and the Products of the Sea in its vicinity’.21

Expedition report 

 While somewhat repetitive of the preceding 
reports, it is further evidence of Stirling’s interest in and capacities for speculation and for 
prospective thinking. 

The focus for much of this chapter is on the Expedition report. This instrumental document 
comprises several sections. It opens with Stirling’s ‘Narrative of Operations’, which includes 
two main parts, the first essentially a journal recounting the experiences and observations of the 
expedition party. Under the subheading ‘Observations on the Territory’ Stirling’s second part 
describes the ‘General Aspect’ and then anticipates the future ‘Capabilities’ of the site. These 
two sections deal in turn with the site’s aspects and prospects, its prospects significantly 
predicated upon its aspects. Upon reading, one is first struck by the report’s length, detail and 
prose style. In approaching 15,000 words (of which Stirling’s two-part ‘Narrative’ represents 80 
percent), Pamela Statham-Drew points out that this is the most extensive and detailed report 
undertaken prior to settlement for any of the colonies in Australia.22 The voluminous nature of 
the report lends weight to its influence: the power of this prose was a primary factor in the 
settling of Swan River. Indeed, Under Secretary Hay promised ‘a Priority of Choice to the 
Extent of 100,000 Acres … to Captain Stirling, whose Surveys and Reports of the Coast have 
led to the formation of the Settlement’.23 Stirling was to be compensated in the way that he most 
desired: in a grant of land that could be improved and thus increased in value.24

                                                 
20 Lieutenant-Governor Stirling to Sir George Murray, 20 Jan 1830, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 615-640. Quotes from 
p. 615. 

  

21 Stirling to Murray, Progress report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, page 619 (my emphases). 
22 See P. Statham-Drew, James Stirling: admiral and founding governor of Western Australia. Crawley, W.A.: 
University of Western Australia Press, 2003, p. 69: Statham-Drew observes that the Expedition report, in its several 
sections, was ‘far more detailed than Banks’ observations about Botany Bay’. 
23 Under Secretary Hay to Mr T. Peel, Sir F. Vincent, Mr T.P. MacQueen and Mr E.W.H. Schenley, 6 Dec 1828, 
HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 594 (my emphasis). 
24 James Stirling to brother John Stirling, 11 Oct 1828, PRO WA MN 595 Acc 449A No 16. Although we cannot say 
whether Stirling saw Swan River as ‘country life’, Stirling claimed in this letter that ‘a country life loses much of its 
attraction when contemplated as a permanent course of existence, unless we have an interest in the place … and can 
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Stirling and Fraser’s conscious engagement in projection is evident in the style, structure 
and language in which they wrote, as will be discussed shortly. Also recording the expedition 
were several watercolour illustrations by artist Frederick Garling, which I discuss in Chapter 
Three. Together, Stirling, Fraser and Garling speculated on the value of the land and its capacity 
to support a colony, but more importantly they formed verbal and visual images of how, based 
on its promising ‘State of nature’, the place might shape up as a settlement.25

It will be seen by the Report that Captain Stirling considers that Swan River possesses all 
the advantages with referent to the Trade with the Eastern Islands, which attach to Melville 
Island or any part of the North West Coast of this Territory. Among the natural advantages 
of Swan River, it will be observed that good Water is abundant. The Country is besides 
favourable for Cultivation, the Soil in general being excellent, Some Specimens of which 
and of the natural production of the Country I do myself the honor to forward to Your 
Lordship by this opportunity. And the Scenery is represented as at once grand and 
picturesque. 

 They were, in 
other words, speculating upon the prospects for the region: anticipating its future success and 
prosperity as a productive enterprise and envisaging its possible appearance as a colonial centre. 
These expressions of prospect are embedded in ideas of potential, on the one hand, and the 
picture, on the other. Together they were central to Stirling’s evaluation and description of the 
Swan River region, as discussed in this and the next chapter. The prospects apparently 
impressed Governor Darling. His letter enclosing the report to Earl Bathurst in London summed 
up Stirling’s observations: 

 
Darling concludes with the projective tone himself: ‘…should His Majesty’s Government 
entertain any intention of forming a Settlement at that place [Swan River], ... no time should be 
lost in taking the necessary Steps’.26

Recognition of the aesthetic values underlying Stirling’s conceptions, preconceptions 
and projections at Swan River is not new: historians including Appleyard and Manford, 
Cameron, Statham, and others have commented upon Stirling’s romantic aesthetic.

 The unfolding of colonisation hereafter is well 
documented. Historians including Uren, Statham, James Cameron, Frank Crowley, Tom 
Stannage and others have extensively detailed the sequence of events and correspondence that 
followed the submission of the Expedition report and eventually led to the decision to settle at 
Swan River. 

27

                                                                                                                                               
hope by attention and improvement to enhance the value of a property wither for business or for [one’s] children. To 
have the latter object is the only state in which I should like to engage in a country life. …’. 

 Most of 
the discussion, however, has hinged around the misleading effects of his romantic aesthetic 
vision upon the unsuspecting British public, who believed Stirling’s purportedly exaggerated 
account of the southern Eden. As discussed in Chapter One, this is central to the settlement 
narrative’s lament. Many texts have highlighted errors or at least overstatement in Stirling’s 
(and Fraser’s) judgement, which contributed to the rise of ‘Swan River Mania’ followed by, for 

25 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 576. 
26 Darling to Bathurst, 21 April 1827, Despatch No. 56, HRA Series 1, Vol 13, p. 265 (my emphases). 
27 See R.T. Appleyard and T. Manford, The beginning: European discovery and early settlement of Swan River, 
Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1980; J.M.R. Cameron, Ambition’s Fire: 
the agricultural colonization of Pre-convict Western Australia, Nedlands: UWA Press, 1981; Statham, ‘Western 
Australia becomes British’. 
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Kylie Tennant, ‘the most colossal failure in Australian history’.28 Statham highlights that ‘the 
ratio of favourable to unfavourable adjectives in each of the reports of land quality, for example, 
was more than ten to one’. She also questions the accuracy of the ‘factual content of the 
report’.29

Cameron was among the first historians of Western Australian settlement to emphasise 
the role of aesthetic judgment in Stirling’s identification, inspection and description of the site 
for the proposed colony and has written about Stirling’s artistic interpretations of the Swan 
River site as a ‘prelude to colonization’.

 What interests me, however, is not the question of accuracy, but that the ‘favourable’ 
adjectives are predominantly aesthetic or visual descriptors: ‘picturesque’, ‘magnificent’, 
‘beautiful’ and ‘romantic’. Further indication of image-consciousness exists in the use of 
‘render’, ‘view’, ‘scene’, ‘picture’, ‘outline’ and ‘appearance’. This use of language clearly 
demonstrates the aesthetic imperative guiding Stirling’s vision for and envisaging of the 
settlement. As the thesis shows, his aesthetic values both governed and made a lasting 
impression on the morphology and appearance of the constructed environment. My intention is 
thus not to ascertain the veracity of Stirling and Fraser’s accounts, but through the thesis to 
follow the aesthetic thread in two directions: back to the formative context (specifically the 
early nineteenth century) of these aesthetic origins; and forward to the aesthetic iterations in the 
architecting of settlement. This is in order to better understand the projection and construction 
of settlement at Swan River. 

30 Cameron did not overlook Stirling’s consideration of 
strategic, navigational, commercial and political factors. But historians had not before 
acknowledged the special importance of the romantic vision sustaining Stirling’s favourable 
interpretation of the scenery, capacity and future prospects of the site. In accord with the rules of 
landscape taste laid down by William Wordsworth, claims Cameron, Stirling not only 
preconceived but also projected with an ‘artist’s eye’ a vision for a future colony.31

2.3 In prospective view: what they saw could be 

 So Cameron 
has prepared the groundwork for an aesthetic explanation of the Colony’s formation. However, 
the extended interrogation of the aesthetic underpinnings of Stirling’s visions and projections 
(plus those of his contemporaries at Swan River) contributing to the formation of the settlement 
and its architecture is my original contribution. No previous account of the settlement and/or 
architectural history of Swan River has explored the influence or ramifications of early 
nineteenth century aesthetic sensibilities upon the shape, image and built form of the colony. 

In aiming to demonstrate the aesthetic intent underlying the conceptual formation of Swan 
River, my interests in the Expedition report are with its content, language and structure as 
                                                 
28 For references to ‘Swan River Mania’ see Pitt Morison in M. Pitt Morison and J. White (eds), Western Towns and 
Buildings, Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee, 150th Anniversary 
Celebrations 1979, p. 2; K. Tennant, Australia: Her Story, Notes on a Nation, London: Macmillan, 1953, p. 94. 
J.M.R. Cameron, ‘Patterns on the land, 1829-1850’, in J. Gentilli (ed), Western Landscapes, Nedlands, W.A: 
University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee of the 150th Anniversary Celebrations, 1979, p. 
204, explains that the ‘glowing’ accounts of Swan River ‘precipitated what contemporaries labelled “Swan River 
Mania” or a “great rage for emigration” … and attracted a young, largely urban and almost totally inexperienced 
group of potential colonists’. 
29 Statham, ‘Western Australia becomes British’, p. 126. 
30 Cameron, Ambition’s Fire. See especially his Chapter Two. Also J.M.R. Cameron, ‘Western Australia, 1616-1829: 
An Antipodean paradise’, The Geographical Journal, 140(3): Oct. 1974: pp. 373-385. 
31 Cameron, Ambition’s Fire, p. 31. 
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expressions of speculative thought and prospect aesthetics. This has focused my analysis and 
discussion in this and the next chapter. Stirling’s ‘Narrative’ and Fraser’s ‘Observations’ were 
each concerned with the prospective and with projection in two main ways. Firstly, a capacity 
for the visionary (embracing imagination and foresight) shaped what they saw could be: this I 
discuss here as the ‘prospective impulse’. Secondly, a projection of pre-existing (especially 
aesthetic) ideas influenced how they saw the existing, which I discuss in Chapter Three. 
Accompanying both was an interest in persuading others to share their vision, which coloured 
not only what they wanted to see, but also why and what they wrote about what they saw and 
saw could be.  

What they saw and described was a region that was at once a territory and a landscape. 
This duality reflects the complex combination of imperial and aesthetic desires that I believe 
propelled British migration and settlement in the nineteenth century, exemplified at Swan River. 
The registering of land as landscape is significant in relation to the formation and representation 
of the settlement at Swan River. This will be elaborated in subsequent chapters but here an 
observation from Jeremy Foster is useful: ‘[t]he construct of landscape’ he suggests, ‘is always 
a mediation of environment and “posits a relation between a foreground actuality and 
background potentiality”.’32 On this basis it could be said that Swan River’s expansive 
landscape was the locus for and indeed catalyst stimulating speculative thought and the prospect 
aesthetic. After all, as Foster claims, the ‘so-called landscape idea’ is best captured by the 
prospect view and hence ‘presupposes an observer’.33 What Stirling (and Fraser and others) saw 
could be – that is, the potential for colonisation as well as a future material settlement – was an 
extrapolation based largely on the appearance of the region they surveyed, the limits of which 
are shown in Figure 2.1, as interpreted by Cameron. This map shows that the feature dominating 
the land explored and described by the expedition party was the river. Although its importance 
is evident in the report, the river’s influence upon what they saw and the prospects they 
envisaged cannot be overstated: it underwrote the pronouncements of fertility and capacity for 
land well beyond its reaches (and their explorations) and it effected the aesthetic shift from land 
to landscape. It provided, in other words, literal and metaphoric justification for Stirling’s 
prospective thinking.34

The prospective is expressed in the report through three modes. The first is a visionary 
capacity through which the future is envisaged, but with a consciousness that one is at the same 
time projecting the future generations’ past. Hence in addition to future thinking the prospective 
secondly encompasses historical thinking. Thirdly, the prospective is embodied in relationships 
between movement and settlement or motility and stasis. These three modes variously ‘govern’ 
Stirling’s vision and at the same time define his governing ‘vision’ for Swan River. 

 

                                                 
32 J. Foster, Washed with sun: landscape and the making of white South Africa, Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2008, p. 47 (his emphasis), citing Eric Hirsch. 
33 Foster, p. 45. 
34 See P. Carter, The road to Botany Bay: an essay in spatial history, London; Boston: Faber and Faber, 1987, in 
relation to the cultural dimensions of landscape features generally, and his contention that ‘rivers, more than any 
other feature, brought with them the prospect of arrival and ending. They were a kind of travelling that repeated itself: 
they anticipated the commerce of settled nations’, p. 54. 
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Prospective mode 1 – Visionary capacity: future thinking 
In the first mode, the prospective impulse is an expression of visionary capacity, what Stirling’s 
exploratory party saw could be. This is perhaps the most important aspect of the Expedition 
report because it confirms (which is to say ‘settles’) the expectations outlined in Stirling’s 
earlier Professional observation of the site’s advantages and the reasons why Britain should 
procure it. Stirling had surmised in the earlier document the benefits of the location for 
navigation and communication, development of trade and commerce, and for the establishment 
of a naval and military as well as convalescent station. These advantages he had estimated 
through analysis of available information supplemented by use of analogy. The visit to the site 
allowed him to evaluate and corroborate (within a limited two-week period) his estimations: 
interestingly none of his pre-determined expectations were disappointed by the exploration and 
survey of the actual site. In other words, he substantiated on site (and on sight) what he had 
foreseen ‘could be’. From this one could deduce either that his initial estimations of advantages 
were extremely accurate and well informed or, more likely, that on his subsequent reconnoitre 
what he saw (and saw could be) was conditioned by what he wanted to see (or had already 
foreseen). That the visit occurred in March, often a warm autumnal month in Perth, would have 
enhanced the optimistic evaluation of the site. 

The prospects of the Swan River site were anticipated by Stirling and Fraser (and, later, 
others involved in initiating and organising settlement) in terms of its capacity to support future 
enterprise, commerce and agriculture, with the aim of securing the colony’s longevity and 
independence. Underwriting the colony’s success were to be trade with neighbouring countries; 
ease of cultivation and thus agricultural productivity (based on openness of country, fertility of 
soil, abundant fresh water and the ‘powerful sun’); safe anchorage and other facilities for 
navigational purposes (related to which Stirling considered that ‘The magnificent Bason (sic) 
[of Melville Water] … would be the first Harbour in the World if it had an entrance; and such 
an entrance might be made without difficulty or great expense’); mineral wealth; and 
availability of materials for building (such as timber and ‘granite for Ornamental 
Architecture’).35

Stirling’s future-thinking is contained almost entirely within the ‘Capabilities’ section 
of the report and represents the conclusion of his ‘Narrative’. Under this heading he discusses 
‘Sources of Production’, including ‘Agriculture’ and ‘Minerals’. With regard to Agriculture, he 
writes: ‘[t]his Country however is more valuable for that which it might produce, than for its 
actual productions’, the ‘[s]pontaneous products … immediately available’ being ‘neither 
numerous nor very valuable’. With its promising qualities of climate, soil, water and sun, he 
claims that ‘[i]t appears to hold out every attraction that a Country in a State of nature can 
possess’. He supports this claim through comparison again with North America (as he had done 
in his Professional observation): ‘[i]ts resemblance in all material points connected with this 
portion of the Subject to the States of America, situated to the South of New York, will 
sufficiently explain its agricultural resources’.

  

36

                                                 
35 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 575, 574, 576. 

 Two points should be made here: first, that 

36 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 575-576 (my emphases). 
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Stirling's projections of future capacity are based on assumption and analogy more than 
demonstrated evidence; second, that he is distinguishing between the natural and the cultivated 
landscape. Being ‘in a State of nature’, Swan River is ripe for cultivation, the inference being 
that the cultivated landscape becomes more valuable than the natural by virtue of human 
intervention. The cultivated landscape is possibly associated also with a utilitarian or 
commercial aesthetic, which in the early nineteenth century was a newly conceived aesthetic 
experience, as I discuss in a later chapter.  

While Stirling’s pronouncements of agricultural resources were substantiated by 
comparison with America, Fraser looked to other sources for legitimacy. Fraser prepared his 
opinions in a variety of ways: on the basis of soil examination, visual appearance, analogy and 
comparison. The productive quality of the soil in various parts around the Swan he proclaimed 
following inspection, for example: ‘on the South Bank, immediately inside the Head, though 
apparently a barren sand on examination I found to contain at least two thirds of a firm red loam 
capable of producing Garden and other light crops’. He supplements examination with visual 
appearance: at Buache (now Garden) Island the soil ‘altho’ light, appears to me … to be 
capable of producing any description of light garden crops’.37 His estimation and guarantee of 
fertility is also extrapolated from visual appearance. He claims, for instance, that ‘[t]he Country 
continues of the same description as far as Pelican Point, beyond which the character of the 
Hills was not ascertained; but I do not hesitate in pronouncing them to be equally fertile as far 
as my eye carries’. Like Stirling he relies on analogy, in one instance contriving an image of an 
oasis to demonstrate that the banks of ‘an extensive Lagoon of Fresh Water’ ‘might be 
cultivated with advantage’. This he determined by its display of ‘an amazing quantity of 
interesting Plants’ and the presence of ‘Banksia and the arborescent Lamia’, which, along with 
‘the immense size of the Lantholea of this spot, impart to the forest a character truly tropical’. 
The oasis analogy is supported when ‘on digging two or three feet’ ‘on this apparent sandy spot 
… we found abundance of the finest Water I ever tasted’.38

Like Stirling, Fraser also made comparisons, mostly with land and features in New South 
Wales, which was familiar territory to him and to the target audience of Governor Darling and 
British officials. Fraser thus proclaims that ‘an extensive Plain of the richest description’ is 
‘equalling in fertility those of the banks of the River Hawksbury (sic) in New South Wales…’ 
and that ‘[f]rom this point the Country resembles in every essential point that of the banks of 
Rivers falling West of the Blue Mountains’; ‘the flats … improving in quality, resembling in 
character those seen on the Banks of the Macquarie River’. A contemporary reference is made 
to John Oxley’s explorations to the eastern interior a few years prior: ‘[t]he view from the 
summit is very extensive, resembling in its outline that seen from Princess Charlotte’s Crescent 
… in 1817 vide Oxley’s Journal.’

  

39

                                                 
37 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser’s ‘Observations’, pp. 578-9, 582 (my 
emphasis). 

 This reference demonstrates his engagement with 
prospective vision and his knowledge of the subject of exploration, further legitimating his 

38 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser’s ‘Observations’, pp. 579, 580 (my emphasis). 
39 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser’s ‘Observations’ p. 581 (my emphasis). Fraser 
is here referring to the Journals of Two Expeditions into the Interior of new South Wales by John Oxley, published in 
London in 1820 (my emphasis). 
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observations and projections. Moreover, it immediately precedes his summation of Swan 
River’s productive capacity, in which comparison lends authority: 

In giving my opinion of the Land seen on the Banks of Swan River, I hesitate not in 
pronouncing it superior to any I ever saw in New South Wales east of the Blue Mountains, 
not only in its local character but in the many existing advantages, which it holds out to 
Settlers; these advantages I consider to be: 

First – The evident superiority of the Soil. 
Secondly – The facility with which a Settler can bring his Farm into a state of 
immediate culture, resting upon the open state of the Country, a state which allows 
not a greater average that 10 trees to an Acre. 
Thirdly – The general abundance of Springs, producing water of the best quality … 
Fourthly – The advantage of Water carriage to his Door, and the non-existence of 
impediments to land carriage.40

 
 

Fraser’s estimations of soil quality and projections of agricultural capacity are, if anything, more 
effusive than Stirling’s and effectively corroborate Stirling’s views of the site’s potential.41

It is notable that the case for the ‘Capabilities’ of the recommended site of Swan River 
occupies only a fraction of the space given over to what Stirling otherwise refers to as his 
‘Observations’ of existing land and sea conditions.

 

42

Prospective mode 2 – Historical awareness: past and posterity 

 The visionary projection of future capacity 
and enterprising possibilities represents less than one seventh of the length of Stirling’s 
component of the document (approximately four in a total 28 pages) but, perhaps in concluding 
the report, it was probably most persuasive in eventually convincing British officials to 
authorise settlement. But what Stirling envisaged could be, which was perhaps foreshadowed by 
what he had already foreseen and thus wanted to see, was also contingent in part upon how he 
and Fraser saw the existing, which is the focus of the next chapter. 

The second mode of Stirling’s engagement with prospective thought demonstrates a 
consciousness not only of time passing or of the past per se but of posterity: the significance of 
his generation’s (and his own) actions to later generations, as an inheritance or legacy. In other 
words, Stirling’s vision of what could be was guided also by an historical awareness taking two 
forms: one, an appreciation of the past (that which has already happened) and two, a 
consideration for the future’s past (that which eventually will have happened). In the latter case, 
while he was making projections about the future capacity of Swan River, Stirling was 
anticipating what such prospects would mean for future generations. What we could call 
Stirling’s historical thinking is directly evident in the construction of his text. As was noted 
earlier, his ‘Narrative’ is broken into two main parts. The first half is the record of explorations 

                                                 
40 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser’s ‘Observations’, pp. 581-2. 
41 With regard to ‘Minerals’ Stirling notes ‘several interesting points for consideration’ but restricts his discussion to 
those ‘of whose nature and properties I am assured’. Less prepared to speculate here, perhaps having no contact with 
others possessing the requisite experience, he stated: ‘I have no doubt important results would arise from a proper 
examination into its mineralogical resources’. He writes too of the prospects of ‘marine productions’ including a 
‘fishing Station’, ‘Whale fishing’ and ‘Sealing’ and procurement of ‘Sharks’ Fins’; of geographical advantages for 
trade; possibilities for a ‘convalescent Station’; a ‘valuable Naval and Military Station’. See Stirling to Darling, 
Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 576. Today, we can attest to Stirling’s foresight. It seems he forecast 
Western Australia’s enterprising capacity with remarkable prescience: the state looks increasingly north and 
westward for trade and in addition has sustained great mineral wealth benefitting the local and national economies. 
Stirling could not have predicted, however, the dramatic and repeated impact upon Perth city’s growth and 
remodelling of such resource richness, which in 2007 boosted the Western Australian property market to new heights.  
42 Captain Stirling to Under Secretary Hay, 30 July 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 585. 



Chapter 2 Governing vision 

87 

and discoveries recounted mainly in the past tense: it is, indeed, a narrative or historical account 
of what happened, what was seen and experienced. This Stirling called a ‘history of operations’ 
which explains the main title, ‘Narrative of Operations’, for his component of the report.43 This 
seems a deliberate equation on Stirling’s part of ‘narrative’ and ‘history’ with ‘authority’ and 
‘truth’. Almost exactly mid-way through his report, at what is effectively the conclusion of the 
journal of operations (marked literally by the departure of Stirling’s exploratory party from the 
west coast to return to Port Jackson), the second part commences. Entitled ‘Observations on the 
Territory’, this comprises sections labelled ‘General Aspect’ and ‘Capabilities’. The first 
describes in the present tense the aspects – the character and appearance – of the coastal and 
inland country ‘visited by the “Success” [and] included within the four Southernmost Degrees 
of Latitude’ of the ‘Western Coast of New Holland’ and occupies just over a third of the length 
of Stirling’s report.44

The two strands of Stirling’s historical thinking (indeed the two aspects of his prospective 
faculty) are especially evident in the final recommendation in his ‘Narrative’ for a ‘general 
name for the Western Coast of new Holland’. Revealing his appreciation both for the past and 
for the legacy he would bequeath to the future, his choice of name was judicious, and though it 
was circulated in the press prior to settlement it was never officially adopted. Among other 
things it makes plain Stirling’s historical thinking. He justifies his preference thus: 

 This section is addressed in Chapter Three. As discussed in the preceding 
section, the final ‘Capabilities’ section projects the future prospects for the site in the present 
and future tenses. Stirling’s conclusion is speculative, anticipating the future: here he is most 
conscious of his legacy.  

There are many conflicting pretensions to its first and only exploration. Parts of it are 
considered by particular Nations as discoveries of their own, and names have been given to 
such parts, but a general Name which by the way its peculiar and distinct character 
Warrants would soon render such pretensions forgotten. 

The Name of “Hesperia”, indicating a Country looking toward the Setting Sun, 
would be descriptive of the Situation of the Country in question; it would not interfere with 
any Name previously given, nor would it be subject to the imputation of Nationality.45

 
 

The name ‘Hesperia’ is indeed descriptive of the ‘Situation of the Country’ in many ways. 
Firstly, Swan River is literally a ‘Land Looking West’ in the sense that it possesses a vast 
coastline ‘looking toward the Setting Sun’, occupies the ‘western third’ of the continent and has 
a westerly orientation toward the trade triangle comprising the neighbouring countries bordering 
the Indian Ocean. Secondly, Hesperia is a term deriving from the garden of the Hesperides of 
Greek mythology, generally taken ‘as a ready metaphor for the Biblical Eden’ inhabited by the 
‘Hesperian nereids’ (nymphs). De Almeida and Gilpin suggest that the Hesperides were 
customarily associated in Europe with the sunset and the evening star, … [the nereids’] garden 
… associated with the earth’s western horizon’.46

                                                 
43 Indeed Stirling refers to the ‘history of these operations’ in recounting the outcomes relative to the Survey of the 
Islands and Banks surrounding Buache Island. Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 561. 

 In this way, the name encompasses the 
historical and especially mythical notion of a ‘golden age’, on the one hand, and on the other, 

44 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 565. 
45 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 578 (my emphasis). 
46 H. De Almeida and G.H. Gilpin, Indian Renaissance: British romantic art and the prospect of India, Aldershot, 
England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, c.2005, p. 293. 
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the idyllic notion of the garden of paradise. So Stirling is here capturing the romantic 
predilections for ‘the Past’, for the Mediterranean ideal, for nature and the garden, all of which 
may also be taken as a reaction to contemporary conditions in Britain. James Schmiechen makes 
the point that ‘an attraction, albeit a largely mythological one, to the notion of a “golden age” of 
pre-industrial life’ accompanied a ‘gloomy and pessimistic perception of urban life’ in 1830s 
Britain.47 Contemporary references to the Garden of Hesperides are made by J.M.W. Turner in 
his similarly titled 1806 painting and by John Claudius Loudon in his Encyclopaedia of 
Gardening (1835 edition).48

That this motif held special significance during Britain’s Nineteenth Century imperial 
expansion is further borne out through its use in relation to South Africa. As recounted by 
Jeremy Foster in Washed with sun: landscape and the making of white South Africa, Scottish 
lawyer John Buchan went to South Africa in 1901 during the Boer War, charged with ‘attracting 
the British settlers … to the region [which it was believed could be] a prosperous and loyal part 
of the empire after the war’. Buchan headed the ‘Transvaal Colony’s new Land Settlement 
Department’ and was ‘required to travel throughout the region overseeing resettlement and 
surveying areas for new settlement’. A key outcome of Buchan’s visit was his book, The Africa 
Colony, the primary audience for which was ‘the mercantile and political establishment in 
metropolitan Britain’. Foster, however, questions whether the book ‘was intended as a sober 
political document promoting New Imperialism or a piece of impressionistic travel writing’, so 
‘lyrical’ are the descriptions of landscape it contains. On this basis, the style and content of this 
book makes for interesting comparison with Stirling’s Expedition report, as I will discuss 
further in this and the next chapter. Buchan described the area of ‘The Woodbush’ – in 
northeastern Transvaal – as ‘“an earthly paradise”, and until his death … remembered it as “the 
true Hesperides”’.

 Although Loudon rather dismantles its pretensions to paradise, he 
nonetheless conflates the historical and garden aspects of the term.  

49

The garden or pastoral ideal signalled by the name Hesperia is significant in relation to 
Swan River. That Stirling saw the district as a romantic garden setting is evident through his 
descriptions of the scenery (see Chapter Three). Additionally, Stirling’s envisaging of a garden 
settlement based on agrarian and suburban principles is given early iteration through his 
planting of a garden during his 1827 explorations and his renaming of the former Buache to 
Garden Island (as well as selecting Garden Island as part of his personal land allocation) after 
colonisation in June 1829. So the name ‘Hesperia’ masterfully encapsulates all of the promises 
that Stirling sees in Swan River: trading potential (looking west); agricultural promise (the 

 The associating of potential settlement sites – South Africa and Swan River 
– with mythical idyllic garden imagery is an interesting indicator of the complex imperatives 
driving Nineteenth Century British migration.  

                                                 
47 J.A. Schmiechen, ‘The Victorians, the Historians, and the Idea of Modernism’ in The American Historical Review, 
93(2): Apr. 1988: p. 292. 
48 J.C. Loudon, An encyclopædia of gardening, comprising the theory and practice of horticulture, floriculture, 
arboriculture, and landscape gardening; including all the latest improvements; a general history of gardening in all 
countries; and a statistical view of its present state; with suggestions for its future progress in the British isles, 
London: Printed for Longman, Rees, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longman, 1835. See especially Part 1, Book 1, 
Chapter 1: ‘Of the Origin and Progress of Gardening in the earliest Ages of Antiquity, or from the remotest 
Traditions, to the Foundation of the Roman Empire’. 
49 Foster, Washed with Sun, pp. 119-21. 
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fertile garden); a ‘romantic’ agrarian, suburban lifestyle revolving around the morality of the 
garden (the historical and pastoral idyll). As ‘Hesperia’, the future of Swan River would be 
secured by historical and mythical association. 

 
Awareness of the past 
The first of the two strands of historical thinking – Stirling’s appreciation of the past – finds 
expression not only in his choice of name for the Colony. As I have already mentioned, it is 
evident too in Stirling’s use of the expression ‘history of operations’ for his descriptive account 
of the processes, explorations, discoveries, observations and interventions that occupied the 
two-week expedition to Swan River. This testifies to his awareness not only of time, but also of 
consequence, or achievement. In other words, his history is about success and accomplishment, 
as I shall explain. In referring to his ‘Survey of the surrounding Islands and Banks’ around 
Buache (now Garden) Island, Stirling states: ‘[a]s the history of these operations contains 
nothing interesting but the result, I shall briefly say that, after four days of exertion, we were 
enabled to consider the following Services executed’. He then proceeds to list all of the acts that 
had been successfully completed, including the discovery and exploration of Channels into 
Cockburn Sound and Gages Roads, various surveys and explorations, the making of gardens on 
and discovery of Fresh Water at Buache Island and Point Heathcote.50

Stirling’s appreciation of the past finds expression also in his reference to the previous 
visits to the Swan River region, by the Dutch and French in particular. Here, Stirling is 
conscious of the lineage preceding him (he carries French charts with him for reference and 
guidance, for instance), and perhaps also mindful of a challenge to find at Swan River what 
others before had missed. In his report, he acknowledges that ‘[t]he first appearance of the Coast 
we were now to explore presented nothing attractive; the monotony of its outline and the dusky 
hue of the meagre vegetation, it supported, at once accounted for the sterile and hopeless 
character attributed by early navigators to this Region’; so too with regard to the coastal 
country around Geographe Bay: ‘[b]ehind this Limestone (whose occasional naked and barren 
appearance probably caused the early and continued prejudices against the fertility of this 
Coast) commences the great plain of “Quartania”.’

 His reporting on acts or 
services that have been ‘executed’, which we may take to mean successfully completed, makes 
this more than a history of explorations: it is, in effect, a history of settlement.  

51

[t]he reported Sterility of Soil, the absence of fresh Water and the impossibility of finding 
safe anchorage on the West Coast of New Holland have long been looked upon as 
insurmountable objections to its being Settled; the first two of these objections are met and 
obviated by the facts stated in the preceding part of this Report, and now I am to shew to 
what extent the third objection is founded on fact.

 In a later reference to the unfavourable 
reports he refutes their findings:  

52

 
  

Not surprisingly, he disputes the third objection too. So Stirling here employs history to his 
advantage, using it to highlight his innovation and enterprise in proposing settlement at Swan 

                                                 
50 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 561 (my emphasis). 
51 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 554, 552 (my emphasis), 566 (my emphasis). 
52 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 571 (my emphasis). 



Sketches in the sand 

90 

River. He uses the negative impressions of his predecessors to set up and celebrate the 
accomplishments of his own expedition: upon arrival the ‘sterile and hopeless character 
attributed by early navigators’ was seen to be entirely consistent; but on further and closer 
investigation, the ‘insurmountable objections’ to settlement were dissolved.53

Stirling’s appreciation of the past finally inhabits the realm of the ‘trace’. Beyond being 
a simple register of existence – ‘… many traces of Natives and Kangaroos were seen’ and ‘also 
traces of the Cassowary’ – the trace was seen as an indicator of time as well as change. He 
observes in the landscape, and especially upon the ground, traces of occupation by Aborigines: 
‘many traces existed of [that Neighbourhood] being much frequented. If some of those traces or 
footsteps had been taken as the standard of size, a mistake sometimes made in Savage 
Countries, Gigantic indeed must have appeared the authors of those marks’. Apparently Stirling 
was not about to make this mistake. And ‘… we found several deserted encampments where 
their ajaupa or huts still remained; we had afterwards reason to believe that they frequent the 
high grounds only during winter, and that at this time they were still on the Coast engaged in 
Fishing.’ Accompanying his acknowledgment of the trace of prior occupation is his capacity to 
empathise with the Aborigines’ response to their encounter with Europeans: ‘they seemed angry 
at our invasion of their Territory’.

 The inference 
here is that Stirling’s determination and resolve (apparently greater than that of his 
predecessors) overcame prejudice and that he alone had discovered a site amply suited for 
settlement.  

54 The trace as evidence of occupation falls into the category 
of historical thinking insofar as Stirling sees the trace (of footsteps and other marks) as a 
memory. In this case the trace is a record of a time/moment that has passed, and at the same 
time the trace itself has a life in time of a provisional, finite, impermanent nature. It also enters 
the realm of possession, insofar as Stirling sees the trace as evidence of rights (both of the 
European and Aboriginal populations) to territory. As well as observing traces Stirling left 
marks of his own. Members of the party made traces in the sand as a means of ascertaining the 
supply of fresh water. Stirling describes the action: ‘[a]t Point Heathcote … by tracing the 
Finger along any part within 4 inches of the edge of the Salt Water pure cool fresh Water 
instantly occupied the trace’.55 This is reiterated in Fraser’s report, as earlier noted.56

 

 Here the 
trace, the scrape, the sketch in the sand becomes an assertive act, one of the many forms that 
register the Europeans’ presence upon the soil. (The notion of what could be called ‘proto-
settlement’ will be extended further in Chapter Four.) And then this same trace becomes a 
water-filled memory of an action intended to contest the views of the ‘early navigators’ to the 
West Coast regarding the lack of a fresh water supply. 

                                                 
53 Stirling suggested in his report that the erroneous marking on the French Charts of an island in the channel between 
the ‘Main Land and the South end of Buache Island’ was a result of the French navigators ‘not being near enough to 
observe the sandy ishmus (sic) behind it’. See Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 573. 
54 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 558, 556, 560, 556. 
55 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 569. 
56 ‘The Beaches here produce Water in the greatest abundance for, on scraping up the Sand with our Fingers within 
two inches of the Salt Water, Fresh Water of the best quality was found.’ Fraser, Observations on the Soil etc, in 
Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 580. 
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Considering the future’s past 
At this point it is appropriate to switch to the second of Stirling’s forms of historical thinking: 
his awareness of the future’s past, of his legacy. Indeed, the appreciation of the past evident in 
Stirling’s report seems mainly to support his interest in posterity. Underlining this appreciation 
is his recounting of the ‘Narrative of Operations’ in which he describes in the past tense and in 
optimistic terms his observations and discoveries as an essential prelude to his visionary 
projections for the site and colony. His reference to the ‘early navigators’ preceding him, his 
choice of name for the Colony and his naming too of prominent features to remember officials 
within the expedition party or in office in Britain further testify to an interest in the past for the 
sake of the future.57

The historical thinking of Stirling’s prospective impulse may be usefully supplemented 
here by reference to some additional documents he produced a year after his exploratory visit to 
Swan River. These include letters he wrote to Under Secretary Hay dated 30 July and 21 August 
1828,

 What he saw ‘could be’ at Swan River – which Chapter Three shows was 
significantly contingent upon how he saw the existing – is what others before failed to see or 
could not foresee; at the same time what he saw ‘could be’ is what future generations will look 
back on to see what now is and how it came to be. 

58 both following a letter dated 29 November 1827 in which Stirling was informed that ‘it 
is not the intention of His Majesty’s Government to form an Establishment on Swan River’.59

You will be pleased to recollect that the first discovery of the Region … was effected by the 
Dutch. The Report, which they gave of it, was in the highest degree unfavourable. They 
represented it as affording neither fresh Water, fertile Soil, nor Safe Anchorage.  

 In 
each of his letters Stirling strenuously advocated the ‘prospective advantages’ and ‘future 
Importance’ of settlement at Swan River. In the first, Stirling laid out explicitly the contest 
between himself and the ‘early navigators’:  

 The French under the command of Monsieur Baudin, at the beginning of his Century, 
visited that Shore, And rendered an account of it more circumstantial, but equally 
unfavourable as that of the Dutch. The Report, which I had the honor to make last year to 
his (sic) Majesty’s Government, differs so widely from that of the preceding Dutch and 
French Navigators, that it will scarcely be believed that we undertake to describe the same 
Country, for while they report it as Sterile, forbidding and Inhospitable, I represent it as the 
Land which, of all that I have seen in various quarters of the World, possesses the greatest 
natural attractions. 
 

And although he suggests that he will not labour ‘its prospective advantages or future 
Importance’ he states that the ‘Climate … permits Europeans to labour throughout the day and 
in every Season of the Year’; the ‘Soil is admirably calculated for every Species of Cultivation’; 
there is abundant ‘fresh Water’; and ‘there is Safe Anchorage, which may easily be converted 
into one of the finest Harbours in the World’. These ‘recommendations’, he contends, ‘point it 
out as a spot so eligible for Settlement, that it cannot long remain unoccupied’.60

                                                 
57 Some examples include the Darling Ranges (after New South Wales Governor Ralph Darling), Mount Eliza (after 
the wife of Governor Darling), Point Fraser (after Charles Fraser who was the official botanist on the 1827 
expedition), Point Heathcote (after one of the shipmen on the 1827 expedition), and Perth (after the Scottish 
birthplace of Secretary of State Sir George Murray). 

 He has, in 

58 Stirling to Hay, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 585-587. 
59 Under Secretary Stanley to Captain Stirling, 29 Nov 1827, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 584. 
60 Stirling to Hay, HRA Series 3, Vol 6 p. 585 (my emphasis). 
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effect, described its existing qualities in such a way as to leave no doubt to its ‘prospective 
advantages’. His thoughts of ‘future Importance’ and posterity are visibly to the fore, especially 
pronounced in the second letter of 21 August 1828 in which he outlines his plan for the 
settlement of Swan River by private enterprise. In this brief letter, Stirling claims to be 
‘persuaded that the occupation of that territory by British Subjects would prove to be a measure 
highly beneficial to the Individuals concerned in it, and important to the interests and future 
welfare of His Majesty’s Possessions in that part of the World.’61

Prospective mode 3 – Movement for settlement 

 That his persistent advocacy 
eventually persuaded the British Government to settle Swan River with Stirling as founding 
governor is not the least of the legacies he desired and achieved.  

The third mode of prospective thought is embodied in the report’s representations of the 
metaphoric expressions as well as corporeal processes of movement, and in Chapter Three I 
show how the metaphoric and corporeal together underlie the aesthetic dimensions of 
movement. Movement can be seen to align with the early nineteenth century preoccupation with 
progress (pushing forward), reflected most obviously in the European phenomenon of mass 
migration but also in the picturesque aesthetic, significantly premised on the mobility of 
spectators.62 As with the report’s other modes of prospective thought (visionary capacity and 
historical awareness), the theme of movement is similarly concerned with projections of and 
into the future and the past. The realm of ‘could be’ is an anticipation of potential. It is 
speculative, provisional and imaginary, open-ended and un-fixed. The tendency of the ‘could 
be’ to look forwards and backwards, to the future and to posterity, is a mental exercising of 
mobility. In other words, in the metaphoric sense, the prospective impulse is a movement 
through real or imagined time. At the same time, this abstract sense of moving through time is 
grounded, for Stirling and his party, in movement through landscape. Here again we can see the 
important role that landscape plays as catalyst for the generating and grounding of concepts 
related to progress, migration and settlement. As Foster points out, the landscape idea appears 
historically in Western societies alongside ‘increasing personal mobility’ and the transformation 
in ways of seeing landscape through ‘new modes of surveying, recording and representing it’. 
For Foster, movement through landscape ‘facilitates emergence’. As he discusses in relation to 
the South African Highveld, movement of a body-subject through landscape is a way of 
realising the present ‘in terms of possibilities and histories’ (which I have called futures and 
pasts).63

                                                 
61 Captain Stirling and Major Moody to Under Secretary Hay, 21 Aug 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 586. 

 Philosopher Edward Casey uses different terms for these various functions of 
landscape. He describes the representations of landscape as ‘commixtures of place-at, place-of, 
and place-for’. The first two are associated respectively with ‘the precise location [including 
topography] of a place’ and the ‘representational [though still recognizable] transformation’ of 

62 See Foster, p. 83; and J. Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities (The Classical 
tradition in architecture), London; New York: Routledge, 2007. 
63 Foster, pp. 83, 135-37 (my emphasis). 
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that place, while the latter creates a place for poetic vision.64

The comprehension of the physical environment, suggests Foster, is ‘through movement 
and tactile appropriation’.

 In a similar way, Stirling’s mobile 
experiences of the Swan River landscape liberated his prospective powers. 

65 It is, in other words, the literal experience of bodily movement that 
enables a metaphoric and aesthetic translation. In the context of Stirling’s expedition and report, 
the processes (what Stirling calls ‘operations’, meaning actions) of exploring, navigating and 
surveying can be seen as projective acts in themselves: literally involving moving, walking and 
looking, they represent constant pushing towards discovery and knowledge (and even, in 
Stirling’s case, evidence of leadership capacity). ‘[W]e were as usual in motion’ wrote Stirling, 
and generally the movement was guided and inspired by the Swan River – ‘the Neighbourhood 
[of which] tempted me to reconnoitre it’ – and by the coastlines of the region, that of the Isle of 
Buache leading him to ‘resolve upon its exploration’. In preparing to ‘journey into the interior’ 
the ‘route obviously pointed out to us was the course of the Swan River’. As a moving marker 
of and for exploration the river itself becomes a guide and the structure of past and future 
operations: upon this the party ‘proceeded prosperously’ and repeatedly ‘embarked … for the 
further prosecution of our Voyage’.66

Stirling’s movement towards settlement also crosses over into enactments of settlement, 
or what might be described as forms of proto-settlement. Once again, the river provides a 
metaphor but this time for settlement, providing key places for enactments. Initially, the river 
denotes arrival, providing a kind of threshold and gateway: ‘[a]t Noon we crossed the Bar and 
reached the entrance. It is flanked by two natural Piers or Heads’. Then it provides a ‘landing-
place’, a ‘resting place’ for the nights as well as the hot hours of the day.

 The constant movement incurred through the process of 
exploration is not directed in Stirling’s expedition to discovery or the acquisition of knowledge 
for their own sake. The chief goal was the realising of settlement and in numerous ways 
movement was, of course, essential to this aim: movement was the modus operandi of 
migration, travel, exploration and survey. In Stirling’s case, the projective impulse is both 
literally and metaphorically a movement (in the sense of propulsion) towards accommodation, 
occupation, settlement.  

67

on a high bank we pitched our Tent; the richness of the Soil, the bright green foliage of the 
Shrubs, the majesty of the surrounding Trees, the abrupt and red coloured banks of the 
River occasionally seen, and the view of the blue summits of the Mountains, from which 
we were not far distant, made the scenery around this Spot as bieutiful (sic) as anything of 
the kind I had ever witnessed. 

 In one instance, 
having no longer the capacity to move forward by boat (due to ‘increasing difficulties from 
similar obstructions and from the decreasing width of the Stream’) 

 
Having established a ‘Spot’ for settlement and made camp, ‘[t]he hot Season of the day was 
fully occupied in the various operations of encamping, exploring and observing the latitude’.68

                                                 
64 E.S. Casey, Representing place: landscape painting and maps, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
c.2002, pp. 30-31. 

 
In this one instance is evidence of a kind of rehearsing of settlement. The pitching of a tent and 

65 Foster, p. 83. 
66 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 559, 553-558. 
67 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 554, 556. 
68 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 559 (my emphasis). 



Sketches in the sand 

94 

other ‘operations of encamping’ is of course obvious, as is the notion of identifying (and, 
through the assignment of a proper noun, naming) a ‘Spot’ upon which to settle for the night. 
But there is also the observing and contemplating of the ‘Spot’ or the ‘latitude’ which itself is an 
act of settlement. This moment of beholding the landscape makes it already an artifice, a 
construction ‘long before’ says Denis Cosgrove, ‘it becomes the subject of pictorial 
representation’.69 In another instance are similar forms of enactment: ‘as the River had 
decreased in width to about 40 Yards, some of the Party advanced along the banks for the 
various purposes of preventing a Surprize, Shooting Game, and seeing the Country’.70

The Evening was employed by us in making a Garden on the Tongue of Land, which 
intervenes between the River and the Creek; we found there, as indeed it was all around us, 
rich soil of great depth; the ground had been cleared by fire a few weeks before and was 
ready to receive Seed; we planted various Sorts and more particularly abundance of 
Potatoes and Peach Trees.

 And in 
one of the first permanent (though subsequently never found) artefacts of settlement, Stirling 
planted a garden: 

71

 
  

Physical movement through a terrain precedes and precipitates settlement. The movement that is 
integral to the nature and manner of the exploratory expedition is manifest on the one hand 
through the mobile activities of travelling, walking, surveying and so on. In turn, these activities 
support the spot-fixing, constructing, dwelling and gardening urges of settlement. On the other 
hand, therefore, movement finds expression through the forms of proto-settlement that are 
established ‘along the way’ and eventually in the realisation of settlement proper at Swan River. 
(The prefiguring of settlement through these and other acts of proto-settlement is the focus of 
Chapter Four.) Hence it can be said that in Stirling’s case prospective thought embraces the 
reciprocating states of both movement and settlement. 

2.4 The projective impulse: ways of settling a new world 
Having been intended, anticipated, envisaged and even in some ways rehearsed, it is possible to 
argue that a metaphoric kind of settlement preceded the Colony’s actual materialisation at Swan 
River in the latter half of 1829. This claim emphasises the significance of speculative thinking 
in the founding of Swan River, underlining the key role of the visionary and envisaging process 
in achieving settlement; it also highlights the long period of time and multiple events through 
which the Colony was effectively founded. This final section discusses the extending and 
propagating of the speculative mind-set. The visions of Stirling and others were communicated 
through written word as well as images (mainly in the forms of maps and visual sketches). 
Albeit serving a range of purposes and designed for different audiences, these modes were each 
instrumental to the materialising of settlement.  

While Stirling’s 1826 Professional observation and 1827 Expedition report represent 
the initiation of plans to settle at Swan River, the spirit of intent escalates with the increasing 
interest in the prospects for settlement, the advocating of the project, and the furthering of the 

                                                 
69 Cosgrove quoted in J. Corner (ed), Recovering landscape: essays in contemporary landscape architecture, New 
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999, p. 6.  
70 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 558 (my emphasis). 
71 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 560. 
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plan to settle.72 As earlier mentioned, the history of events between the submission of Stirling’s 
Expedition report and the Government’s decision to settle at Swan River has been extensively 
documented, both in the original sources as published in the Historical Records of Australia and 
held in archives, and in many histories of settlement.73

Stirling remains unquestionably a dominant figure in relation to speculative thinking. So 
convinced was he even before his visit to Swan River that it was a prime spot for settlement, so 
confident was he in the outcome of the 1827 expedition, so certain was he that settlement would 
go ahead, that within a few weeks of submitting his Expedition report he requested that ‘in the 
Event of an Establishment being formed on that territory’ he be assigned ‘the honor of its 
Superintendence’.

 Most striking in the original documents 
is the prevalent usage of the proper nouns ‘Project’, ‘Proposal’, ‘Experiment’, ‘Proposition’, 
‘Design’ and ‘Undertaking’ to describe the ‘proposed’ or ‘projected’ status of the ‘plan’ for 
settlement. This is clear evidence that Stirling’s prospective and projective tendencies were 
shared by others, such as the members of the private association led by Thomas Peel, eager to 
gain by the venture. Although most of the communications can be seen at one level to contribute 
to the furthering of the idea of settlement at Swan River, imbued as they are with intent, some 
are especially indicative of a speculative impulse. 

74 His certainty that settlement would eventuate is borne out by the fact that he 
left livestock at Ile Buache on his departure in 1827. Imagine his surprise when some six 
months later he learned that it was ‘not the intention of His Majesty’s Government to form an 
Establishment on Swan River, [hence nor] to comply with your wishes’ for superintendence.75 
With the persistence that made him famous – in his time and since – in 1828 Stirling devised 
new plans through which to procure settlement. The first involved the ‘Employment of a Vessel 
of War’ which would expediently cover all important settlement duties including taking 
possession of the Country, exploring the locality and enforcing the law. This plan did not float, 
as it were, and one month later Stirling proposed another approach, this time with wider 
assistance. This second plan was to offer the ‘unsupported employment of Private Capital and 
Enterprise in the occupation and improvement’ of the Swan River territory, through a 
‘proprietary Charter’ similar to those ‘adopted in the settlement of Pennsylvania and Georgia’.76

Others entertained similar ideas. Nathaniel Ogle for instance proposed shipping 1000 
people in a ‘foreign-built’ ship which he was denied permission to use.

 
Here was the making of the speculative private venture that with minimal government expense 
or assistance would soon be realised.  

77

                                                 
72 The spirit of intent relating to the materialising of architecture and settlement continues to be discussed throughout 
this and subsequent chapters. 

 Thomas Peel’s 
syndicate most famously developed a plan for private enterprise with ambitious ideas of 
transporting in the order of ‘10,000 Men, Women, and Children from England, Ireland and 

73 The sequence of correspondence charting the opinions and decisions on the colonisation of Western Australia is 
listed in Appendix 1 towards the back of the thesis. 
74 For Stirling’s application for command of the proposed settlement, see Captain James Stirling to Earl Bathurst, 15 
May 1827, HRA Series 1, Vol 8, p. 307. 
75 Stanley to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 584. 
76 Stirling and Moody to Hay, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p 586. 
77 A. Hasluck, Georgiana Molloy: portrait with background, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2002, p. 
36. And see her discussion of other land settlement schemes. 
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Scotland’ over a four-year period, desiring only ‘Grants of Land’ in the colony as ‘Payment … 
for their Trouble’. The development and outcomes of the undertaking proposed by Peel’s 
Association are well documented in histories of Western Australian settlement and will not be 
covered here. But it needs to be emphasised that these men were gripped by the speculative 
urge, envisaging benefits from the colony that would change not only the mercantile but, as a 
consequence, the political situation in Britain. Anticipating that the Swan River district would 
be well suited to the ‘Cultivation of Tobacco and Cotton’ as well as ‘Sugar and Flax, with 
various important Articles of Drugs that the Climate is peculiarly adapted to the Growth of’, 
they argued that the successful production of these items for which ‘at the Moment the 
Government are indebted to Powers which would be their policy to suppress’ they would have 
‘effected a national Good, which neither Time nor Circumstances can erase from the Annals of 
British History’.78

The willingness shown by Peel and others to invest in Stirling’s undertaking appeared 
to satisfy the British Government of its viability, as the plan for a private enterprise 
establishment was finally authorised.

 Here again is the dual consciousness of the future and the future’s past.  

79 Action was taken on 5 November 1828 when ‘Sir 
George Murray requested the Admiralty to send a ship from the Cape of Good Hope to Swan 
River to take formal possession of the western coast of New Holland’.80 Accordingly Captain 
Fremantle was ordered to take the ship Challenger to the Cape to relieve Tweed, so that later it 
could ‘go immediately to pave the way for establishing the Settlement on the West Coast of 
Australia’.81 Being most reluctant to stay at the Cape, Fremantle managed to have the order 
changed and on 14 December 1828 Challenger departed Portsmouth for the Cape of Good Hope 
and Fremantle commenced his journey to Swan River.82 At the Cape three months later he was 
instructed to ‘proceed immediately … to the Swan River on the Western Coast of New South 
Wales, where you will on your arrival take formal possession of that part of the coast in the 
name of His Majesty, which possession is meant to be extended to the whole of the Western 
Coast’.83

December was evidently a watershed month in the planning for settlement. In addition 
to Fremantle’s departure for the Cape, a military detachment was readied for ‘embarkation’, the 
ship Parmelia was engaged to convey passengers to the colony, and Stirling was appointed 

 Here, even before Fremantle had set foot on Western Australian sand, was the 
unequivocal intent to settle contained in a Colonial Office dispatch. Indeed, the written 
instruction alone is vested with the power to possess such a vast territory: no party of colonists 
on the ground could ever achieve such complete control or closure of the territory’s legal status. 

                                                 
78 Memorial from T. Peel, F. Vincent, E.W.H. Schenley and T.P. Macqueen to Sir George Murray, Secretary of State 
for the Colonies, 14 Nov 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 589-590. 
79 As has already been mentioned, Uren suggests that there is no firm date for settlement having been officially 
decided. It was apparently determined by the end of October 1828, as testified in a letter from Commander Gardiner 
to Sir George Murray, 31 Oct 1828. See HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 587.  
80 Appleyard and Manford, p. 115. 
81 Captain Fremantle cited in Appleyard and Manford, p. 115. 
82 Appleyard and Manford, p. 116, suggest that Fremantle was rescued by the power of family influence: the order 
was changed by John Barrow and Fremantle was then ordered to proceed immediately to the Cape whereupon he was 
to deliver a despatch that would send him on Challenger to Swan River instead.  
83 ‘Orders to W.H. Fremantle, Captain of HM Ship Challenger, by Commodore Charles Schomberg at Cape of Good 
Hope’, 14 Mar 1829, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 613-614 (my emphasis). 
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Civil Superintendent before being promoted, on his request, to Lieutenant Governor.84 By the 
end of the month arrangements for settlement under Stirling’s command were well advanced, 
and he was, in his words, ‘busy filling up the outline’ in readiness for departure.85 Stirling’s 
suggestion of the plan as ‘outline’ is worth noting here for its insinuation of both a sketch 
aesthetic and a big picture overview. Historians have commonly held the view that preparations 
were made in haste and without due reflection or consideration of possible consequences. 
Appleyard and Manford, for instance, quote Marnie Basset with regard to the ‘“high speed” 
with which John Septimus Roe … was ordered by the Admiralty to copy Stirling’s chart of 
Swan River’.86 Not least, the speed of organisation has been seen as one of the direct causes of 
the near collapse of the enterprise in the months following arrival. Again, the intention of the 
thesis is not to assess the veracity of the claims of cause and effect with regard to the so-called 
‘ad-hoc’ development of or disappointments and failures at Swan River.87

 

 Instead, my interest is 
in the spirit of speculation permeating the preparations for and contributing to the prefiguring of 
settlement. In this regard, Fremantle’s charge to take possession of the entire western coast is a 
compelling example. Two other events occurred in December, worth noting for the way they 
anticipated settlement. Both are disjunctive, focusing on making a new start. Both are 
projective, demonstrating a capacity to envisage future potential. Both are also prefigurative, 
foreshadowing the nature and form of physical settlement. The first was the remote pre-
selection or pre-settling of land upon which individuals would eventually be located; the second 
was the arranging of provisions for (and the provisional forming of) the colony.  

Event 1 
In the first case, Stirling and the members of Peel’s association were requested by the Under 
Secretary to ‘point out on the Map’ the lands they wished to have reserved for them at Swan 
River. Here is a prime example of the speculative impulse that was to ground – in real and 
symbolic terms – the future settlement at Swan River. Through the making of marks on a two-
dimensional projection of distant lands, unseen by anyone at the meeting other than Stirling, 
these men located themselves and became ‘propertied’ in the most abstract and remote – truly 
‘virtual’ – fashion. As a result of his surveys and reports which ‘led to the Formation of the 
Settlement’ Stirling chose for his 100,000 acre entitlement the ‘Isle (sic) Buache, together with 
such Live Stock as may be found on it, the Produce of that which I left there in 1827. The 
remainder … situated nearest to Cape Naturalist in Geographe Bay’.88

                                                 
84 See the following letters in HRA Series 3, Vol 6: Lord Hill to Sir George Murray, 3 Dec 1828, pp. 592-593; Lord 
Fitzroy Somerset to Under Secretary Twiss, 24 Dec 1828, pp. 597-598; Mr J. Lachlan to Captain Stirling, 23 Dec 
1828, p. 597; and Navy Commissioners to Under Secretary Hay, 29 Dec 1828, pp. 599-600. On his appointment as 
Lieutenant Governor, see: James Stirling to brother John Stirling, 15 Dec 1828, enclosing letter from Colonial Office 
dated 5 Dec 1828, PRO WA MN 595 Acc 449A, letter No 18; and Sir George Murray to Captain Stirling (Despatch 
No. 1), 30 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 600-602. 

 That Stirling’s ‘priority 
of Choice’ was the island upon which he left livestock demonstrates not only his conviction in 

85 James Stirling to brother John Stirling, 15 Dec 1828, PRO WA MN 595 Acc 449A, letter No 18. 
86 Appleyard and Manford, p. 116, quoting Marnie Basset. 
87 See Pitt Morison in Western Towns and Buildings, p. 2: ‘it is the ad hoc nature of these [hurried arrangements] that 
could perhaps be held responsible for many of the problems which were to arise and almost bring the new colony to 
disaster’ (her emphasis). 
88 Hay to Peel et al, 6 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 594. Stirling to Hay, 26 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 
598. 
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the future establishment of settlement at Swan River, as has been mentioned, but perhaps a 
personal interest in this particular piece of land. While Stirling had some prior knowledge of the 
place, the others could only go by what they referred to as the ‘abstract Description’ of 
Stirling’s Expedition report. On this basis they expectantly identified the 250,000 acres to which 
they were deemed entitled because the Association had promised, amongst other things, to 
‘render their Fortunes and Lives in furthering His Majesty’s Views in making the Swan River a 
Colony’ and to ‘pave the way, and ensure the future comfort for those following’.89 A ‘Copy of 
the Map’ depicting their ‘Choice’ was to accompany each of them to Swan River and Stirling 
was instructed that after his arrival he should ‘take immediate Steps for delivering over to their 
Surveyor … the block of Land … selected by them’.90

These blocks of land were, however, to undergo further negotiation before their 
‘owners’ left British soil. The ‘reduced Map of the Country … on which [they had] marked out 
the limits’ of their choice of 250,000 acres was ‘laid before’ the Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, Sir George Murray, who altered the boundaries. Murray became the vicarious 
explorer surveying from his imaginary aerial vantage point an extensive terrain below. With this 
abstract information, and in the absence of pre-selected town sites, he speculated upon possible 
sites for the ‘New Town’ to be the Colony’s capital. Having long thought that Cockburn Sound 
might be a possible location, Murray determined that the land reserved for the Crown should 
extend further southward than had initially been allowed, thus impinging upon the Association’s 
chosen grant. The alteration was accordingly marked on the Map with a ‘blue dotted line’. 
Notwithstanding the fact that the amendment was anticipated not to cause ‘material injury’ to 
the tract of land desired by Peel,

  

91 this measure, both precautionary and prefigurative, was 
instigated by the fact that it had not been ‘possible at once to forsee (sic) what ground might be 
required for the purposes of Government’. Furthermore, even if such foresight had been 
available and the original choice of land approved, it would be ‘subject of course to such 
corrections as may be necessary in consequence of the imperfect manner in which the country 
has been surveyed.’92

 

 As is detailed further in later chapters, the speculative underpinnings of 
the colony seem closely related to its provisional foundation and character. Such provisional 
arrangements may not be peculiar to Swan River in the broader context of colonisation, but it 
will be shown through the thesis that speculation fostered in part a degree of uncertainty in 
response to which the provisional became a measure of security as well as a form of aesthetic 
expression. 

Event 2 
The second event in December concerns what Appleyard and Manford describe as the ‘very 
indefinite set of instructions from the Colonial Office’ issued to Stirling prior to departure.93

                                                 
89 Memorial from Peel, Vincent and others to Murray, 14 Nov 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 588-589; and T. Peel to 
Under Secretary Twiss, 2 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p 592 (emphasis in original). 

 If 
Stirling had projected settlement at Swan River in 1827 (even, theoretically, initiated it in 1826 

90 Memorandum from Under Secretary Hay, 23 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 596. 
91 Peel was by now going it alone, the other members having withdrawn from the Association. 
92 Under Secretary Twiss to T. Peel, 28 Jan 1829, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 611-612 (my emphasis). 
93 Appleyard and Manford, p. 132. 
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when he first entertained the idea) Murray’s instructions to Stirling as Lieutenant Governor 
were a confirmation of intent. The despatch began:  

It having been resolved by His Majesty’s Govt. to occupy the Port on the Western Coast of 
New Holland at the mouth of the River called “Swan River” with the adjacent Territory for 
the purpose of forming a Settlement there, His Majesty has been pleased to approve the 
selection of yourself to have the command of the Expedition appointed for that Service and 
the superintendence of the proposed Settlement.94

 
  

As with the afore-mentioned instructions to Fremantle, this is another instance in which a 
written document stands as a proxy for possession, demonstrating the powerful capacity to take 
possession of land by writing about and over it.95

The instructions to Stirling authorise the projection of the settlement in two ways. 
Firstly, the document is in itself projective. It refers to the ‘projected Colony’ and to the 
‘projected Town’, particularly with respect to ‘determining the most convenient site for a Town, 
to be erected as the future Seat of Government’. This relates directly to Stirling’s 1827 narrative 
description of the Swan River region and his evaluation of the various locations considered as 
possible capital sites. Stirling is charged to ‘weigh maturely the advantages’ of ‘placing [the site 
for the Town] on so secure a situation’ as found on points along the Swan River ‘against those 
which may follow from establishing it on so fine a Port for the reception of shipping as 
Cockburn Sound is represented to be’, where ‘represented’ makes another reference to Stirling’s 
report. It alludes (twice) to the ‘prospects of the Settlement [Stirling is] to form’ and to its 
‘future welfare’. It states in the future (prospective) tense about how the Colony is to be: to be 
secured, surveyed, settled, established and governed, with Stirling at the helm. Stirling is, for 
instance, ‘to occupy the Port … for the purpose of forming a Settlement there’; to ‘assume the 
Title of Lieutenant Governor’; to mark out positions; to lay ‘the foundations’ for the Town 
‘upon a regular plan’; to make all ‘locations of Land’ and Territory; ‘to settle … a Court of 
Arbitration’ to determine matters of Civil Rights. And it anticipates the difficulties that are 
likely to be encountered on arrival, given ‘the absence of all Civil Institutions, Legislative, 
Judicial, or Financial’. On this last matter, Stirling is directed to use as a provisional measure – 
‘until provision can be made’ – his ‘own firmness and discretion’ to combat the difficulties 
arising from the absence of law and order. A sense of the provisional is evident throughout.  

 The document is, furthermore, a projection of 
prospective settlement, augmented by language and expression which specifically and 
purposefully engages with proposition. In this way, this text can be seen as the long-awaited 
rejoinder to Stirling’s Expedition report. 

Secondly, the document makes the prospective substantive. This is a legislative chain of 
command reflecting imperial authority. Through issuing (or in setting out) instructions the 
document takes the first crucial step in translating the prospective into the concrete, 
materialising the vision. Projection will ultimately become intervention and in this way the 

                                                 
94 Murray to Stirling (Despatch No. 1), 30 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 600 (my emphasis). This document 
contains Instructions from Murray to James Stirling as Lieutenant Governor. I discuss this in detail in Chapter Five. 
95 See Introduction by N. Etherington in N. Etherington (ed), Mapping colonial conquest: Australia and Southern 
Africa, Crawley, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 2007, p. 3.  
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document is a settling force. The resolution to form a settlement is also a prefiguration, insofar 
as it is an enabling mechanism: the intention is ‘resolved’, the plan is settled.96

 
  

Subsequent documents served a similar function. The Regulations for the guidance of 
those who may propose to embark, as Settlers, for the new Settlement on the Western Coast of 
New Holland (13 January 1829), later revised as Terms of Land Grants to Swan River settlers (3 
February 1829) and better known as the ‘Colonial Office Circular’, framed the conditions and 
regulations for settlers.97 On the one hand the terms are concerned largely with the allocation, 
division and control of land and responsibilities arising there from. Yet they are also designed to 
attract ‘persons’ (meaning over ten years of age, as distinct from ‘souls’ which includes young 
children) to move to Swan River. For example, Peel was reminded that ‘the object of the large 
grant to you [was] to secure persons capable of all the work necessary for a new settlement’.98 
Land was to be the incentive, as George Fletcher Moore conceded in the preface to his Diary: 
‘the acquisition of substantial property in the shape of land was a great inducement to 
emigration’. New, fertile, ‘open and undulating’ land was a valuable commodity signifying 
freedom, prosperity, wellbeing and adventure. Land represented the promise of a fresh start, the 
prospect of becoming ‘the progenitors of honourable families bearing their names with no taint 
of convict blood’.99

With settlement authorised, Fremantle’s securing of the territory underway, and Terms 
of Land Grants decreed (along with associated rules of implementation issued to Stirling in 
January 1829

 For capitalists, the transportation of labouring persons in their employ 
would earn them a greater allowance of land. (This presages Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s self-
sustaining real estate theory for the colony of Adelaide a few years later.) In what literally was a 
‘circular’ phenomenon, land would attract people who would earn land. And the more land and 
the more persons presumably the faster and larger the proposed colony would grow. At Swan 
River, the colonists were to be the agents, and land was to be the commodity driving the 
promise of a new start and, as well, the primary locus of the prefiguring of settlement. The 
enticements of land were exploited by the Government whose rules and regulations were 
prefigurative insofar as they prescribed the limits within which the settlement would develop.  

100

                                                 
96 Murray to Stirling (Despatch No. 1), 30 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 600-602 (my emphasis). 

) it remained only to attract settlers. As Ian Berryman writes in Swan River 
Letters, there are ‘two surviving items which illustrate the nature of the evidence available to 
aspiring colonists’ both of which ‘later became notorious’. The first is an unsigned article 
published in the April 1829 issue of Quarterly Review, which Berryman claims was written by 
the Admiralty Secretary, John Barrow, ‘the very person who was responsible for the British 

97 Regulations for the guidance of those who may propose to embark, as Settlers, for the new Settlement on the 
Western Coast of New Holland, 13 Jan 1829, revised as Terms of Land Grants to Swan River settlers, 3 Feb 1829, 
published in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 606-608. See also Hasluck, p 32. 
98 Under Secretary Twiss to T. Peel, 29 Jan 1829, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 613. This correspondence makes a 
distinction between ‘persons’ and ‘souls’. 
99 On the incentive of land, see Moore, Diary, preface p. vi; description of ‘open and undulating’ land from pamphlet 
issued by Harrison Collins Sempill, who was chartering ships to Swan River, quoted in Hasluck, p. 34; land as 
promise in Hasluck, p. 36. 
100 Sir George Murray to Captain Stirling (Despatch No. 3), 22 Jan 1829, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 609-610. 
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government’s decision to colonise Western Australia’.101 The other item was a pamphlet issued 
by Harrison Collins Sempill, who was chartering ships to Swan River and required passengers 
and cargo. Neither Barrow nor Sempill were impartial spectators: both had an interest in seeing 
the plan for the colony succeed, the latter hoping ‘to profit by the tide of emigration’.102 Both of 
these documents – like most of the other pamphlets and guides designed to induce migrants – 
overstated the attractions and potential of the land at Swan River. As claimed by William Lines, 
‘more literature, all of it favourable, appeared about the proposed settlement at Swan River than 
heralded the beginnings of any other Australian colony’ (but perhaps proportional to the length 
of the Expedition report).103 On the basis of the limited 1827 explorations, Barrow remarked 
that “this new land of Goshen” “may be estimated to contain from five to six millions of acres 
… which … may be considered as land fit for the plough, and, therefore, fully capable of giving 
support to a million of souls”. Sempill likewise claimed that the emigrant would find not 
“interminable forests and impenetrable jungle” but as “prepared by the hand of Nature extensive 
plains ready for the ploughshare”.104

Included with the Review article was a ‘Sketch of the New Settlement on Swan River’ 
(Fig. 2.2): a map of the region on which the words ‘Fine undulating grass plains thinly wooded’ 
boldly marked a two hundred kilometre strip of coastal plain. Today we see this map as a 
representation of what Norman Etherington describes generally as the ‘fiscal, dynastic, military, 
commercial and imperial’ motivations of the European cartographic enterprise: ‘maps [being] 
social constructions rather than depictions of an objective reality’.

  

105 It is this understanding that 
underpins Vivian Louis Forbes and Marion Hercock’s discussion of the ‘manipulation of 
cartographic material’ relating to Swan River for ‘promotional or political purposes’.106

In the alteration of the map of Swan River, as in the written documents that have been 
discussed in this chapter, it can be seen that the prospect aesthetic was employed in compelling 
ways by Stirling and Fraser as well as Barrow and Sempill. The promising picture of a fresh 
start in a new world, symbolised by a landscape at once different and remote yet conjuring a 
sense of the familiar, was captured in the most powerful way through the written word. Not only 
writing but the printing (which as Foster suggests ‘not only fixes … words and images to a 
page, [but] helps fix the meaning of those words and images’

 Their 
comparison of two charts of Swan River – one produced from Stirling’s survey in 1827 and the 
other for the House of Commons in May 1829 – reveals subtle alterations in the latter that 
convey, respectively, an appearance of minimised risk and enhanced prospects for settlement. 
Literally, hazardous shoals are reduced, and annotations of heights on the mountain range 
increase from an average 1200 to 1500 feet on the former map to 3000 foot high peaks on the 
later version (Fig. 2.3). 

107

                                                 
101 Swan River Letters, collected and edited by Ian Berryman, Glengarry, W.A.: Swan River Press, c.2002, p. 51. 

) persuaded government officials 

102 Indeed the Leicester Journal of 6 Nov 1829 stated that the commander of Warrior and Sempill together would 
‘clear the immense sum of £10,000 by the voyage’. In Swan River Letters p. 52; see also Uren, p. 79. 
103 W.J. Lines, An all consuming passion: origins, modernity, and the Australian life of Georgiana Molloy, St. 
Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 1994, p. 54. 
104 See Swan River Letters, pp. 8-9, 10. 
105 Etherington, Introduction in Mapping Colonial Conquest, p. 1. 
106 V.L. Forbes and M. Hercock, ‘Charting the way to Empire’ in Mapping Colonial Conquest, pp. 35-6. 
107 Foster, Washed with Sun, p. 47 (my emphasis). 
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and private settlers alike to undertake the enormous mental and geographic shift to share in 
Stirling’s speculative venture. Just as writing had, in the first instance, recorded Stirling’s 
ambitions for and persuaded the British government to effect settlement; just as it had 
effectively annexed the entire western coast for Britain; just as it served to prefigure the form of 
and provisions for the settlement, writing also convinced hundreds of would-be settlers to set 
out for Swan River.  

Embodied in the speculative thinking of Stirling and others coordinating colonisation, 
as expressed in the various written documents discussed in this chapter, is the co-mingling of 
the economic and aesthetic attractions apparently abundant at Swan River. Embraced as well by 
the rising suburban paradigm, these attractions provided the most powerful of incentives for 
aspiring settlers. In other words, it was not only land (in the abstract property sense) but the 
landscape (as an authentic scenic place) described in Stirling’s report and in subsequent 
promotional literature that enticed migrants. It is evidence of the aesthetic impulse motivating 
settlement at Swan River and challenges the view, such as articulated by Tim Bonyhady, that 
‘immigrants … to Australia in the nineteenth century were attracted by economic considerations 
– [especially] the prospects of owning land’ – but that ‘[c]ultural aspirations formed only a 
small part of [their] baggage’.108

  

 In the new speculative suburban model that would be 
implemented at Swan River, economic and cultural aspirations seemed strongly conjoined. 

                                                 
108 Bonyhady, Images in opposition, p. 1. 
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3 Aesthetics of appearance 
Sketching prospects 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.1 A ‘Country in a State of nature’1

This chapter works as a pair with Chapter Two to introduce the two primary aesthetic 
approaches shaping settlement at Swan River. The previous chapter focused on the prospect 
aesthetic that governs the vision for settlement, encompassing the projections of Stirling and 
others during and following the 1827 exploration of the Swan River area. That chapter 
establishes the basis for the argument that speculative thought underpins the reasons for and the 
foundation of settlement at Swan River, ultimately leading to its suburban formation. The 
present chapter similarly converges on the 1827 exploration and accompanying Expedition 
report, but this time in terms of the report’s representational function. My focus here, in 
conjunction with the prospect, is on the sketch aesthetic which informs the predominantly visual 
expression of speculative thought through visually-rich language and metaphor, and the 
illustrative devices of the verbal and visual sketch. The sketch aesthetic underpins the verbal 
descriptions of Stirling and Fraser, and a series of watercolours by the artist appointed to 
accompany the expedition, Frederick Garling. Much of the chapter is devoted to the written 
component of the Expedition report because it was primarily responsible for conjuring 
persuasive images in the minds of government officials and would-be settlers. The influence of 
Garling’s watercolours on the decision to colonise is uncertain, owing to the unavailability of 
information regarding their circulation, public exposure or impact. However, in the context of 
the thesis argument for the aesthetic basis of settlement at Swan River, analysis of his images is 
important (as is the fact that they were made in the first place). Most importantly, the imagery 
mediated through both verbal and visual form demonstrates the powerful mixing of prospect 
and sketch aesthetics – conflating the paradigms of the visionary and the visual – in furthering 
the ambitions for settlement. 

: what and how they saw   

The projective desire underpinning what Stirling and Fraser saw could be at Swan River 
was dependent partly upon what they wanted to see or had already foreseen (such as conveyed 
in Stirling’s Professional observation for example) and in part upon how they saw the existing 
environment. This is where the notion of ‘governing vision’ becomes complex and fascinating. 
It is not my intention to unravel a cause and effect relationship between these various facets of 

                                                 
1 Captain Stirling to Governor Darling, 18 April 1827 (Expedition report), Historical Records of Australia, Series 3, 
Despatches and papers relating to the settlement of the states, Sydney: Library Committee of the Commonwealth 
Parliament, 1921-23, Vol 6, p. 576. 
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vision. My interest is rather in the consistency between Stirling’s preliminary anticipations of 
the site’s attributes and advantages and his subsequent projections of its future capacity, based 
on observations of its characteristics and qualities (including – given the taxonomic thrust of 
early Nineteenth Century science – geographic and maritime position, land and water features, 
flora, fauna and climate) and above all scenic beauty. This consistency seems driven by strategic 
and aesthetic imperatives, united to amplify the attraction of Swan River for settlement. It is the 
aesthetic that I emphasise in this thesis, and having set out in Chapter Two the expectations of 
advantages and the projections of future capacity (in the ‘Capabilities’ section of the Expedition 
report) I now address the observations and descriptions of the actual site (the site’s aspects), 
which is where the aesthetic sensibilities become especially prominent. 
 Stirling and Fraser saw the Swan River site in terms distinctly romantic and therefore 
aesthetic. This equation was first pronounced in Chapter One in line with Peter Beilharz’s 
suggestion that romanticism is ‘perhaps the dominant cultural presence in modernity’ and that it 
‘expands outwards from the aesthetic realm’.2 That Stirling and Fraser saw Swan River as an 
exemplar of the qualities and characteristics of romanticism is evident in their use of language, 
which resonates with the aesthetic views and attitudes typifying the work of many romantic 
artists, poets and writers who were their contemporaries. That they saw with eyes that were 
temporally and culturally conditioned is further borne out by Stirling’s comparison, as we have 
seen, between the findings of the ‘early navigators’ and his own observations, stating that they 
differ so widely that ‘it will scarcely be believed that we undertake to describe the same 
Country’.3 Following David Lowenthal’s argument in The past is a foreign country they were, 
in effect, not describing the same place.4 Apart from the French, Stirling and his party were the 
first to study Western Australia in the romantic era. While their predecessors consistently saw 
the western coast as barren and infertile, Stirling and Fraser saw a region beautiful, colourful 
and rich, often magnificent (especially with respect to soil and flora), but at the same time 
varied and modest. That they saw the site in this way was partly because of their immersion in 
the romantic attitudes which governed (their) vision and partly because it was in Stirling’s 
interest to find a site that would support (and, more importantly, would be seen by others to 
support) his aspirations – his ‘governing vision’ – for settlement. This reflects the shift, 
identified by Bernard Smith as occurring at the start of the nineteenth century, from an urban 
topographic to a romantic landscape emphasis in art.5

 Underpinning the visions of Stirling and Fraser are their visual assessments of the 
region, what Stirling described as ‘a Country in a State of nature’.

  

6

                                                 
2 P. Beilharz, Postmodern socialism: romanticism, city and state, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1994, p. 
31. 

 Signalled by this phrase is 
an emphasis on the ‘country’ as a place with aesthetic as much as economic value, implying the 

3 Captain Stirling to Under Secretary Hay, 30 July 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 585 (my emphasis).  
4 D. Lowenthal, The past is a foreign country, Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1985, p. xvii: ‘The past is a foreign country whose features are shaped by today’s predilections, its strangeness 
domesticated by our own preservation of its vestiges.’ 
5 B. Smith, Place, taste and tradition: a study of Australian art since 1788, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1979, 2nd rev. ed, p. 46; V.L. Forbes and M. Hercock, ‘Charting the way to Empire’ in Mapping Colonial Conquest, 
pp. 36-7, citing B. Smith from European Vision and the South Pacific. 
6 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 576. 
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conversion of land to landscape (and preceding the ultimate materialisation of the suburban 
environment). Neither uses the term ‘landscape’ directly, favouring instead a set of terms 
including the expansive ‘region’, ‘territory’ and ‘neighbourhood’ or the more specifically 
geographic ‘plain’ or ‘reach’. More aesthetically-loaded is their use of ‘view’, ‘scene’ or 
‘aspect’ which I discuss later. Nevertheless, the sense of what we understand today as 
‘landscape’ is strongly implied. In Dennis Cosgrove’s terms the modern sense of landscape is ‘a 
view of physical scenery, whose unity is aesthetic’; for philosopher Edward Casey it is ‘a place 
already on the road to representation’ or at least ‘the more or less coherent setting of an 
embodied point of view’.7 Stirling and Fraser’s terminology supports the view that the 
landscape concept was roughly co-emergent with the visual emphasis of the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century, when, claims Jeremy Foster, ‘ways of seeing were transformed by the 
introduction of new modes of surveying, recording and representing’ land, along with 
‘increasing personal mobility’. The rise of tourism accompanying the increasing leisure-time of 
the middle classes encouraged (even brought about) the visual consumption of landscape. Foster 
explains at length the ‘underlying connection between corporeal practice and perception’ in 
arguing that ‘a landscape is a formation that not only looks a particular way but also engenders a 
particular way of moving, a spatial choreography that is as characteristic and integral to its 
affective meaning as its visual appearance’.8

 As earlier mentioned, Stirling and Fraser’s romantic inclinations have been recognised 
in the histories of Swan River, though usually as a lamenting of the consequences arising from 
the inaccuracies of their reportage. It is not primarily the concern of this thesis to evaluate the 
veracity or otherwise of their observations, nor whether they overstated the potential of the site, 
thus frustrating the expectations of colonists. My interest is rather in tracking the continuity of 
aesthetic thought exemplified by the Expedition report through the various forms of expression 
that ultimately, indelibly, defined settlement and architecture at the Colony. It is this track 
threading through the subsequent chapters that substantiates the aim of the thesis to demonstrate 
that the Colony was designed with aesthetic intent.  

 On this basis it could be said that an aesthetic 
conception of landscape was an apriori condition for Stirling’s capacity to see and, equally 
importantly, to describe the prospects for settlement at Swan River, supported by the quality of 
its land and the promise of its landscape.   

The aesthetic sensibilities informing the observations and descriptions of the Swan 
River site will be discussed here in three main sections. ‘Visual thinking’, first, emphasises the 
visual as the most accessible and direct expression of the romantic aesthetic. Chapter One 
showed the prominent place occupied by the visual dimension with respect to the Australian 

                                                 
7 D. Cosgrove, Geography and vision: seeing, imagining and representing the world, London; New York: I.B. 
Tauris; New York, 2008, p. 1; E.S. Casey, Representing place: landscape painting and maps, Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, c.2002, p. xv. 
8 J. Foster, Washed with sun: landscape and the making of white South Africa, Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2008, p. 83 (emphasis in original). For discussion of early nineteenth century vision see J. Crary, 
Techniques of the observer: on vision and modernity in the nineteenth century, Cambridge, Mass: M.I.T. Press, 
c.1990; T. Bonyhady, Images in opposition: Australian landscape painting 1801-1890, Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1985; B. Smith, European vision and the South Pacific, Sydney: Harper & Row, 1985, 2nd ed., and 
Place, taste and tradition: a study of Australian art since 1788, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1979, 2nd rev. 
ed. 
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architectural histories and the intellectual and cultural thought of the early nineteenth century. 
And as will be seen in subsequent chapters this emphasis on the visual realm, the visual order of 
things, infiltrates language as well as practices such as clearing, writing, drawing and building 
which are intrinsic to the design of the settlement and its architecture. A second section focuses 
on the alignment of visionary and visual thinking through visual representation. In that section 
headed ‘Sketchers of prospects’, I discuss Garling’s watercolours in relation to Stirling and 
Fraser’s verbal descriptions, and also introduce the notion of the prospect-sketch tradition that 
characterises the envisaging and depicting of the Swan River landscape and suburban settlement 
throughout the first decade of settlement (and beyond). The chapter concludes with a section 
studying the grounding of the visual in spatial and tactile dimensions and in actions that are 
effectively enactments of settlement. 

3.2  Visual thinking 
Chapter Two demonstrated that the fundamentally prospective nature of James Stirling’s 
Expedition report was guided by two strands of historical thinking, one reflecting on the past 
and one projecting (into) the future. But the report is also deliberately ordered by visual thinking 
and here I explore this emphasis driving the report’s structure and presentation, as well as the 
observations and conclusions contained therein. The first half is the ‘Narrative of Operations’, 
documenting in the past tense the activities and discoveries of the two-week expedition. This 
aligns with the genre, discussed by Simon Ryan, of the ‘journal of explorations’.9 Abounding 
with visual terminology and metaphors it is no less than a tableau of word-pictures (as is 
Charles Fraser’s) that attest to Beilharz’s claim for the particular ‘romantic and aesthetic history 
of the optical, in which to see is to contemplate and absorb rather than to classify and dissect’.10 
These word-pictures serve a range of ends including the recording (even verbal sketching) of 
experience, the communication of romantic ideals, the framing of views (images as well as 
opinions) and the compartmentalising of space and experience. Most especially perhaps, the 
combination of the journal format with the preponderance of visual references represents a 
desire to convince readers that the content has veracity: it is a record of what they actually did 
and actually saw, mapped out over time. We know that most who read the report when it was 
produced were initially convinced: seeing, if only in the mind’s eye, was believing. This was 
partly the result of what Ryan calls the ‘generic conventions which assure the reader that what is 
reported is accurate’. Central to such conventions was the explorer figure as ‘the vehicle for the 
production of a centralised visual discourse’.11

The second half of the report, subtitled ‘Observations on the Territory’, encompasses 
the sections ‘General Aspect’ and ‘Capabilities’. While such headings indicate an explicit 
concern with the visual, curiously this half of the report is less richly punctuated with visual 

 Today we acknowledge the report (and equally 
the landscape which was its major subject) as a construct, its presentation as a journal conveying 
an apparent truthfulness that concealed its very construction as an artifice.  

                                                 
9 See S. Ryan, The cartographic eye: how explorers saw Australia, Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996, p. 8. 
10 Beilharz, Postmodern Socialism, p. 96 (my emphasis). 
11 Ryan, p. 8. 
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imagery. Instead, Stirling’s visual references primarily corroborate and reiterate the 
anticipations for the site, as spelt out in his 1826 Professional observation.12 So while in the 
first half, the journal evokes images of the site sometimes as ends in themselves, the 
‘Observations on the Territory’ engages the strategic function of the visual. This is evident 
through use of the words ‘Observations’ and Aspect’. ‘Aspect’ possesses a range of meanings 
all of which are embraced by Stirling’s usage. It is firstly ‘[t]he action of looking … at 
something; beholding; view; gaze’; secondly a ‘[w]ay of looking, as to positions or direction … 
The looking, facing, or fronting of something in a given direction; the side or surface which 
fronts or is turned towards a given direction’; and thirdly an ‘[a]ppearance … expression; 
countenance. … The appearance presented by an object to the eye’.13

Language of vision 

 In Stirling’s report, the 
‘General Aspect’ is a summative description of the appearance of the country in all its facets or 
aspects: coastline, geology, climate, vegetation, water supply, Aboriginal community, and 
animal and bird life. ‘Observations’ refers to both the optical function of looking at the territory 
as well as remarks about it which, though primarily visual, attend also to the spatial and tactile 
dimensions of the site as I later discuss. ‘Observations’ of the territory’s aspects fundamentally 
supported Stirling’s surmising of its prospects (in this way ‘aspect’ is to description what 
‘prospect’ is to projection). The visual theme that informs the structure is also carried 
throughout the content of the report. In the sections that follow I discuss the mechanisms 
through which they saw and wrote about the site, as both land and landscape: the general visual 
lexicon, romantic imagery and a pictorial sensibility. 

That Stirling and Fraser saw land as well as landscape at Swan River is a product of the 
language and intellectual context of the early nineteenth century. They were immersed in a 
culture in which the language of vision was pervasive, encompassing visualisation, imagination, 
contemplation, observation, projection, analysis and so on. These ways of thinking and seeing at 
once represented physiological, scientific, strategic and aesthetic imperatives. Visual emphasis 
is pronounced through choice of words (in addition to ‘observation’ and ‘aspect’). There is 
reference to the ‘eye’ as the optical receptor, as in ‘…not a pleasant sort of Vegetation to the 
Eye’.14 The eye was also the primary means by which assessments of the site were formed, 
involving interpretation, comparison and extrapolation of optically derived information. Stirling 
and Fraser both use the expression ‘as far as the eye can carry’ to extend exponentially the area 
of land ‘surveyed’ by the party and upon which supposedly accurate opinions are formed.15

                                                 
12 Captain Stirling to Governor Darling, New South Wales, 14 Dec 1826, Historical Records of Australia, Series 1, 
Governors’ despatches to and from England, Sydney: Library Committee of the Commonwealth Parliament, 1914-
25, Vol 12, Enclosure 2. See Chapter Two for discussion of this document, which I have termed his ‘Professional 
observation’. 

 The 
eye is accepted as a reliable means of forming judgements about various qualities and capacities 
of the site, even when observed from afar. Also implied in this phrase is the enormously 
expanded landscape that becomes the subject of beholding, which, as earlier noted, for Corner 

13 The new shorter Oxford English dictionary on historical principles, edited by Lesley Brown, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1993, p. 127. 
14 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 555. 
15 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6. Stirling pp. 559-60; Fraser pp. 579, 583.  
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and Cosgrove is then converted to an artifice and hence, we might say, represents a form of 
proto-settlement. (In a later chapter I pursue the common surveying practice of the ‘eye-sketch’ 
and reveal the consequences of this practice for the subsequent development of the settlement at 
Swan River.) There is the use of ‘seeing’, ‘observing’ and ‘contemplating’ to refer to the action 
of the eye: while the party is engaged in ‘seeing the Country’, ‘the Country is seen to rise’.16 
Fraser again relies on the importance of the visual faculty as a barometer of truth and a measure 
of conviction: ‘[the Plants] exceed anything I ever saw’ and ‘[the Land is] superior to any I ever 
saw’. Perhaps because his report was entitled ‘Observations on the Soil’, Fraser makes regular 
use of this word: ‘observed on this tract’; ‘Here I first observed’; ‘On further observations these 
plains were seen to extend’; ‘My observations did not extend’.17

Repeatedly the word ‘view’ is used to infer the action or position and/or result of 
contemplating, as in ‘I had a tolerable view’ or ‘we sought a view of the Country’; and also to 
represent the landscape or scene which is the subject of the gazing, as in ‘[t]he view from the 
summit is very extensive’. Stirling offered a slightly different interpretation to infer location in 
‘[smoke appearing from different] Points of view’, and to mean examination or scrutiny in 
‘concluding this view of the Country as regards its supply of Water’.

 And then there are the words 
‘explore’, ‘survey’ and ‘reconnoitre’ all of which involve the action of looking at and analysing 
things. 

18 There is the use of 
‘render’ which is generally used to mean ‘cause to be’ or ‘make’ but also implies the translation 
of observations or views into verbal images or sketches for consumption. In Stirling’s case: ‘I 
should have been glad if I could have rendered this report more valuable’, ‘the Sea was also 
rendered invisible either by distance or the ridge of Hills which skirts it’, ‘we were now 
becoming accustomed to the business of rendering ourselves comfortable in the Forest’ and 
‘[the Darling Ranges are] rocky and rendered rugged’. Fraser uses ‘render them admirably 
adapted’ and ‘render them capable’.19 And in relation to views and rendering, there are frequent 
references to ‘scenes’, ‘appearances’ and ‘pictures’. As I discuss in a later section, the 
pictorialising of the site was a conscious strategy employed by both Stirling and Fraser. Fraser 
for instance commonly refers to ‘scenes’: ‘[t]o a person accustomed to the Everbrown of the 
Woods of Port Jackson, the magnificent scene from Pelican Point would be considered a great 
treat’; ‘[t]he Coast towards Port Success is thickly covered with cypress, the bieutiful (sic) green 
of which imparts to the scene an agreeable and elegant appearance’; and ‘[t]he Sea makes a 
breach into each of the lower range [of Caverns] over blocks of Granite; the Scene is then truly 
grand’.20

Romantic imagery 

  

If what and how Stirling and Fraser saw was conditioned by their immersion in the language of 
vision, it was also influenced by romantic aesthetics. This is overtly evident in Stirling’s use of 

                                                 
16 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 558, Fraser p. 583. 
17 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser pp. 579, 581, 582. 
18 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 553, 559, Fraser p. 579, Stirling pp. 557, 
570. 
19 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 551, 558 and 566, Fraser p. 579. 
20 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser pp. 580, 582, 584. 
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the words ‘romantic’, ‘picturesque’, ‘beautiful’ and ‘rich’ as adjectives. For example, ‘as the 
Stream is ascended, the banks become extremely beautiful and picturesque. Their beauty is 
enhanced by the lofty trees, which occasionally adorn them’; and ‘we continued to penetrate 
through a rich and romantic Country’. Indeed the word ‘beauty’ or its derivations appear no less 
than 18 times throughout the entire report (featuring eight times in the first half of Stirling’s 
‘Narrative’ and only once in his second half and nine times in Fraser’s relatively short six page 
‘Observations’). And there is widespread use of synonyms, some eliciting aspects of the 
sublime, such as ‘majestic’, magnificent’ (six times for Fraser), ‘stupendous’, ‘brilliant’ and, to 
describe water and weather, ‘delicious’.21

The site’s attractions are described repeatedly through a range of terms and phrases 
characteristic of romanticism and particularly the sketch aesthetic (as discussed by Richard Sha 
in The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism), including references to or inferences 
of contrast, variety and changefulness, modesty and openness.

 

22 A taste for variety and 
changefulness is articulated directly by both Stirling and Fraser. Stirling writes of difference: 
‘[t]he Country at Frazer’s Point differs in character from that which is nearer the Sea; above it, 
Sandy beaches and precipitous Limestone Cliffs are succeeded by flat rushy Shores, or rising 
banks of grass, and Woodland, but the Soil of the Hills is still sandy…’; and variety: ‘[t]he 
Country adjacent to this Spot is generally of an undulating character; occasionally sections of 
the higher grounds are seen on the Banks of the River, and by presenting Steep red, brown and 
yellow Cliffs, of one or two hundred feet high, add much to the variety of the Landscape’. 
Variety is seen to articulate geological features as in ‘the Coast Line is formed by a Limestone 
ridge, varying in height’ as well as fauna in the ‘almost innumerable variety of Grasses, Plants 
and Trees’. That variety was a subject of scientific as well as aesthetic interest is evident when 
Stirling writes of his disappointment when unable to procure a ‘view of the Country’ ‘because 
its character was evidently changing’.23 Fraser closely echoes Stirling’s observations and 
expressions, detecting ‘an evident change in the character of the Country’ and an ‘amazing 
quantity of interesting Plants’. The ‘Country’ is ‘diversified into Hill and Dale’ and in parts the 
river banks are ‘varying alternately, on each bank, from hilly promontories of the finest red 
loam and covered with stupendous Angoferas, to extensive flats of the finest description’ and in 
the Caverns near Cape Naturalist is ‘an extraordinary assemblage of Colours, from the immense 
variety of Liverwort and minute Fungiae with which they are covered’.24

In further instances variety and contrast is inferred through the composition of the 
description. Stirling writes of sailing through ‘a bieutiful (sic) reach of the River. On the left lay 
a level Country 15 or 20 feet above the water, covered with bronze grass and studded by a few 
green trees; On the right, higher banks and greater bieuty (sic) of scenery’. He observes variety 
in the landscape’s colouration, finding in one ‘Spot’ ‘the bright green foliage of the Shrubs’ 
contrasting with ‘the abrupt and red coloured banks of the River …and the view of the blue 

 

                                                 
21 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 555, 558 (my emphasis in both); 
‘delicious’ on pp. 556 and 558. 
22 R.C. Sha, The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1998. 
23 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 556, 558, 566, 568, 559. 
24 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser pp. 581, 578, 580, 579, 581, 584. 
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summits of the Mountains’.25 In terms of composition and colour, Garling’s Red Bank, 30 Miles 
up the Swan (Fig. 3.1e) strongly resembles this verbal description by Stirling. Fraser constructs 
a gradual change in the structure of the landscape: near the coast of Geographe Bay ‘gentle 
undulating hills’ are separated by ‘Vallies of considerable magnitude’ and framed by a ‘bold 
range of mountains’ while on ‘approaching Cape Naturalist the Shores become bold … [the] 
Hills are bold … and divided by bieutiful (sic) meandering Vallies … of considerable 
magnitude’ and then, ‘in the construction and composition of the Rocks, there is a vast 
difference; there they are seen to present immense Cliffs overhanging the Beach in Awful 
grandeur’.26

The modesty conveyed by Stirling and Fraser’s descriptions is generally in accordance 
with a romantic sensibility. This is a significant point because, as Stirling himself noted, ‘[t]he 
first appearance of the Coast we were now to explore presented nothing attractive; the 
monotony of its outline and the dusky hue of the meagre vegetation, it supported, at once 
accounted for the sterile and hopeless character attributed by early navigators to this Region’.

 In this sequence Fraser dramatises the changing character of the landscape, 
articulating both subtle variety and sharp contrast. At the same time he draws attention to one of 
the predominant characteristics of the Swan River landscape: its modesty. This is made all the 
more apparent through the contrast of the ‘Awful grandeur’ at Cape Naturalist with what is 
otherwise a gently modulated landscape. What is clear in Fraser’s depiction here of landscape 
extremes is that variety and contrast exist at different scales. But in the majority of the report a 
more subtle level of variety moderates and most importantly beautifies an ‘extensive’ landscape 
of consistently modest character. It is also possible that the nature of the light and landscape 
evoked a beguiling Mediterranean influence on what and how they saw, given the centrality of 
Italy to romantic vision and travel. 

27 
It is important to recognise here that the relative flatness of the terrain’s profile would have been 
something of a disappointment after a long sea voyage, particularly after the impressive 
geological formations at Cape Town and for eyes untrained by romanticism. Perceptions of 
flatness and dullness vary according to the prevailing culture. Hence while the ‘sterile and 
hopeless character’ had been taken historically to indicate a lack of fertility, it equally signalled 
an absence of the qualities that the early navigators would have associated with beauty. It is 
further evidence, I believe, that Stirling approached Swan River with eyes that were ready to see 
the landscape’s subtle varieties, to see modesty where before had been monotony, beauty where 
before was barrenness. As well as a taste for the romantic, it is possible that the Scottish 
heritage of Stirling and others in the party inspired an affinity for this terrain that showed 
similarities to the contouring and thin forestation of Scottish landscapes. For Stirling and Fraser 
the modesty of Swan River is articulated repeatedly as ‘level Country’ of ‘undulating character’ 
featuring ‘gentle undulating hills’.28

                                                 
25 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 556 and 559. 

 The interest in modesty, coupled with variety, is conveyed 
in Stirling’s ‘recapitulation’ of the ‘geological Structure of this Country’:  

26 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser p. 583. 
27 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 552. 
28 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser p. 583. 
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[f]irst, The Limestone ridge of an average breadth of 3 Miles on the Sea Shore, then the 
plain, an undulating Valley of an average breadth of 30 Miles, and lastly the mountain 
range rising abruptly from the plain to the height of 1,200 feet and extending North and 
South on a line parallel with the Coast and apparently co-extensive with it.29

 
 

The modest quality is derived largely through the terrain’s flatness and extensiveness or 
what might be called its ‘lowness’, which I adopt as a deliberately ambiguous term because of 
its inferences of ‘ordinariness’ and ‘low scale’ (and even Scottishness. As seen in later chapters, 
lowness possesses the additional nuance of ‘domesticity’.) These properties further give rise to 
the characteristic of openness. The ‘open’ character of the landscape is defined as a product of 
low forest density, described by Stirling and Fraser as advantageous. Stirling writes that ‘[o]n 
the Flats the Blue Gum Tree flourishes, but in a ratio of not more than 10 to an Acre, and they 
are generally unaccompanied by any other Tree or Shrub except a long leaved and beautiful 
Species of Acacia’ and Fraser reiterates that ‘…the open state of the Country, a state which 
allows not a greater average than 10 trees to an Acre’ will ensure that ‘a Settler can bring his 
Farm into a state of immediate culture’. Further, ease of movement was ensured as the ‘open 
forest-like character afforded no impediment to [our] march’. Facility of movement would 
ensure the suitability for settlement, as Fraser notes with regard to the ‘non-existence of 
impediments to land carriage’.30

… the ease with which it appears the Country may be penetrated without the necessity of 
commencing immediately upon the arduous measure of Road Making, and the open 
character of the Forest Land which would enable a Settler at once to draw a large profit 
upon a small outlay of Capital or Labour.

 Indeed Stirling pronounces as advantages for settlement:  

31

 
 

Openness is thus firstly a practical consideration, valued for its colonial efficiency, that is, the 
penetrability of the landscape and its suitability for immediate cultivation and imposition of 
European culture. Yet openness also has aesthetic connotations. It serves a visual or pictorial 
function, enabling the ‘seeing’ or ‘contemplating’ of the ‘Country’ in all its subtle difference, 
variety, beauty and richness. As an extension of this, it invokes romantic and idyllic associations 
of a rural agrarian past with promise for Swan River’s future. Indeed the thinly wooded 
character of Australia’s coastal landscapes generally, and which was particularly pronounced at 
Swan River, offered a tangible and desirable likeness to English park-like settings. The appeal 
of this open landscape (which was initially found, rather than cultivated) was aesthetic and 
social, and on both counts a strong enticement for migrants, as articulated by early Swan River 
settler, George Fletcher Moore.32

The appearance of nature; the nature of appearance

 

33

The preceding discussions of the language of vision and romantic imagery – through which 
Stirling and Fraser saw and wrote about the site of Swan River – have hinged upon the notion of 

 

                                                 
29 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 567. (Conversion: 3 miles = 4.8 kilometres; 
30 miles = 48.3 kilometres; 1200 feet = 365.8 metres.)  
30 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 558 and Fraser p. 582 (my emphasis). 
31 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 576 (my emphasis). 
32 G.F. Moore, Diary of ten years eventful life of an early settler in Western Australia, and also a descriptive 
vocabulary of the language of the Aborigines, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1978, 
Facsimile ed., pp. 20-21; and see Bonyhady’s discussion  in Images in Opposition, p. 47. 
33 From Foster, p. 192.  
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appearance; more particularly, the appearance of the land. Matters of appearance are central in 
obvious ways to the optical consciousness, to the visual paradigm, and they are equally at the 
core of the cultural and aesthetic world-view of romanticism. This chapter and the thesis more 
broadly is concerned with the appearance of nature, on the one hand and, on the other, the 
nature of appearance. This dualism calls into play the conjoint interpretations of land and 
landscape that feature so strongly (and are ultimately so compelling) in the Expedition report: 
the conversion of land to landscape is fundamentally achieved through descriptions of the 
appearance of nature (especially as views or scenes); in turn the depicting of the landscape most 
effectively promotes the capacities of the land (in terms of extent as well as soil) for cultivation 
and settlement. That appearance (how things looked) was a legitimate measure and indicator of 
character is evident in the numerous examples from Stirling and Fraser cited above: appearance 
informed their views of the ‘aspects’ of the site and of the ‘prospects’ for its future. Their 
attentions to appearance took two key forms that are of interest to discussions later in this thesis 
about the design of towns and buildings. One is the conventional deriving of site quality and 
fertility through the visual appearance of the land and landscape, based on analogy, comparison, 
visual analysis or extrapolation. The second revolves around the notion of ‘surface’ as a primary 
locus of appearance, and which touches on the domains of truth and depth that have so 
preoccupied the historians of Australian architecture. 

The adoption of analogy or comparison as a means of estimating site qualities and 
projecting future capacity was discussed in Chapter Two. Both Stirling and Fraser draw upon 
romantic or historical imagery coupled with analogous comparison to represent Swan River as a 
highly fertile and therefore desirable spot for settlement. Where Stirling claims that the lowlands 
‘resemble fields of grain, for the high grass had been turned yellow by the Sun’ he is at once 
capturing a romantic image of openness, a golden pastoral scene that is suggestive of fertility 
and productivity (and indicative, it goes without saying, of prosperity) because evocative of 
British rural life.34 This resemblance or recollection is most likely to inspire (in Stirling as well 
as his readers) an enthusiastic response towards Swan River and the projected enterprise of 
settlement because it is ‘like’ Britain, but also not like it. In other words, it is like the agrarian 
countryside but it is a welcome (‘Mediterranean’) contrast to the increasingly urban and 
industrialised British cities. Fraser too makes an idyllic non-urban reference, but to a tropical 
paradise, as we have already seen: the ‘truly tropical’ character of the forest suggested by the 
size and magnificence of tree varieties.35

In addition to the reliance on pastoral and tropical metaphors Stirling and Fraser draw 
comparisons of Swan River to other places near and far. We already know that it was seen by 
Stirling to bear ‘resemblance in all material points connected with this portion of the Subject to 
the States of America, situated to the South of New York’.

  

36 Elsewhere later he likened it to the 
Italian plains of Lombardy, a region to which it is ‘not inferior in any natural essential 
quality’.37

                                                 
34 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 558. 

 For Fraser the ‘bieutiful (sic) species of Liptosherminon resembles the Weeping 

35 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser p. 580. 
36 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 576. 
37 Stirling to Hay, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p 585. 
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Willow of Europe’. Less distant are comparisons with New South Wales, from which are 
derived the fertility of flats adjacent to the river banks, ‘resembling in character those seen on 
the Banks of the Macquarie River, West of the Wellington Valley’ and attest to Fraser’s 
expertise, as we have already seen, from his reference to the extensive view ‘resembling in its 
outline that seen from Princess Charlotte’s Crescent … in 1817 vide Oxley’s Journal’.38

In the estimation of site qualities and projection of future capacities, analogy was 
supplemented by visual analysis and extrapolation. The appearance of nature (colour, size, 
variety, quantity, form and texture of landscape features, flora and soil) fed assumptions and 
projections which most commonly followed the equating of beauty and variety with fertility; 
barrenness and monotony with sterility. For example, the fertility of flats derived by Fraser 
through comparison with New South Wales was confirmed when ‘[o]n further observations, 
these Plains were seen to extend to the base of the Mountains, interspersed with strips of good 
forest Land, covered with a profusion of Plants and Stupendous Angopheras.’

 These 
comparisons are made to underline the case for settlement at Swan River, with the other places 
always equalled if not surpassed by Swan River in beauty, fertility and hence superiority. The 
comparisons are also designed to convince the reader that these men are worldly and 
experienced, and their judgements and projections therefore well informed and carefully 
reasoned. 

39 Indeed as his 
report progresses Fraser becomes increasingly effusive about the ‘great variety’, ‘immense 
variety’, ‘amazing quantity’ and ‘profusion’ of plants evidencing fertility. That appearance was 
a reliable assessment tool is borne out by the following examples. Although Fraser did not 
explore beyond Port Success, he asserts that ‘from the appearance of the Country, I doubt not 
its being of the same description as that already described’. Likewise, although ‘the character of 
the Hills [beyond Pelican Point] was not ascertained … I do not hesitate in pronouncing them to 
be equally fertile as far as my eye carries’.40

It is possible to argue that Stirling’s capacity for prospective thought further 
supplemented his extrapolation of site and land quality, for it added an additional dimension to 
the emphasis on visual appearance. In both senses of forward-looking as well as pictorial depth 
(which I discuss in the next section), Stirling’s engagement with prospect encouraged him to 
look beyond the immediate, beyond appearances. For example, despite his early observation 
that the ‘first appearance of the Coast [presented] nothing attractive [and which] accounted for 
the sterile and hopeless character attributed by early navigators to this Region’ eventually the 
‘Neighbourhood of the River tempted [him] to reconnoitre it’ and thereafter the discoveries 
were generally promising. Indeed it could be claimed that the River served as a prospective 
vehicle in a different way to the customary elevated view. The river represents a prospect whose 
course takes explorers into the fertile interior, opening up a vista to the hills in the distance, 
beyond which was the possibility of an inland sea. The prospect of the river reveals the country 
that is otherwise concealed from the shore: ‘[b]ehind this Limestone (whose occasional naked 

  

                                                 
38 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser pp. 579 and 581. 
39 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser p. 581. 
40 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser pp. 582, 579, 584 (my emphases). 
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and barren appearance probably caused the early and continued prejudices against the fertility of 
this Coast) commences the great plain of “Quartania”’.41 He makes a similar observation upon 
the conclusion of the expedition, when back on board the Success and leaving Swan River 
behind: ‘[t]he Land immediately on the Shore became more Sandy and sterile as we receded on 
this course from Swan River, but the interior, whenever it could be seen over the sand downs, 
presented a Woody and green aspect’.42

By far the majority of passages in which the technique of observation and extrapolation 
was used to assess site quality concluded that Swan River was a site highly favourable for 
settlement, comparable to America (and possibly a better version of India, and Scotland). In the 
passage immediately following Stirling’s confident assertions of likeness to America he 
continues 

 The view that had looked so unappealing upon arrival 
(because it offered no sense of prospect) was in the end appreciated in a different light following 
the revelations of the interior. 

Situated in a Climate which admits of Labour, possessing great varieties of excellent Soil, 
well Watered by Springs, Creeks and refreshing Showers, and offering, under the influence 
of a powerful Sun, great ranges in temperature according to the height of position occupied, 
It appears to hold out every attraction that a Country in a State of nature can possess.43

 
  

Stirling would have been underlining the importance of gaining Australia to replace the lost 
American territories. The above is included in the ‘Capabilities’ section of his Narrative, and 
testifies to Stirling’s immersion in romantic aesthetics and speculative thought. It is, further, a 
restatement of his earlier comments underlining productive promise: ‘[t]he verdant appearance 
and almost innumerable variety of Grasses, Plants and Trees shew that there is no deficiency in 
the three great sources of their Sustenance, Soil, Heat, or Moisture.’ Indeed ‘greenness’ was a 
sure sign of plentiful plant sustenance, a promise for posterity. Other iterations of ‘verdant’ 
abound in the descriptions. Stirling observes ‘the rich and lovely verdure of a Country 
frequently Watered by Showers’ near Geographe Bay.44 Fraser was ‘astonished at the vivid 
green of the Eucalyptus and other Trees and Shrubs’ but ‘found the cause to arise apparently 
from the immense number of Springs with which this Country abounds’ and ‘from the same 
cause must arise the great luxuriance of the herbaceous Plants on the Banks.’ Likewise the ‘vast 
quantity of herbage’ seen on the banks was seen to indicate an improvement in the ‘Country 
from Point Heathcote’. For Fraser, ‘greenness’, quantity and size are key indicators of plant 
health. He deduced the fertility of the valleys at Cape Naturalist by ‘the astonishing luxuriance 
of the Thistles and Ferns, some of which measured 111/2 feet’ (hence a better version of 
Scotland?).45 ‘Green’ even influences Stirling’s projections of a ‘valuable fishery’ at Swan 
River based on the ‘moving picture of various Animals gliding over the green Surface of the 
bottom.’46

                                                 
41 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 552, 553, 566 (my emphases). 

 

42 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 562. 
43 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 575-6 (my emphases). The temperature 
variation presumably makes this a better version of India. 
44 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 568, 563. 
45 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser pp. 578-9, 580, 583. 
46 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 571. 
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Stirling and Fraser share a predominant tendency of the time to favour the surface as 
locus of visual appearance, the facet that gives a ‘face’ to the exploration, to the site (in all its 
‘aspects’) and to the site’s prospects. This preoccupation is evident in their figuring of Swan 
River ‘Territory’ as ground. Territory is one of those ambiguous words which can mean both 
‘ground’ (variously terrain, land and landscape) and the more abstract ‘location’ or ‘domain’, 
and all of these inferences feature in the report and associated documents. In a letter dated 15 
May 1827, Stirling wrote to Earl Bathurst requesting that he be assigned the ‘Superintendence 
and Government’ of a Colony at Swan River ‘in the Event of an Establishment being formed on 
that territory’.47 When preceded by ‘on’, the word ‘territory’ assumes the state of surface, rather 
than a space or location (which is a three-dimensional zone or place that one resides ‘in’). It 
could therefore be said that what and how Stirling and Fraser saw (as the existing territory) was 
largely (through or as) surface. This is not so surprising given (as with Foster’s comment 
regarding the South African interior) this was a ‘terrain in which … surface dominated’.48

The idea of surface is also articulated explicitly through reference to things, features, 
persons and personas being ‘clothed’, an anthropomorphism conjuring the sympathetic 
depiction of environments. Fraser describes a setting of ‘Hills and Dales’ as being 
‘magnificently clothed with Trees of the richest green’; similarly ‘the appearance of the Country 
[near Geographe Bay] is particularly interesting; the Shores are richly clothed with Timber 
[with] foliage … of the finest green’.

 So, in 
addition to (in fact, because of) their immersion in a visual paradigm and the romantic sketch 
aesthetic, Stirling and Fraser are preoccupied with appearances, with how things ‘appear’ to be. 
The ‘apparent’ is a surmising of possibility: it is, in itself, speculative or prospective.  

49 Stirling uses the expression to describe the lower 
grounds of Hills ‘clothed with grass’. He further implies this sense with regard to ‘[t]he Water 
[which] at this point assumed the appearance of a River’, the ‘face of the Hills [near Cape 
Leeuwin] towards the West [which is] either bare rock or hopeless Sea Sand’ and even a 
confrontation with a group of Aborigines, during which ‘appearances wore a threatening 
aspect…’.50 This personification also relied on giving ‘face’ to events as an extension of the 
idea of surface. In his report Stirling lends face to the exploration by describing the ‘cheerful’ 
and almost genteel nature of the proceedings.51

                                                 
47 Enclosure, Captain Stirling to Earl Bathurst, 15 May 1827, HRA Series I, Vol 13, p. 307. 

 The notion of ‘clothing’ indicates one other 
important dimension to the preoccupation with appearance. This is the awareness of what lies 
beneath, as in a structure or concealed meaning. In this way, surface invokes depth as well as 
potentially contradictory notions of truth and superficiality. These concerns are central not only 
to the romantic sketch aesthetic but, as seen in my Chapter One, to the narrative of Australian 
architectural history. The subtle interplay between surface and depth, sketch and prospect will 
be discussed in the following two sections in relation to the sketching of prospects and the 
grounding of the visual. 

48 Foster, Washed with Sun, pp. 192-3. 
49 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser pp. 579, 582. 
50 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 558, 566, 557. 
51 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 555, 556, 558. 



Sketches in the sand 

116 

3.3 Sketchers of prospects: ways of describing a new world  
So far in this chapter I have discussed the ways in which visual thinking influenced what and 
how Stirling and Fraser saw and wrote about the Swan River site, based on their immersion in 
speculative thought, the language of vision and romantic aesthetics. Bound up with language 
and aesthetics is a third manifestation of visual thinking which equally informed the preparation 
of the Expedition report: Stirling, Fraser and Frederick Garling saw the terrain in terms of 
views, images, scenes, and pictures. In this imaging, which was often a pictorialising, of the site 
was a conflation of issues relating to imperialism and property ownership (associated with the 
enclosure of territory, land and space); the touristic consumption of landscape; and picturesque 
aesthetics. The latter particularly is associated with an aversion to the increasing industrial-
urbanisation of European cities which may have seemed for many British citizens a symbolic 
curtailment of their future prospects, as individuals and as a community. A sense of prospective 
thinking must have seemed, increasingly, available only away from the confines of urban 
Britain. It is this liberating of a sense of speculation which underpins the imaging and describing 
of the Swan River site and landscape in verbal and visual terms. In discussing the images my 
focus is on the deliberate construction of pictures (in word and visual form) as holistic and 
contained scenes rather than on the evoking of imagery generally (which has been covered in 
previous sections). In particular, I discuss pictures that consciously articulate a sense of 
prospect, which is taken to encompass the meanings of vision (visionary) as well as a type of 
landscape view.  

Pictorial functions 
Stirling and Fraser’s word-pictures are remarkably consistent with the watercolour views of 
Frederick Garling. Stationed in Sydney and appointed to officially accompany the 1827 
expedition to Swan River, Garling’s background, according to Bernard Smith, was as a ‘self-
taught painter’ of landscape and maritime scenes.52 Mary Eagle and John Jones, however, claim 
Garling as possibly ‘Australia’s first locally trained artist’, speculating on the likelihood that he 
had received lessons from Augustus Earle (who had painted Garling’s portrait).53 As earlier 
noted, it is impossible to determine the commissioning instructions to Garling, or to ascertain 
the extent to which his watercolour images were circulated in Britain or the Australian colonies 
prior to the 1829 foundation of Swan River. The set of watercolours he produced, however, is 
persuasive graphic illustration of the visual thinking, romantic imagery, aesthetic concerns and 
speculative impulse informing the written sections of the Expedition report. As Bonyhady 
explains, expedition artists and colonial landscape painters alike sought to balance ‘their 
romantic vision of the landscape with a desire to produce useful documents recording 
topography, objects of scientific interest and potential places of residence and tourism’.54

                                                 
52 Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition, p. 60. 

 These 
combined imperatives of aesthetics and information are no less apparent in the words and works 
of Stirling, Fraser and Garling.   

53 M. Eagle and J. Jones, A story of Australian painting, Sydney: Macmillan Australia, c.1994, repr. 1996, p. 12. 
54 Bonyhady, Images in Opposition, p. 87. 
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In balancing these two main objects, the verbal and visual images by Stirling, Fraser and 
Garling perform a number of simultaneous functions. The first and overarching function is most 
obviously to create a picture. In the way that stories are absorbed more effectively than are 
more abstract presentations of information (see Chapter One) so, too, pictures tell stories, 
providing in memorable and portable format an amalgam of information, experience, form and 
idea. The picture function is most directly the assembly, organisation and communication of 
these components, in word or graphic form. Compositional principles order the following 
depiction by Fraser:  

[f]rom the Shore the Country is seen to rise gradually into gentle undulating hills, seperated 
(sic) apparently into Vallies (sic) of considerable magnitude, the whole terminated by a 
bold range of mountains of considerable elevation, thickly clothed with Timber of 
considerable magnitude and extending inland as far as the eye can carry.55

 
  

Leaving aside the content of his description, this is a painterly conception of layers in the 
Claudian tradition, depicting foreground (the shore), middle ground (undulating hills and 
valleys) and background (mountains). As well he conveys scale and contrast, movement (the 
rising of the country) and texture. Many such examples from Fraser and Stirling exist in the 
report, strongly resembling the formal aspects of picture making that organise Garling’s views. 
Influenced by conventional structural concepts (such as Hogarth’s line of beauty) each of 
Garling’s images is carefully organised by diagonal movement (often from bottom right to left) 
across the picture plane. Each, like Fraser’s passage above, is composed as a series of layers or 
grounds: a foreground typically framed by foliage; a middle ground comprising either water or a 
great pastoral plain; and a fading background terminating at a horizon, usually defined (as in 
Fraser’s above) by a mountain range, either glowing or dusky. Supplementing the layering are 
principles of movement, colour, light, tone and texture. This formal presentation, in verbal and 
visual form, of the nature and appearance of the landscape is an explicit manifestation of the 
aesthetic imperatives underpinning the ways that the Swan River site was seen and described. 

Enhancing the aesthetic effects of the formal principles is the contriving of an 
impressionistic experience of both journey and landscape. This second function of the images 
serves to render an atmosphere that affects the full range of senses, even, for instance, conjuring 
a feeling of coolness or warmth. On top of the visual dimension, this appeal to the senses 
entrenches the pictures more firmly in the minds and memories of their beholders. Most 
especially it is the impression of a benign natural environment that prevails throughout the 
verbal and visual descriptions. Take for example the following composition by Stirling: 

At day light the view of the Coast was very pleasing, a high and regularly shaped conical 
mountain occupied the middle of the picture and was the most distant Land visible. 
Between us and it, there was a succession of descending ridges or rather a plain inclining to 
the Sea Shore, covered with Timber; the sand downs, which skirted the white Sand beach, 
were not bare nor devoid of verdure and beauty. The Sun rising behind the mountain shed 
every variety of colour over the scene before us…56

 
 

Stirling’s creation is of a picture in which the landscape features and sun alike are the 
personification of benevolence, an idyll of form and colour gradually coalescing at sunrise. 

                                                 
55 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Fraser p. 583. 
56 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 562 (my emphases). 
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Garling similarly depicts an antipodean paradise: his View across the Coastal plain exemplifies 
the ‘Aboriginal Arcadia’ described by Bonyhady as one of three major themes in nineteenth 
century Australian landscape painting.57 More especially, Garling’s watercolours as a group 
convey an impression of the atmosphere and colour of the Swan River landscape. Indeed 
Bernard Smith first noted in Garling’s Sydney maritime scenes his use of ‘stronger colours’ and 
‘feeling after atmosphere which is absent from the geometric precision of [earlier] 
topographers’, identifying in his watercolour technique ‘an affinity with some of the harbour 
scenes of the early Turner’.58

To the powerfully memorable image rendered by the aesthetic principles of form and 
impression is added the effect of veracity. The images thirdly satisfy a journalistic function, the 
journal sharing the etymological foundations of the journey as a recording of daily activities. 
Alongside the report’s written narrative, which I have already discussed at length, Garling’s 
views similarly depict the discoveries and activities of the expedition. As previously noted in 
regard to the format of the Expedition report, in claiming to describe things as they actually 
looked or happened, the journal purports to be an unmediated truthful account and in this it 
achieves great authenticity and authority. Matching the text commentary about river and land 
travel and the making of encampments, Garling’s views include the figures of explorers, boats 
travelling upstream or anchored offshore, and what appears to be the shooting of black swans. 
Even Stirling’s reference to the ‘cheerful’ nature of the expedition is illustrated in Garling’s 
Bivouac camp site scene, complete with fire and hammocks. Interesting here is a comparison 
with Earle’s Bivouac view (Fig. 3.3): though Garling’s is set at dusk and Earle’s at dawn, each 
features the glowing focal point of a fire around which is a good deal of activity on the part of 
the campers. Both were prepared in 1827, though Earle’s oil was later painted in 1838 from 
original sketches. Consistent with the formats of the watercolour versus oil traditions Earle’s is 
a much larger and, partly as a result, significantly more detailed image. Apart from these factors 
the most interesting difference stems from the fact that Earle’s focus is tightly on the group of 
travellers in the foreground; Garling on the other hand stands back from the silhouetted figures 
who occupy his middle ground, and composes a fuller sense of a setting around them. Garling is 
here satisfying the functions of journalistic narrative as well as impressionistic experience of 
journey and landscape. Enhancing the narrative purpose and authenticity of his images is a 
sense of action, depicting men in the acts of exploring, sailing, shooting, fire-tending and 
hammock-hanging. It is possible to arrange the images in an approximation of the journey, as in 
Figures 3.1 and 3.2: when seen this way, they convey an unfolding sense of discovery charted 
by the course of the river before terminating at the expansive View across the Coastal Plain 
(Fig. 3.2i). Though this view features only glimpses of its serpentine path, the river’s dominance 
throughout the set is evidence that it not only mapped the expedition’s route but was a main 
focus of their aesthetic interests. In this regard the apparent omission from the set of any coastal 

 These interests are clearly to the fore in Garling’s Swan River 
views, in which a consistently genial, reflective mood emerges from a broad palette of ochres, 
greens, mauves and airy blues, illuminated by hints of gold.  

                                                 
57 See Bonyhady, Images in Opposition, p. xii and his Chapter Two. 
58 Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition, p. 60. 



Chapter 3 Aesthetics of appearance 

119 

scenes is notable, especially given Garling’s experience with this genre in Sydney, and seems 
confirmation of the relative lack of interest in the coastal strip. 

Meeting the expectations of topographic representation generally associated with 
exploration, the images also serve a scientific purpose, documenting discoveries and 
observations of soil, flora and fauna. In this context the text descriptions of Stirling and Fraser 
have already been extensively discussed. Garling’s watercolours equally show some regard for 
this requirement, alluding to different soil types and plant species and highlighting density of 
vegetation.59 Occasional figures of black swans and Aborigines are included to lend additional 
authenticity to these depictions of the new world. The Aborigines, however, are ‘incidental’ 
foreground figures whose inclusion is less scientific than a romantic picturing of an Aboriginal 
arcadia which, claims Bonyhady, ‘[b]oth in fact and in art … depended on the absence of 
Europeans from the landscape’.60

The pictorial function that I believe most fully captures the sense of speculative thought 
guiding the imperatives and objectives of settlement at Swan River is, finally, their presentation 
as projective or prospective views. In the creation of their many word-pictures, Stirling and 
Fraser not only described – in scientific, formal and impressionistic terms – the landscape in all 
its aspects, but conjured persuasive images of the prospects that it offered for settlement. The 
conflation by Stirling and Fraser of prospect’s meanings – as future-thinking, especially as an 
anticipation of success, and as a kind of landscape view – seems intentional. The Expedition 
report was the first of several documents produced at Swan River to embody the speculative 
spirit through visually rich language and metaphor. Note this example from Stirling:  

 Confirming Bonyhady’s theory, each of Garling’s 
watercolours is occupied either by Aborigines or Europeans but not both at the same time. The 
communication of information and the garnering of knowledge that have long been seen as a 
primary modus operandi of colonial topographic descriptions, of which Stirling and Fraser’s 
word-pictures and Garling’s watercolours could be seen as examples, satisfy conventional 
imperial motives that seek power and possession over territory. Though I am not disputing this 
as one possible function of the images under discussion here, it is a singular explanation of their 
form and purpose which alone leads to simplistic accounts of the settlement of Swan River.  

…our expectations … were more than gratified by the view, which we contemplated 
beneath us. As far as the eye could carry Northward, Southward, and Westward lay 
extended an immense plain covered in general with Forest and varied by occasional 
eminences and glimpses of the River winding through it.61

 
  

This resembles the ‘prospect description’, identified by Robert Dixon as one of ‘the 
characteristic images of exploration: the heroic explorer on a peak surveying the “picturesque” 
garden of the interior and the great river … winding … to the horizon’.62

                                                 
59 A. Gaynor and I. McLean, ‘Landscape histories: mapping environmental and ecological change through the 
landscape art of the Swan River region of Western Australia’, Environment and History, 14(2): May 2008: p. 198. 
The authors claim that Garling’s View from Mount Eliza indicates the presence and distribution of plant species in ‘a 
faithful representation of the landscape – as expected from a topographical artist employed on such a mission’. 

 We may detect a 
similarity also to the romantic device of the ‘halted traveler, the Ruckenfigur, who stops to gaze 

60 Bonyhady, Images in Opposition, pp. 23-25.  
61 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 559-560 (my emphasis). 
62 R. Dixon, The course of empire: neo-classical culture in New South Wales, 1788-1860, Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1986, p 88. 



Sketches in the sand 

120 

down into the landscape below’. Paul Johnson discusses this persona, created by William 
Wordsworth in a poem called A Night Piece (published 1815) and later painted by Caspar David 
Friedrich in Wanderer Above a Sea of Fog (1818) and in other settings as well, as a distant 
observer whose view was of a changing world, ‘his mind torn between wonder at its beauty and 
fears about its future’.63

The majority of Garling’s views are also projective or prospective in numerous ways. 
His View across the Coastal Plain (Fig. 3.2i) is his most expansive and probably most 
compelling image in terms of promoting the site for settlement because of the vast extent of 
landscape it describes and the enormous sense of prospect it offers. In this it typifies the 
definition of the prospect view: a landscape seen from an elevated viewpoint, comprising a 
sequence of layers fading to a distant horizon. More specifically, it seems likely that this was the 
illustration for the view described by Stirling (quoted above). In Garling’s juxtaposing of lilac 
plains with a glowing sky is the distant horizon inferred by Stirling’s infinitely extending eye. 
Both gesture optimistically towards an unknown future, the horizon being, as Foster explains, 
‘the dividing line between the visible and known and the invisible and imagined’.

 The halted traveller Stirling, however, hardly seemed fearful for the 
future: he was clearly wondering at the beauty of the new world he discovered and hoped to 
build at Swan River. Here is his ‘eye’ contemplating and absorbing the ‘view’ of a landscape 
that is flat yet textured (a ‘plain covered in general with Forest’), and possessing an appropriate 
degree of variety (in the ‘occasional eminences’) and movement (the ‘winding’ River). In other 
words, this view is appreciated and described in prospective and distinctly romantic terms.   

64 And yet 
from this particular stance the horizon represents future and past. Looking west, it 
approximately faces the trade triangle that Stirling anticipated would be advantageous to the 
future Colony’s commercial ambitions; yet at the same time this westerly view looks back in the 
direction of Britain and, more immediately, is a recapitulation of the expedition’s journey 
eastwards into the interior.65

Garling’s views embody prospective thinking in other ways as well. I noted earlier, with 
regard to Stirling’s report, the function that the river served as a prospective vehicle, opening as 
it did the way to the interior and unfolding the promise for future discoveries. This same sense is 
evident in Garling’s View taken at the Commencement of the Fresh Water (Fig. 3.1d). His 
tranquil scene is dominated by the dramatically serpentine though glassy Swan River which 
occupies foreground and middle-ground before disappearing behind a clump of vegetation. The 

 In a less conventional way, therefore, we can say that this is also a 
reverse prospect view: it is partly retrospective. In his two-way prospect Garling embodies the 
threads of historical thinking displayed by Stirling in the Expedition report: one looking forward 
to the future; another glancing back to the past; yet another considering posterity, the future’s 
past. It is an image capturing the triumph of an old civilization in a new realm – a persistent idea 
through the nineteenth century. In later chapters I discuss the implications of this westward view 
and the two-way prospect that it entails for the layout of the colony. 

                                                 
63 P. Johnson, The Birth of the Modern: world society 1815-1830, London: Orion Books, 1992, p. 998. 
64 Foster, Washed with Sun, p. 155 
65 Facing into the setting sun, this might also be considered, following Robert Dixon’s discussion of Thomas 
Mitchell’s Australian expeditions, a journey back in time through the history of civil society: ‘a survey of the 
progress of man’. See Dixon, Course of Empire, pp. 104-5.  
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distant mountain range is partially concealed, though this together with the directionality of 
wispy clouds and curving river strongly construe a horizon. It is not primarily, however, the 
horizon that offers the sense of prospect in this view; neither is there an elevated position from 
which to gain the expansive sense of overview normally required for prospective function. 
Rather it is the reflective surface and course of the river that contains the promise of the 
unknown future.  

The final sense in which Garling’s views are prospective arises from their anticipation 
of the future town site of Perth. As I explain more fully in Chapter Five, two of his images 
effectively frame the site that Stirling later chose for the capital of Perth: Swan River – View 
from Fraser’s Point and View from Mount Eliza (see Fig. 5.3). It is clear from these views as 
well as from Stirling and Fraser’s accounts that the expedition not only explored the entire 
perimeter of the northern shores of Perth Water, from Mount Eliza to Point Fraser, but that they 
were impressed by the material properties and opportunities afforded by this particular site.  

Garling’s watercolours and Stirling and Fraser’s accounts are alike not only in their 
prospective thinking but in their aspiring to a romantic aesthetic. Earlier in this chapter I 
discussed the characteristics of variety, changefulness, modesty and openness that Stirling and 
Fraser saw in the Swan River landscape.66 Together with the additional quality of 
incompleteness, these characteristics create room for speculative thought and prospective 
representation to flourish. Openness and incompleteness in particular are essential for the 
liberation of a sense of prospect, the anticipation of a future project that is as yet unknown in 
detail. A landscape environment in which openness is a dominant characteristic, where 
occasional eminences afford the overview advantage, yet which is sufficiently incomplete and 
ambiguous as an object (as Foster puts it) is the ideal space in which to speculate upon future 
possibilities. For Stirling, Fraser and Garling, these are not only characteristics of the landscape, 
but equally the terms through which future possibilities are best described. This particular 
terrain, this space is where the prospect aesthetic and sketch aesthetics coincide, and inspire the 
expression of what I later discuss as a permanent state of the provisional (or what Foster calls a 
permanent potentiality).67

In Chapter Two I described Stirling and others as ‘artificers of fortune’ devising a plan 
for the private enterprise venture at Swan River. These same artificers can also be seen as 
‘sketchers of prospects’ whose making of pictures, in accord with prospect and sketch 
aesthetics, was the means through which their fortunes could be envisaged on the way to being 
realised. Artificers of fortune, sketchers of prospects: each embraces the spirit of speculative 
thought that saw the Swan River Colony’s emergence and development over at least its first 
decade. The result of this merging of aesthetics is what I call the ‘prospect-sketch tradition’ and 
it resonates at Swan River in particular ways that will be demonstrated in the following section 
and through the remainder of the thesis. 

 

                                                 
66 I also noted that these were associated with the sketch aesthetic of British romanticism, discussed by Richard Sha. 
67 Foster, Washed with sun, discusses ambiguity p. 83 and potentiality p. 247. 
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A prospect-sketch tradition 
The particular nature of this tradition is highlighted best through comparative analysis. Because 
of the ready availability of examples and the immediacy with which useful comparisons can be 
made I focus mainly on visual images, especially those concerned with prospect. In addition, I 
establish connections with later chapters in this thesis in which I rely on visual images to 
interpret the planning and design of buildings and settings. I begin with a comparison of official 
expedition images, studying Garling’s beside two by William Westall: Part of King George III 
Sound on the South Coast of New Holland, December 1801 and Bay on the South Coast of New 
Holland, January 1802 (Fig. 3.4). Westall trained at the Royal Academy and was officially 
appointed as landscape artist to accompany Matthew Flinders’ 1801-3 expedition charting the 
Australian coastline. 

As a first point of distinction, Garling’s views appear to have been produced during the 
1827 expedition and thus claim a sense of immediacy, while Westall’s were prepared from 
sketches after his return in 1805 to England, to be used in illustration of the published account 
of Flinders’ journey, A Voyage to Terra Australis. Furthermore, following convention, Westall’s 
oils are more than twice the size of the small watercolours. Aside from issues of scale, subject-
wise Garling’s View from Mount Eliza clearly shares with Westall’s a scientific, topographic 
function, positioning figures of interest (a snake, Aboriginal bystanders) in the foreground. 
Compositionally they are similar as well, not least in their depicting of prospects. Each is an 
elevated southerly view across an extensive water body interspersed with peninsular land forms 
and islands. Each is composed according to the layering of pictorial grounds: all have a 
foreground veil of foliage and an aqueous middle ground extending to a glowing distant 
horizon. Both artists, interestingly, appear to have had as an objective the portrayal of 
Australian atmosphere: James Gleeson claims that Westall’s best oil paintings ‘rendered the 
light and atmosphere of the country far more accurately than any of the attempts made by his 
predecessors’.68

It is, however, in their depiction of atmosphere that important distinctions emerge, 
partly, I suggest, as a result of the shift from enlightenment to romantic values (outlined in 
Chapter One) that was occurring over the two decades separating the production of the images. 
Westall’s compositions feature a deeper, darker and more detailed foreground covering half and 
a third of the picture planes respectively. In this they resemble John Eyre’s 1806 View of Sydney 
from the West Side of the Cove (discussed in Chapter Six, see Fig. 6.21a), though Eyre’s 
interestingly is a watercolour. Westall’s meticulously rendered earth and foliage contrasts 
strongly with the realms of ocean and sky which appear hazy and indistinct, less in the manner 
of John Constable (his contemporary at the Academy

  

69

                                                 
68 J. Gleeson, Colonial painters 1788-1880, Melbourne: Lansdowne, 1971, p. 84. 

) than perhaps the proto-romantic 
aesthetic of Salvator Rosa. Westall is still seeing through the lens of the Enlightenment. The 
same could be said for the lithographs of King Georges Sound by Louis Auguste de Sainson, 
even though these were produced in 1833 on the basis of sketches completed during the French 

69 Gleeson, p. 84. 
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expedition in the late 1820s (Fig. 3.4c).70

Garling, conversely, sees via the speculative frame of romanticism. His picture plane 
approaches the panoramic in format, proportionally much wider than Westall’s, Eyre’s or De 
Sainson’s. Grounded by only a slim ridge of undulating earth, his view is dominated by middle 
ground and distance; the horizon positively glowing with anticipation. The atmosphere Garling 
captures is one of bleached translucency rather than misty haze. Despite the picture’s diminutive 
size it is a fuller and more tangible sense of prospect that he portrays. In addition, he shows a 
more relaxed approach to the depiction of foliage, somewhat in the manner of William Gilpin, 
which is a marked characteristic of other early colonial Swan River sketches (such as A View in 
Western Australia on the Left Bank of the Swan River 1830 by Robert Dale, Fig. 3.6, and the set 
by C.D. Wittenoom discussed below and in Chapter Five). In simple terms, Garling’s 
watercolours are, partly owing to the properties of this medium, sketch-like in their loose 
delineation and impressionistic display. Here it is worth noting that while there is evidence of 
his having prepared pencil sketches, possibly prior to completing the watercolours, it appears 
that he never subsequently translated these into oils.

 De Sainson’s formal arrangement and atmospheric 
treatment shows striking likeness to Westall’s 1802 Bay image.  

71

It is further useful to compare Garling’s to other Australian colonial landscape images 
painted in the 1820s to further show the romantic sensibility evident at Swan River through the 
combination in visual imagery of the prospect and sketch aesthetics. This conjunction, I 
contend, is not visible to the same degree in images of the other Australian colonies, either at 
the time of their own foundation or at the time of Swan River’s colonisation. In other words, the 
transition during the early nineteenth century from enlightenment to romantic aesthetics is not 
cleanly demarcated at a particular moment but partially (increasingly over this time) exists as an 
attitude that, at Swan River, is amplified by the speculative objectives motivating settlement, 
and perhaps intensified by the characteristics of the landscape. Figure 3.5 groups a series of 
colonial landscape views which further highlight Swan River’s distinct prospect-sketch 
tradition. In Chapter One I mentioned the significance of Joseph Lycett’s work because of its 
registering of the transition between enlightenment and romantic world-views.

 This suggests that for Garling 
watercolour provided the desired (lack) of finish. 

72

                                                 
70 B. Chapman, The colonial eye: a topographical and artistic record of the life and landscape of Western Australia, 
1798-1914, Perth: Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1979, p. 26. The French expedition under the command of 
Dumont d’Urville travelled to Australia and the South Pacific between April 1826 and March 1829 to collect 
scientific material. De Sainson’s illustrations were included in the published account. 

 Study of 
Lycett’s 1822 watercolour, The Sugarloaf Mountain near Newcastle, next to Garling’s slightly 
later and larger View from Fraser’s Point reveals clear formal and structural similarities. Within 
the constraints of topographic form these views show remarkably consistent arrangement 
through pictorial layers and placement of framing devices, including trees as well as islands 
floating in the mid-ground. Garling has used some licence here for the unlikely range of hills as 
his background. Each has the insertion of figures (Aborigines and what appear to be soldiers in 
Lycett’s and explorers in Garling’s) to provide scale and interest. Closer inspection, however, 
reveals Lycett’s to be the more mannered of the two, attending to detailed delineation of foliage 

71 Evidence for this is in the observation of sketches ‘on verso’ of other views: see Chapman, Colonial Eye, p.10. 
72 Dixon, Course of empire, p. 78. 
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for example and more delicately textured surfaces. The stiffness in Lycett’s watercolour 
contrasts with Garling’s more fluid application of the medium to approximate the outlines of 
features rather than attempt precision, and to better capture qualities of light and atmosphere. It 
is the sensibility of the sketch in Garling’s view that underlines its differences while Lycett’s 
emphasis is on drawing. This associates Lycett’s with a tradition described by Bernard Smith as 
showing ‘close affinity with the English topographers’ and which he sees marking the work of 
early Australian colonial topographic artists including John Eyre and Major Taylor. Lycett, I 
suggest, shares their emphasis upon line and clarity of detail and in this way was ‘deeply rooted 
in the artistic practices of eighteenth century England’.73

Garling’s View across the Coastal plain provides another illuminating comparison, with 
images by Lycett, again, as well as Augustus Earle. Lycett’s 1824 View of the Salt Pan Plains, 
Van Diemen’s Land and Earle’s 1826 King’s Tableland, Blue Mountains, New South Wales, the 
appearance of the new road are also watercolours, Earle’s closest to Garling’s in size. As a 
group the images show great structural likeness, following expected conventions of framing, 
layering and movement. Functions are also comparable although these images depict different 
stages in the development of the respective settlements of Van Diemen’s Land, New South 
Wales and Swan River. Topographic purpose is shown in Lycett’s detailing of form, colour and 
texture of landform and foliage, and in Garling’s inclusion of Aborigines. A journalistic role is 
apparent in Lycett’s compilation of his album, ‘Drawings of Scenery’; in Earle’s recording of 
the enormous accomplishment of (and prospects afforded by) road building through the 
mountains; and in Garling’s westward view back over the course of Stirling’s expedition. 
Prospective function is, however, especially pronounced in all, along with an overriding interest 
in composing a scene. Garling’s is again the most panoramic in scope: like his Mount Eliza 
view almost three times wider than high, the stretched format emphasises the flatness and 
extensiveness of the Swan River landscape. This is an environment in which, as earlier noted, 
surface dominates and vertical expression is generally subordinate to an overwhelming 
horizontality. It is in marked contrast to the dramatic topography found in New South Wales and 
Tasmania, captured by Earle and Lycett through their heightened elevation and proportionally 
taller images. 

  

As a set, these prospect views appear to be more similar than different. Studied closely 
in order of completion, however, their subtle distinctions are evidence of the shift towards a 
romantic mind-set. Lycett’s is again the most precisely articulated, attending to great detail and 
depth in the foreground foliage. As noted above, Lycett’s watercolours are technically 
disciplined, possibly because they were to precede the engraving process (as observed by 
Smith74

                                                 
73 Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition, pp. 42-44. 

) or because they aspired to the fixed quality of oil painting. Like Westall’s King George 
Sound paintings, Lycett’s foreground occupies roughly a third of the picture plane and contrasts 
strongly with the plains beyond; the mid-ground compressed into a faint narrow patchwork that 
merges seamlessly with a mountainous horizon and pale sky. Earle’s is closer to Garling’s in 
style and approach, which may be further evidence of a master-apprentice relationship. 

74 Smith, Place, Taste and Tradition, p. 42. 
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Notwithstanding the specifics of narrative purpose or topography, these two images share a 
clearer modulation between mid-ground and background and a less intense foreground. What 
they achieve in this fuller articulation of the three pictorial grounds is a keener sense of the 
prospective. The distant background, for Earle and Garling, is more ‘present’ and hence 
tangible; for Garling especially it is optimistically colourful, and in his two major prospect 
views (Mount Eliza and Coastal Plain) the strip of lilac horizon across the midline of the picture 
plane is a compelling focus. The richness of the prospect portrayed by Earle and Garling is in 
large part owing to their watercolour technique, which they exploit for its impressionistic 
qualities. Garling’s use of the medium is, I suggest, the more fluid and sketch-like.75

In summary, by virtue of their structural principles and pictorial functions, Garling’s 
views are typical in many ways of early nineteenth century images produced to illustrate the 
colonial objectives of explorations and land surveys. As such they are of the ‘art-as-information’ 
type labelled by Bonyhady and in accord with Bernard Smith’s influential thesis regarding the 
non-aesthetic empiricism of early colonial topographic art.

 In the 
subtle differences separating these watercolour images can be seen the transition from 
enlightenment to romantic values. 

76

Sketching an aesthetics of simplicity and provisionality (or ‘less is more’ and 
‘more-or-less’) 

 However, the above comparison 
with views by other artists reveals that Garling’s are distinctive in relation to their embodiment 
of prospect and sketch aesthetics and, moreover, that they succeed in capturing the scale and 
atmosphere of the Swan River landscape. What this means for the foundation and subsequent 
shaping of settlement at Swan River is discussed in later chapters.  

The above comparisons with Australian artists testify to the relative distinctiveness within a 
broader Australian colonial context of the prospect-sketch approach deployed by Garling. To 
demonstrate equally the consistency of this application at Swan River I now leap forward a 
decade to when, in 1839, Charles Wittenoom produced what is considered the first known view 
of the town of Perth from the scarp of Mount Eliza (Fig. 3.6d).77 This preceded dozens of 
images – sketches, paintings, photographs – since taken from this same spot. As a collection 
they depict the development over time of the physical setting of the town and the changing 
attitudes to landscape, urbanism, modernity and society. The history of this view is the subject 
of books, a thesis and more recently has provided evidence for a study of ecological change.78

                                                 
75 In this regard it is interesting to consider again as a possible influence on Garling’s technique his primary 
occupation as a maritime painter. This touches on a connection, which I tease out in Chapter Five, with the 
hydrographic background of the Swan River Colony’s first Surveyor General, Sir John Septimus Roe. The extent to 
which the undulating flatness of the Swan River landscape may have triggered subconscious associations with the 
ocean is a fascinating possibility. 

 
Wittenoom’s Sketch of the Town of Perth from Perth Water, Western Australia importantly 

76 See Bonyhady, Chapter 5 ‘Art as information’, pp. 87-106; Smith, Chapter 1 ‘The beginnings of colonial art’, 
Place, Taste and Tradition, pp. 33-65. 
77 As claimed by Chapman, Colonial Eye, p. 82. 
78 G. Seddon and D. Ravine, A city and its setting: images of Perth, Western Australia, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle 
Arts Centre Press, 1986; D. Erickson, A Joy forever: the story of Kings Park and Botanic Garden, Western Australia: 
Botanic Gardens and Parks Authority, 2009; H. Lewi, Post terra nullius: the re-making of antipodean place, Thesis 
(Ph.D.) University of Western Australia, 1999; Gaynor and McLean, ‘Landscape Histories’ in Environment and 
History. 
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provided the frontispiece in Ogle’s Colony of Western Australia published that year, marking 
the milestone of the first decade of the experiment in free settlement and, as discussed in 
Chapter One, designed to induce and educate emigrants to the colony. Ogle’s book featured 
three other sketches, all by Wittenoom, which I discuss in later chapters. Based on their 
inaugural publication and recurrent inclusion in texts and exhibitions since, they hold a 
prominent place in the story of settlement in Western Australia. In the context of my thesis they 
offer a useful point of departure for two reasons. First, they mark the close of the first decade 
(the period of my study); second, they illuminate issues relating to the representation and design 
of the Swan River settlement. In later chapters I explore more fully Wittenoom’s views in terms 
of their subject matter and the implications thereof for architecture and planning: here, my focus 
is on matters of structure and technique to demonstrate his combining of the prospect aesthetic 
with the sketch aesthetic, which Sha labels also an ‘aesthetics of simplicity’.79

 Most obviously, Wittenoom’s is a prospect view across Perth Water to the town of 
Perth. He stood, like Stirling and Garling, like William Wordsworth and Robin Boyd and 
countless other poets, painters and critics before and since, on an eminence. But where 
Wordsworth and Boyd pessimistically looked down upon (which was also literally a turning 
away from) what they considered the corrupt worlds of industrialisation or commercialisation 
respectively, Wittenoom embraces the scene before him, an outline of a fledgling settlement 
built ‘on spec’, just as Stirling’s and Garling’s had a decade earlier been optimistic verbal and 
visual speculations for a future colony. It is not known whether Wittenoom’s images were 
commissioned for Ogle’s publication, but it is clear that their inclusion in his book testifies to 
their depicting of the prospects that would be enjoyed by emigrants settling at Swan River. As 
with Stirling, Fraser and Garling, Wittenoom likewise depicts a prospect that at once captures 
the spatial and temporal implications of the term, extending across a surface terrain of water and 
land and anticipating the future growth of town and colony. That Wittenoom’s was the first 
image of the town from this now famous vantage is affirmation in itself of his (and, as selector 
of the town site, Stirling’s) prospective awareness: a collection of images now documents the 
expansion of the capital city over many decades. Wittenoom’s sketch of Perth originated from a 
position very near that of Garling’s View from Mount Eliza, on the projecting knoll (and at over 
60 metres, almost highest point) of the mount, as shown through comparison with recent 
photographs (Fig. 3.7).

 Shared by these 
two aesthetic paradigms are fundamental aspirations towards the speculative and the 
provisional. It is Wittenoom’s (like Stirling’s and Garling’s) conjunction of sketch techniques 
with the prospect stance that projects a powerful image of and metaphor for the settlement at 
Swan River.  

80

                                                 
79 Sha, pp. 17-18. 

 Although Garling’s looks south-east to Point Belches (the South Perth 
peninsula), Wittenoom’s assumes a north-easterly direction. Even more than are Garling’s two 
main panoramic views, Wittenoom’s sketch is dominated by a sense of prospect. His picture 
plane is divided into a middle-ground containing Perth Water and the discretely implanted town 
of Perth, and a background featuring a gently encircling armature of bush and scarp. The 

80 See Seddon and Ravine’s discussion of the ‘Ridge, Swamp and Mount’ in City and its setting, p. 78. 



Chapter 3 Aesthetics of appearance 

127 

foreground depth is minimal, a compressed screen of the customary foliage that establishes the 
elements of contrast, position, scale and distance essential to the prospect experience.81

In the same way that Garling’s View from Mount Eliza and View across the Coastal 
plain show a fuller and more tangible sense of prospect by virtue of their sketch-like qualities, 
Wittenoom’s lithograph similarly attests to the specific qualities and achievements of the 
prospect-sketch conjunction. Consistent with the speculative and provisional aspirations of both 
prospect and sketch aesthetics, the outline technique of the lithograph is especially effective. In 
technical terms Wittenoom’s share characteristics with Garling’s and many other sketches of 
this time – whether lithograph, pencil, pen and ink, or watercolour. Included at Figure 3.6 are 
images of Fremantle by Robert Dale and Richard Morrell and, by Horace Samson, an 1847 
version of the prospect view of Perth. Spanning a period of twenty years, and executed in a 
range of media, they nonetheless show consistent application of the prospect-sketch approach. 
That they are all concerned with prospect is self-evident in their elevated viewing stations, 
though none matches Garling’s impressions of a prospective atmosphere. That they are all 
adopting the sketch aesthetic is clear from their technical delineation. Displaying looseness and 
roughness – often incompleteness – of line, emphasis on outline of form and approximation of 
detail, as well as conventional framing devices and asymmetrical composition, they belong to a 
tradition influenced by William Gilpin among others. In aspiring to the speculative, the 
provisional and qualities of openness and incompleteness they share what Sha describes as the 
‘less-is-more’ rhetoric associated with the romantic sketch’s aesthetic of simplicity, a tradition 
gaining currency in early nineteenth century Britain and its colonies (Fig. 3.8).

  

82

Wittenoom’s labelling of his images as ‘sketches’ underlines his engagement with 
speculative thought. Their naming is significant because, despite increasing production of the 
sketch form at this time, by far the predominant title in Australia for such landscape subjects 
was still ‘view’. So it seems likely that Wittenoom and Ogle were consciously appealing to the 
taste for sketches in Britain, publishing Wittenoom’s as the visual counterparts to Ogle’s verbal 
sketches of the settlement. Their naming as ‘sketches’ provided readers with scope to embellish 
the outline views, in accordance with romanticism’s recourse to imagination. As well, by virtue 
of their titles, techniques and amateur authorship, Wittenoom’s images represent a deliberate 
claim to simplicity and truthfulness. They are presented as authentic representations of various 
locations in Perth and Fremantle (in keeping with romantic conventions, as discussed by 
Richard Sha). The degree to which the views are reliable depictions of landscape and urban 
topography is apparent when comparing his Perth sketch with the contemporary photograph in 
Figure 3.7. At the time, however, their claim to authenticity rested especially on technical 
application: the delineation of outline forms appearing to have been produced on the spot and 

  

                                                 
81 In the lithograph the horizon exists as a gradually fading outline, dimly perceptible as a lightly undulating field of 
vegetation blurring into ridge-lines; in a much less appealing colour engraving of the same view the distant scarp is a 
flat blue and mauve stripe spliced abruptly onto the verdant mid-ground. The coloured versions of the views are, 
however, much less commonly seen and, as far as I can ascertain, have not been published. The popularity of the 
lithograph versions of Wittenoom’s sketches is probably owing to their accessible format and sketch-like qualities, 
which contrast with the crude application of colour and absence of roughness and ambiguity in the coloured 
engravings. The lithographs, in other words, more readily display characteristics of the sketch aesthetic and, as a 
result, capture a subtle and finely nuanced – hence more enticing – sense of prospect. 
82 Sha, p. 5. 
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eschewing the ‘excessively elaborate, ornamental, structured, and deceptive rhetoric of 
neoclassical artists and Royal Academicians’.83

 Conventional interpretations situate images by Wittenoom, Dale, Morrell and others at 
Swan River within the topographic or amateur genres customarily associated with this period as 
well as the colonial endeavour in Australia and elsewhere. Wittenoom has been described as a 
‘topographical draughtsman’ although not much is known of his background or training and it 
should be noted that he produced these images at age 15, so the descriptor may be associated 
more with technique than training. Furthermore, he is the son of one of the founding members 
of the civil establishment, the Reverend J. B. Wittenoom, himself described as an ‘amateur 
artist’.

 Wittenoom’s linework is intentionally rough, 
discontinuous and irregular, heightening the sketch-like qualities and rhetoric of his images. 
However, these broader aesthetic claims of the images have typically been overshadowed by a 
more limited art-historical classification.  

84 Indeed, with the possible exception of those by Garling (whose training is also open to 
question), most images of Swan River in the early decades were produced by so-called 
amateurs: members of the civil establishment, those trained in engineering, surveying or other 
related fields, and women. With respect to women in particular the amateur label is discussed by 
Caroline Jordan among others. Bonyhady has asserted that professional paintings hold 
‘superiority … over those of nearly all amateurs’.85 However this thesis is not a study of 
colonial art or art history history per se, but of the broader social, cultural, and aesthetic 
meanings emanating from the context of colonial visual culture.86

 The motivations of amateur artists at Swan River were probably both similar to and 
different from those of artists in other Australian colonies as well as in Britain. There is not the 
space here to discuss this in detail but it is important to note the rise of the commercial art 
market in Britain and the impact that this would have had on the type, format and consumption 
of art throughout the British Empire. In Chapter One I drew on Matthew Craske’s argument for 
the significance of the art market as a driver of the new portable and accessible sketch format. 
This format was significantly associated as well with the rise in tourism, migration and 

 I am interested in the amateur 
or topographic genre at Swan River precisely because this form of expression seems appropriate 
for a colony effectively self-established (privately funded and with minimal British government 
interest or intervention). It is, at one level, a registering of the fact that the settlement was 
conceived, funded and largely built by individuals involved in private enterprise, the same 
individuals responsible for its visual representation and promotion. 

                                                 
83 Sha, p. 14. The capturing of a spot, and more especially the sense of being ‘on the spot’ in terms of representing in 
visual or verbal sketch form a particular landscape location, is linked with romanticism’s aesthetic aspirations to 
truth. As explained by Sha, Romantic artists and writers recognised ‘that truth is the best form of persuasion and [at 
the same time] that truth must be presented so that it will be acknowledged and understood as truth’, hence they 
‘exploited the visual and verbal sketch’s execution on the spot, hasty delineation, and discontinuity to situate their 
“simple” and “natural” styles against the overly sensuous, excessively elaborate, ornamental, structured, and 
deceptive rhetoric of neoclassical artists and Royal Academicians’. In other words, the concept of a spot, and the 
notion of being ‘on the spot’ together underlie the alignment in romantic aesthetics of truth, immediacy and nature 
(landscape) through the form of the visual or verbal sketch. 
84 Chapman, Colonial Eye, pp. 53, 80. 
85 Bonyhady, p. xii. 
86 Here I am interested in the intersections of art, visual culture and social history, such as found in Michael 
Baxandall’s Painting and experience in fifteenth century Italy: a primer in the social history of pictorial style, Oxford 
[Oxfordshire]; New York: Oxford University Press, 1988, 2nd ed. 
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burgeoning middle class values and lifestyles that increasingly supported movement and 
mobility. This is exactly the background leading to and sustaining settlement at Swan River. 
Many of the artists at Swan River were producing sketches of towns, landscapes, buildings and 
houses for the purposes of depicting to families and friends in England the progress of the 
settlement, often with the aim of encouraging them to migrate. Many sketches were enclosed 
with letters back ‘Home’, or included in sketchbooks that formed visual diaries of achievements 
in settlement-building and home-making. Others, like Wittenoom’s, which were published, 
achieved ultimate portability and accessibility (and perhaps even earned something in the way 
of remuneration).  

Given the colony’s speculative origins the sketching of settlement and progress at Swan 
River was especially important. This can be understood in two ways. Firstly, the risk inherent in 
the venture made the prospects of success uncertain, hence the commercial importance of 
describing visually and verbally the modest though substantial feat of building a settlement on 
the back of private enterprise. This underwrites the inclusion of Wittenoom’s sketches in Ogle’s 
book aimed at prospective migrants (and is consistent with Casey’s observation regarding 
emigration to America that “[a]s prospects of financial success continued to attract Europeans to 
the Colonies, the resulting urban expansion called for topographic views [which] became the 
first authentic landscapes of America”.87

I have discussed the range of ways that Wittenoom’s images exemplify something of 
the sketch-like atmosphere and formation of the settlement. His sketches are reiterations and 
confirmations of the values, visions and actions that had prefigured the physical expression of 
settlement. In quality and approach they convey the sense of the colony itself as a kind of 
sketch, a notion which seems to both drive and emanate from the representations of it from the 
time of British settlement. His pictures, in other words, are indicative of the ways in which the 
Swan River colonists pictured themselves. In the history of settlement and architecture in 
Western Australia this genre of images has rarely been discussed in these terms and the extent to 
which they reflect aesthetic approaches or consciousness has generally been overlooked. 
Further, from my comparative studies of Garling’s views relative to (i) the wider context of 
Australian exploration and colonial landscape imagery and (ii) other Swan River examples it is 
evident that there is a strong speculative sensibility characterising Western Australian colonial 
visual art. While this is not to say that such an attitude does not exist in other colonies in 
Australia or elsewhere, its pronounced appearance and persistence at Swan River is manifest in 
the particular conjunction of prospect and sketch, and more broadly in the aesthetic displays of 
simplicity and provisionality. The speculative sensibility that I see as strongly formative at 
Swan River can be explained as the coalescing of a set of forces. These include, firstly, a 
moment in time (the early nineteenth century, and even more precisely the period commencing 

) Secondly, the very speculative and provisional 
founding of the Colony makes the sketch the most appropriate form through which to capture its 
development and appearance. In this way, the sketch serves important aesthetic functions that 
support and represent the imperatives of a new commercial culture and in later chapters I 
explore this idea further in regard to the settlement’s built fabric.  

                                                 
87 Casey, Representing Place, p. 9 (and see his Chapter 1 footnote 25). 
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in the late 1820s) witnessing the rise of romanticism; secondly, the speculative and commercial 
objectives underwriting settlement at Swan River; and, thirdly, the qualities found in the 
landscape and atmosphere at Swan River. In the extensive openness of the terrain and the 
bleached translucence of the atmosphere existed the space and opportunity for prospects to 
unfold and sketches to materialize. In Chapter Six the distinctiveness of this speculative 
sensibility will be studied in terms of specifically urban and architectural applications. 

3.4  Grounding the visual 
James Schmiechen has suggested that ‘the idea of history dominated the intellectual life’ of the 
early nineteenth century and the ‘aesthetic element came to dominate the visible world of 
design’.88

Elsewhere I have raised the issue of accuracy regarding their reportage, and I claimed to 
be less interested in the truthfulness of Stirling’s and Fraser’s observations and descriptions than 
in the fact that they were framed in particular ways. Here I borrow from Australian historian 
Richard White to underline the point: the important question is ‘not whether [the descriptions] 
are true or false, but what their function is, whose creation they are, and whose interests they 
serve’.

 To this end, the Expedition report can be seen as an exemplar of a generation’s way 
of approaching the issues of colonisation and settlement building through the twin apparatus of 
history and aesthetics. The report by Stirling and Fraser attests to a capacity for historical 
thinking, on the one hand, and their aesthetic sensibilities on the other. A compelling interest in 
history is evident in the journal format of the first half of the report, Stirling’s choice of 
‘Hesperia’ for a name, his tracing of prior occupation of the site and his constant awareness of 
posterity. Moreover, this underlined his debating of previous opinions of the region with what 
he presented as contrasting evidence about the site’s properties and capacities. A powerful 
aesthetic influence is evident in the emphasis on the visual, the privileging of romantic qualities, 
the composition of word-pictures and, through all of the above, the evocation of the prospects 
for settlement. Together, the historical and the aesthetic informed how he and Fraser saw the 
existing site as well as what they saw the site and settlement could be. These ‘visions’ were each 
governed by what Stirling, in particular, wanted to see, or had already foreseen. And, in the end, 
all these aspects of vision, of the visionary, influenced what and how Stirling and Fraser wrote 
about and how Garling illustrated what they saw and saw could be.  

89

In accord with the broader discussion of Australian exploration (found in Paul Carter’s 
work, Robert Dixon’s Course of Empire, and Simon Ryan’s The Cartographic Eye for example) 

 It is likely that Stirling and Fraser wrote of their visions in terms that would persuade 
the British government (and ultimately more importantly the British population) to effect 
settlement at Swan River, hence their drawing upon historical and visual references to evoke 
images in the minds of readers of an idyllic pastoral scene ripe for cultivation. The visual 
faculty was privileged as a means of testifying to the party’s discoveries and projections. This 
was to persuade officials as well as would-be private colonists of the veracity of the 
observations and thus of the merits of the scheme.  

                                                 
88 J.A. Schmiechen, ‘The Victorians, the Historians, and the Idea of Modernism’, The American Historical Review, 
93(2): Apr. 1988: p. 316. 
89 R. White, Inventing Australia: images and identity 1688-1980, Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1981, p viii. 
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and following from the discussions in this and the previous chapter, it has been demonstrated 
that Stirling and Fraser were embroiled in a world and in an activity that, Ryan claims, ‘takes 
place primarily through specular means’. Moreover, their observations were ‘intractably caught 
up in pre-existent tropes and stereotypes’, particularly those emanating from the aesthetic realm 
of romanticism and urban-industrial Britain.90 As a result, furthermore, they can be seen to 
belong to the conventional tradition of exploration in Australia, but are at the same time outside 
that tradition in certain respects. To the extent that they exhibit the ‘explorative gaze’ that 
masters space, occupy ‘the explorer’s “point of view” … as a voyeur … looking down like a 
god’ and, as well, celebrate ‘vision’ as ‘a prospect which looks temporally forward as well as 
out into space’, Stirling and Fraser adhere to convention.91

To begin with, Stirling and Fraser were not purely explorers pursuing a scientific 
mission. Certainly they constructed themselves ‘through the canon of explorers, comparing 
themselves to earlier discoverers’ (Stirling to the Dutch and French, Fraser to Oxley) but for 
these two men exploration was not just the scientific venture that Ryan claims it was for the 
mainstream of Australian explorers.

 But they also depart from the canon 
in a number of important ways.      

92

The Expedition report by Stirling and Fraser lies outside convention in other ways too. 
Although Stirling is the key figure in the expedition and largely constructs the report, the 
presence of the ‘polyphonic’ voice (of Stirling, Fraser and the surgeon Clause) detracts from the 
otherwise centralised command of narrative and imagery normally secured by a single 
narrator.

 Stirling especially was an entrepreneur-explorer, eager to 
determine the suitability of the Swan River region for enterprise of agricultural and mercantile 
kinds which were to be sustained by private means. The scientific imperative, although present, 
was in service of the entrepreneurial ambition. Moreover, in 1827 Australia was no longer the 
unknown southern land. Much of its surprise factor had been exhausted by earlier ‘scientific’ 
explorations by the Dutch and French and by Britain of the eastern seaboard. And New South 
Wales was by then a relatively well established colony. Nor was Australia seen by Stirling as an 
‘empty’ continent: on the contrary, he acknowledged not only the prior occupation of Swan 
River by Aborigines but his own party’s invasion of their territory. 

93

                                                 
90 Ryan, pp. 5 and 3. 

 And although the centrality of vision (the visionary as well as the visual faculty) is 
indisputable in the Expedition report, it is accompanied by the dimensions of the spatial and 
tactile. In other words, Stirling and Fraser were not only looking but touching and digging too. 
Although the emphasis in the report by Stirling and Fraser is mainly visual, it would be 
misleading to claim that this was entirely the case. Aside from the obvious inferring of other-
than-visual properties (such as the implicit understanding from the description of the 
‘greenness’ of trees for example that they also possess a certain texture and scent) there are 
episodes where spatial and/or tactile dimensions in particular are evoked. This is usually with 
the aim of expanding the description and thus the experience or knowledge of a given subject, 

91 Ryan, pp. 6-7. 
92 Ryan, p. 9. 
93 Ryan, p. 8. 
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and perhaps also to provide some kind of corporeality in an effort to ground or substantiate the 
images.  

The spatial and kinaesthetic 
A sense of space is nowhere more clearly articulated than in the word-pictures composed by 
Stirling and Fraser, as described in the previous section. Their depictions ‘create’ space at the 
same time as they are beholding the space displayed before their eyes. But this sense of the 
spatial is still largely subordinated to the visual: it is space seen by the eye of the explorer and 
then described in visual terms for the sake of the reader. It is, in other words, pictorial space. 
The spatial evocations in which I am interested in addition are those deploying motifs such as 
the line or trace to effectively map or score the site. Such tools expand the comprehension of the 
site by explorer and reader alike. They are of course still visually determined, but go beyond the 
pictorialising to what might be called the architecting of space. This is especially pertinent to 
this thesis. The shift from the pictorialising to the architecting of space is not simply a matter of 
the so-called third dimension: one may argue that a great virtue of the verbal sketch is that it 
evokes three-dimensional space as well as a sense of the temporal. The word-picture unfolds in 
space and time as one reads the narration of its components and effects. So the pictorialising and 
the architecting of space are not distinguished from one another by their representation of 
Cartesian space. Rather the spatial motifs serve primarily to peg out and to document (and thus 
communicate) the structure or nature of the terrain that is the subject of observation and 
description. If ‘surface’ is about clothing, then the ‘structure’ delineated by the spatial motifs is 
what frames or perhaps lies beneath. This reduction is, in a sense, what bone structure is to the 
complexion. The motifs provide substance to underpin or complement the visual impressions. 
So if, as we have already seen, Stirling and Fraser ‘saw’ Swan River as and through ‘surface’, 
they also conceived it as and through ‘structure’, though not necessarily simultaneously. In both 
cases what and how they saw was significantly influenced or framed by aesthetic sensibilities.  

Interestingly, the spatial devices are used most commonly by Stirling (there are almost 
no similar cases in Fraser’s account) and, further, they are isolated in the main to the second half 
of Stirling’s report which is the ‘Observations on the Territory’. Within this section the first two 
paragraphs under the heading ‘General Aspect’ contain several references to lines and other 
motifs. Indeed, it is almost entirely within this short section describing the geological character 
of the landscape that the spatial dimension is explicated. As I have suggested, elsewhere it exists 
mainly by virtue of the scenes described by Stirling and Fraser through their verbal sketches. 
Stirling writes: ‘[f]rom Cape Leuwin (sic) to Geographe Bay, the Coast line is formed by a 
range of Hills of uniform and moderate elevation’ while from Geographe Bay ‘the Coast Line is 
formed by a Limestone ridge’. He describes in some detail the layered rock formation along this 
coastline, building a description of strata showing ‘great variety of colour, texture, and 
material’, with the layers between the Sand Stone and the bed of compact limestone ‘divided’ 
‘by an accurately drawn horizontal line’.94

                                                 
94 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 566. 
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While these passages comply with the romantic preferences for modesty (the ‘moderate 
elevation’ of the range of hills) and ‘variety’ (shown in the strata of rock) there is little attempt 
to elevate the descriptions to the extent witnessed in other examples within the report. 
Composition of pictures is not the aim, and while there is a general conveying of information 
for the purpose of increasing knowledge about the geological formation of the region, this 
occurs alongside the delineation of structural information that defines edges and boundaries to 
the site, establishing an identifiable territory. Interesting in this context is Stirling’s expression 
of the ‘accurately drawn horizontal line’ to describe the layering of stone types. Here the 
‘creation’ of the landscape is again thrown open for question as Stirling underlines the role of 
artifice in the perception and representation of landscape. Once again, it is already an artifice 
from the moment that it is contemplated by Stirling, who sees it as surface, as structure, as 
bounded space. Imaginary lines are pegged out by the natural features of the landscape, and 
insinuated by Stirling’s ‘seeing’ of lines within layers of rock. The repeated reference to the 
‘line’ invokes an imaginary projection upon the terrain’s surface, which in turn suggests a three-
dimensional space, such as in ‘great plain of “Quartania” … occupies a space of undetermined 
length’. Finally, the geological description of the country (discussed earlier) represents not only 
a display of the variety of the region, but an attempt to describe the extensive space of the Swan 
River area. Through his ‘recapitulation’ of the ‘Structure’ of the country as ‘ridge’ succeeded by 
‘plain’ then ‘Valley’ and ‘lastly the mountain range’ ‘on a line parallel with the Coast’ Stirling 
assembles the key structural components that score or delineate a multi-dimensional territory.95

Another motif that scribes the land, discussed in Chapter Two, is that of the trace. This 
was seen to demonstrate Stirling’s historical consciousness, displaying an interest in the 
previous occupation of the territory by indigenous groups as well as various types of bird and 
animal life. But in addition to its temporal dimension it fits here by virtue of its inscription of 
space. As a mark upon a surface it is immediately delineating, defining, dividing – sharing the 
properties of a line. But the trace is less insistent than a hard line: rather it suggests blurring, 
fuzziness, brokenness, faintness. It is a presence that is at once also an indication of absence. It 
is real but virtual: an impression, a memory. In one instance Stirling uses the term to describe 
the tracing of a line of river bank.

 

96

The more familiar usage of the term is in regard to the traces of occupation. The 
footsteps and other tracks of people, birds and animals are those left behind during the course of 

 Here it alludes to the action of detecting the existence of a 
desired object, seeing and sometimes losing sight of the bank, but eventually being triumphant 
in the discovery of its adjacency to a channel allowing boat access to the river upon which the 
expedition was to set sail. In this instance spatiality is liberated through the sense of movement 
incurred by the mobile tracing of the river bank. Although it is not evident from Stirling’s 
remarks whether the trace was made on foot or by boat, the memory of the mission is activated 
by its recording in the report. Through the act of marking the existence of the river bank the 
tracer had unfolded the space of the river and its surrounds, and pronounced (and therefore 
made) it accessible for passage.  

                                                 
95 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 566 (my emphasis). 
96 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 553. 
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movement.97 It is this sense of movement again which imparts a sense of space to the scene 
envisaged and described. But in addition to movement it is the implied presence of life, the 
artefacts of occupation that substantiate what is otherwise an optical sensation. The traces are 
marks of activity in space. So it is the performative function (or better the performative 
memory) of the trace that activates the spatiality. In another instance, not unlike the first 
example of the riverbank tracing, Stirling marks a trace to detect presence of fresh water. He 
and Fraser each refer in their reports to their actions of ‘tracing the Finger’ or ‘scraping up the 
Sand with our Fingers’.98

The tactile 

 Being ‘instantly occupied’ by fresh water, the trace in this instance is 
an inscription only momentarily prior to being dissolved, and yet the description of the act 
(twice) implies a kind of performance space which accommodates the (memory of the) fingers 
and bodies of the tracers. I suggested earlier that it was the disposition and the contemplation of 
structure that provided the substance to complement the visual impressions of the site. Through 
the motif of the line is articulated the site’s geological formation, the structure of which 
becomes obvious and prominent and which in turn inscribes or frames the spatial dimension of 
the site in conventional ways. With the motif of the trace, the structure is that which is 
concealed, that which lies beneath, but no less frames the site’s spatiality. Instead of the 
framework consisting of the delineation of visible forms, it comprises the inference of bodily 
presence through absence. In other words, the space is structured by the activity and occupation 
implied by the traces and the tracers. 

Accompanying the performance space in this last example is the evocation of the tactile, the 
imaging of ‘feeling’. The narrating of the action of tracing or scraping the sand produces an 
extraordinarily powerful sense of texture. One can ‘feel’ the grain of the sand – increasingly 
moist and coagulated as the fingers disturb the surface – and then the cool wash of the water, 
unearthed, bathing the finger tips. Indeed it is primarily through the numerous references to 
sand, as well as descriptions of soil and geological structure, that the tactile dimension is 
conveyed. Both Stirling and Fraser attend to the detailed texture of the sand and soil around the 
Swan River region which, along with colour and other evidence such as plant life, is taken to 
indicate productive capacity. Contrasting ‘barren’ or ‘hopeless Sea Sand’ with ‘fine Virgin 
earth’, sand is variously described as ‘thin’, ‘coarse’ and ‘large grained’, characterised as dry, 
shifting and infertile; soil is generally ‘fine’ and variously red, brown and loamy and usually 
seen to represent a fertile tract.99

                                                 
97 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 556, 558. 

 But although it was the discovery of the fertile soil beyond the 
coast and adjacent to the river that convinced Stirling (and later the British government) that the 
region could support settlement, it is sand and the sandiness of the site – the ‘appearance’ of 
which was the cause of previous negative opinions of Swan River – that recurs as a dominant 
trope throughout the report. Indeed, as has been thoroughly documented by historians of 
colonial Western Australia, sand was to become the nemesis of the early colonists. Throughout 

98 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 569, Fraser p. 580. 
99 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling describing ‘hopeless Sea Sand’ p. 566, Fraser 
describing soil p. 579. 
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the report, references to sand abound. Numbering in excess of 30, some are purely descriptive; 
many refer to its barren associations. And this is both proportional and precedent to the 
commentary published in letters, journals and newspapers stemming from the colonists in the 
early years of settlement. 

Sand is, in many respects, seen by Stirling (and later, the colonists) to confound the 
agrarian potential of the colony and to complicate the (especially early) attempts to ‘set foot’ 
and establish settlement at Swan River, and particularly at the Port of Fremantle. Its properties 
of infertility on the one hand and physical impermanence on the other made it unsuitable either 
for cultivation or as a platform for construction. In the absence of barriers or structure, the sand 
was invasive, a moving expanding surface. As Stirling suggests: ‘in some parts the Sand blown 
up from the beach by the Sea Breeze has invaded these Hills and covered them, and this 
invariably where the Coast is not protected by exterior banks or Islands’. But where protection 
was afforded, ‘the Sand retains its place on the beach, and the Land behind it produces a richer 
sort of Vegetation’.100 So the sand is characterised by its coarse texture, by its shifting, drifting 
qualities, and by its appearance as a surface, sometimes concealing something other, such as 
water, fertile soil or stone for building (as will be discussed in Chapter Six). Such attributes are 
definitive of what we might call the quintessentially romantic character of sand, namely its 
provisional nature. And although it was not necessarily considered in these terms in the early 
nineteenth century, it possesses relevance for the thesis and will recur as a theme in later 
chapters.101

It is interesting that both spatial and tactile dimensions are mainly concerned with 
aspects of ‘ground’: the geological formation, profile and composition of earth, land and 
territory. Through each is inscribed the element that has the qualities and capacities to support 
agricultural enterprise and to sustain settlement. During the process of exploring, seeing and 
surveying the site, the virtual and also real scoring and touching of the ‘ground’ (through lines, 
traces, the registering of space) is a rehearsal of settlement preceding the ‘proper’ surveying of 
land (occurring after official colonisation). In other words, the site has already been rendered an 
artifice (through contemplation) and converted to property prior to the actual formation of the 
colony. As an extension of this, finally, Stirling's party in various instances enacted settlement, 
executing forms of ‘proto-settlement’. I have already discussed in this chapter the usual 
appropriative acts of seeing the landscape, setting foot upon the ground and making 
encampments during the course of their expedition. We know that they also planted two 
gardens. This garden-making is an act atypical, I suggest, of conventional exploration, because 
of its domestic associations and its embedding in the landscape. As has been described in this 
chapter, the cultural framework of speculative thought bears on the way that the landscape is 
envisaged, imagined, seen, described, represented, experienced and inhabited. This is the 
product of a conventionally modern, Western visual paradigm but also a non-visual 
performative one in which bodily actions and kinetic aesthetics inform the perception and 

 

                                                 
100 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling p. 566. 
101 Catherine Ingraham’s exploration of the static and the dynamic in architectural discourse leads her to an interest in 
sand, and particularly the ‘principle of movement-in-stasis that sand makes possible’. See her epilogue in Burdens of 
Linearity, pp. 148-153. 
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representation of space and place. The extent to which the processes of landing, exploring and 
surveying possess aesthetic dimensions that prefigure settlement is discussed in the next 
chapter. The attempt in the thesis to understand this multiplex construct of landscape is by way 
of explaining the formative background and perceptual ‘ground’ of settlement and architecture 
at the Swan River Colony: this represents an alternative to the conventional foundational 
narrative. 
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4 Transitive moment: towards Hesperia 
Forming impressions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.1 ‘The space between’1

In relation to the structure and content of the thesis, this chapter serves an important transitional 
role between the prospective orientation of Chapters Two and Three and the materialising forces 
of settlement building discussed in Chapters Five and Six. The chapter also concludes the study 
of the prefiguring of settlement through what could be called its ‘transitive moment’.

: transition and disjunction 

2 Although 
the foundation of the Swan River Colony is officially marked as 1 June 1829, this singular date 
conceals the complex and extended process of its establishment. Against this, the transitive 
moment encompasses the multiple episodes foreshadowing the Colony’s enduring images and 
form. Implicitly, this moment embodies a sense of the transient, a transition between stages, or 
an existence between two points, although the points in this instance are imprecise. Stirling’s 
preliminary urging for settlement in December 1826 (see Chapter Two) is a starting point,3 
however there is no certainty of the date when the British Government actually resolved to form 
a settlement as ‘no official document satisfactorily fixes the precise date of such a decision’.4

Adapted from Deborah Bird Rose’s explanation, I take prefiguration to mean a 
‘prototype’ or act that anticipates or ‘enables’ the forms of architecture and setting that follow.

 
The end point is even more arbitrary. Though it may be marked very broadly by the more or less 
permanent materialisation of settlement upon land surveyed, divided and converted to 
identifiable property (weeks after the first settlers’ arrival at the colony) in reality the transitive 
moment has no firm ending. Towards the end of 1829 and into the 1830s, prefigurations overlap 
with the ‘proper’ building of settlement.  

5

                                                 
1 From G.F. Moore poem, ‘Reflection of an emigrant on his voyage to Swan River’, enclosed in the letter from 
Tanner to his mother, October 1831, in The Tanner letters: a pioneer saga of Swan River & Tasmania, 1831-1845, 
compiled and researched by Pamela Statham, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1981, pp. 21-
23 (my emphasis). This is a slightly different and shorter version of the poem that was later published in G.F. Moore, 
Diary of ten years eventful life of an early settler in Western Australia, and also a descriptive vocabulary of the 
language of the Aborigines, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1978, Facsimile ed., pp. 16-18. 

 
Underpinning the prefigurations are the dual meanings of settlement as (i) the actions, 

2 D.B. Rose, ‘Hard times: an Australian study’ in Quicksands: foundational histories in Australia & Aotearoa New 
Zealand, edited by K. Neumann, N. Thomas and H. Ericksen, Sydney: UNSW Press, 1999, p. 12. The transitive 
moment is not to be confused with the ‘emergent moment’ which was used in Chapter One to identify the shift from 
enlightenment to romantic world-views. 
3 M. Uren, Land looking west: the story of Governor James Stirling in Western Australia, London: Oxford University 
Press, 1948, p. 4; also Uren’s Appendix A, pp. 262-265: Letter from Captain James Stirling to Governor Darling, 
addressed from His Majesty’s Ship Success, Sydney, N.S.W 14 Dec 1826. 
4 Uren, p. 55. 
5 Rose, p. 9 (my emphases). 
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processes, or systems of appropriating, claiming and marking territory (that is, settling) leading 
to the configuration of (ii) a physical entity (the colony).  In this chapter I have grouped together 
a set of events, processes and sensibilities that directly precede and mark foundation and that I 
consider have significantly influenced the subsequent formation of physical settlement. The 
prefigurations are of informal and official kinds – symbolic and actual – but invariably rehearse, 
enact or inform settlement building. The chapter has the dual purposes of (i) emphasising the 
Colony’s protracted foundation through the often ephemeral but enduring prefigurative forms 
and (ii) highlighting the manifestations of speculative thought in the context of emigration to 
and arrival at the Swan River Colony. Relevant to each I explore the prospects of moving and 
landing, and the impact of the landing process (by way of forming impressions) on settlers as 
well as ground. Both purposes involve accentuating the metaphoric within the literal aspects of 
moving and landing because, in part, ‘language is embedded in material practices’.6

The claim of Chapters Two and Three was that the prospective thinking driving 
Stirling’s, Fraser’s and Garling’s visions and representations of the site and the future colony 
underpinned the origins of the physical settlement. This initial foundation was not designated by 
a particular date but rather hinged upon its status of intentionality. In other words, Stirling 
intended to effect settlement at Swan River and this represented the first crucial step towards 
eventual materialisation. During the expedition, and documented in the Expedition report, were 
further prefigurative acts: beholding the landscape and naming its features, setting up riverside 
encampments, and planting gardens. As well, the process of writing – the Expedition report and 
other documents – significantly determined the fluctuating fortunes as well as shape of the 
future settlement. In testing navigability, the expedition performed as it were a trial run of the 
process of arriving and landing; and the touching, scraping and digging of sand and soil in the 
evaluation of fertility represent similar double actions of assessment and preparation. In these 
ways the expedition was a rehearsal – in the manner of a sketch – that prefigured settlement.  

 As well, 
each purpose hinges on demonstrating that a sense of the provisional was a dominant 
prefigurative mode at Swan River. An outcome or conscious expression of speculative thought, 
the political, economic and aesthetic dimensions of the provisional sensibility contributed to its 
enduring influence on the settlement.  

Swan River’s transitive moment is more than just a temporal concept: it exists, to use 
Rose’s terms, as a kind of ‘stretched time-space’. Space, in other words, provides a measure of 
time. As well as the expedition, it incorporates the duration and spatial experience of the voyage 
to Swan River; the differences and continuities between Britain and Australia; the shift from old 
and familiar to new and strange. Rose further defines such a moment in terms of its disjunctive 
function, involving ‘declarations of closure, such as “the end of an era”, and … declarations of 
beginnings, such as “the start of an era”.’7

                                                 
6 I derive this from Richard Sha’s discussion of the use by Blake, Coleridge and Shelley of the sketch as both a 
central metaphor and a visual practice. See R.C. Sha, The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism, 
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998, p. 165. 

 In the context of settlement at Swan River, 
disjunction represents the separation of the settlers firstly from Britain and the old world, 
through the intent to emigrate (a mental decision to leave) and the long sea voyage (physical 

7 Rose, pp. 13, 6, 5. 
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separation) and, secondly, from the wilderness of the new world, primarily through the concept 
of ‘improvement’ which was most expediently achieved by clearing. Because distance and 
erasure provide both the physical and mental space necessary for creation, disjunction is a 
central aspect of prefiguration, enabling the making of settlement. Rose speculates that though 
‘[a]n awareness of disjunction would seem to be primarily retrospective [meaning that] one 
looks back and realises that there was a time when a fundamental shift occurred’ she proposes 
on the contrary that the  

colonisation of the new world is an exception to retrospection; the projects were undertaken 
precisely with an awareness of disjunction. Settlers specifically held the intention of 
leaving the old behind and creating new societies. Their presence, like their terminology 
(“new worlds”), signalled their sense of themselves as agents of disjunction.8

 
  

This disjunctive sensibility links us forwards to the longing by Australian historians (including 
Manning Clark, Robin Boyd and Philip Drew) for an architectural tabula rasa, a point touched 
upon later in this chapter. 

Immersed in prospective thinking, settler-colonists are agents not only of disjunction 
but also projection. In this sense too they see and describe themselves. Stirling refers to himself 
as a ‘Colony Builder or Tinker’;9 Civil Engineer Henry Reveley is described as an ‘enterprising 
projector’;10 and colonist George Fletcher Moore considers them all ‘artificers of fortune’.11 
Such labelling is clear articulation of speculative thought, as well as what Stephen Turner 
interprets as the ‘rejection of the past by the will to settlement’,12 both finding expression in a 
poem written by Moore while en route from Britain. Anticipating the irrevocable nature of the 
rupture, Moore describes ‘the change of scene, and the space between’ which ‘brings to mind 
the land of my birth / And it painfully brings to mind / My solitude here and the friends so dear / 
For ever perhaps left behind’. And yet at the same time as mourning ‘the loss of those earlier 
years’ and “our home” he embraces the promise and challenge of the new. With the lifting of 
the ‘transient shade’ of a ‘passing cloud’, ‘the prospect … brightens again’: ‘happiness’ he 
concludes, is ‘fixed in the mind’, and so he urges, ‘Let us make a home, let us make a home’ 
alongside ‘New friends’.13 Moore’s is a clear pronouncement of the speculative impulse and the 
‘spatial and cultural disjunction’ foreshadowing the building of the Swan River Colony.14

4.2 Prospects of moving  

 

The disjunctive sense of ‘the space between’ is vividly expressed by the experience of 
emigration. The prospects of moving and the aesthetics of movement powerfully prefigured the 
nature and process of settlement by cultivating in the minds of emigrants the prospects of 

                                                 
8 Rose, p. 5 (my emphasis). 
9 James Stirling to John Stirling (brother), 16 October 1840, PRO WA MN 590 Acc 351A. 
10 Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 1(7): Saturday 16 Feb 1833: p. 26: ‘We noticed in our first number 
the construction of a Water Mill at Perth, by Mr. Reveley [which] has been attended with great exertion and 
perseverance on the part of the enterprising projector [my emphasis]. It is no trifling commendation that with the 
exception of the bar iron required for parts of the Machinery, the whole of the materials are of Colonial production’. 
11 Moore, Diary, p. 117, used the expression ‘artificer of his own fortune’ in reference to those (himself, primarily) 
who first migrated to the free enterprise establishment at Swan River. 
12 S. Turner, ‘Settlement as forgetting’ in Quicksands, p. 23. 
13 ‘Reflection of an emigrant on his voyage to Swan River’, poem by Moore in Tanner Letters, pp. 21-23 (my 
emphasis), later published in Moore’s Diary, pp. 16-18. 
14 Rose, p. 6.  
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landing and of land. Most striking about the preparations for departure was the cramming of 
provisions (necessary for both travel and future settlement, sometimes enough to last a year or 
more), belongings and livestock alongside passengers onto the ships, including Sulphur which 
accompanied Parmelia conveying the first settlers to Swan River.15 Loaded on board were 
household articles, books, furniture, clothing, livestock, plants and seedlings, agricultural 
implements and equipment, building tools and materials and even prefabricated structures and 
houses. On Parmelia Surveyor-General ‘John Septimus Roe and his new wife were “cramped in 
our room for stowage … indeed, when the fresh passengers and their voluminous luggage were 
pouring aboard at Spithead the scene almost defied anything like description and it was as much 
as each individual could do to get in his cabin”’, although Stirling was apparently more 
concerned that there were insufficient numbers of artificers within the military contingent who 
could advise on building procedures.16

travelled in a van, built similarly to those used by persons frequenting fairs containing 
sitting and sleeping rooms, and so constructed as to be taken to pieces on board ship, and 
with ease be put together again, on reaching their ulterior destination. In this respect they 
will find the advantage of a comfortable lodging, during the period which must necessarily 
elapse before the erection of a more substantial dwelling.

 On the Gilmore, purchased by Thomas Peel, was a 
family who  

17

 
 

On the Warrior, chartered by a Scotsman, Harrison Collins Sempill, luggage and cargo filled 
stalls in the hold, while cattle evicted from the stalls were moved to the deck, polluting the 
steerage cabins below and leaving almost no room for steerage passengers to move about.18 It 
could be claimed that the overcrowding on board evoked the everyday crowding of the 
increasingly dense English, Scottish and Irish cities. Emigrants may have felt vindicated in their 
decision to relocate by virtue of this final and departing sense of compression in the vessels 
carrying them to the spaciousness of ‘that fine and extensive country’ heralded as the “land of 
promise”.19

The process of departure also represented preparation for settlement in other ways. 
Personal items (ornaments, portraits, even pets) were taken to help ‘settle’ the emigrants yet, 
placed in settings familiar to yet radically different from their original locations, they became 
powerful markers of disjunction. Emigrants impatient to embark on the venture ‘moved in’ to 
the ships, for days prior to departure they ‘settled’ on board. Those in cabins composed their 
things about them in a resemblance of domestic life (as in the case of Georgiana Molloy who 
‘unpacked her possessions in the small cabin [which] was to be her home for the next four or 

 

                                                 
15 The majority of information regarding the preparations for departure has been obtained from reading N. Ogle, The 
colony of Western Australia: a manual for emigrants, 1839, Sydney: John Ferguson in association with the Royal 
Australian Historical Society, 1977; Moore, Diary; Uren, Land looking west; W.J. Lines, An all consuming passion: 
origins, modernity, and the Australian life of Georgiana Molloy, St. Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 1994; A. 
Hasluck, Georgiana Molloy: portrait with background, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2002; Swan 
River letters, collected and edited by Ian Berryman, Glengarry, W.A.: Swan River Press, c.2002; R.T. Appleyard and 
T. Manford, The beginning: European discovery and early settlement of Swan River, Western Australia, Nedlands, 
W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1980. 
16 Appleyard and Manford, pp. 132, 131. 
17 The Smithers family, from Royal Devonport Telegraph & Plymouth Chronicle 1.8.1829, in Swan River Letters, pp. 
49-50. 
18 See Hasluck, p. 56, also Lines, p. 75. 
19 From Hull Advertiser 11.9.1829 in Swan River Letters, p. 50. 
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five months’). Those in steerage lodged there despite great discomfort.20 Emigrants swung from 
depression at leaving their homeland to hopeful anticipation of a new start, confronting what 
William Lines calls the ‘void of space and time’, the infinite expanse of the ocean contrasted 
against the ‘certainty’ of England, the terra firma left behind. As the latter receded and 
gradually disappeared ‘perhaps forever’ in the curvature of the void, separation was complete.21

a steamer had taken us out of the harbour in the course of the night, and that we were a 
considerable distance from land. The reflection then crossed me, that I was for the first time 
separated from my family and friends, … and placed as it were, alone on the ocean of life 
to steer my own way, and depend on my single efforts, without the friendly hand of the 
dear parent, … without the interchange of fraternal love, and with the heavy responsibility 
of having embarked four others in my service and speculations …

 
In his Diary, Moore records collapsing with exhaustion prior to departure, awaking later in his 
berth to find that  

22

 
 

In separating from the familiar and mourning the old ‘home’, in settling on board and traversing 
the void, in the journey on ‘the ocean of life’, emigrants became passengers.  

Aesthetics of movement 

If the prospects of moving to Swan River involved a mental shift to a new place, individuals 
experienced the passage of the voyage in physical and symbolic terms. Following the often 
protracted experience of separation, the rituals and rites of passage transformed the emigrant to 
passenger. That in contemporary terms those bound for Swan River were typically considered 
passengers rather than travellers is significant: it suggests a purpose for transit other than (at 
least, additional to) leisure, tourism or discovery, and builds an image of a regular maritime 
service as opposed to a potentially once-off journey.23

 

 The voyage experience features 
prominently in colonists’ letters and diaries and, subsequently, in the histories of Western 
Australia. Insufficiently emphasised in the latter, however, is the journey’s transitional nature 
and the transformative effect it induced in passengers. Because the voyage triggered strong 
aesthetic associations and significantly framed passengers expectations of the new world, I see it 
as an important prefigurative element in the lead-up to settlement at Swan River. It is discussed 
below as a sensory, symbolic and disjunctive event. 

A sensory experience 
The sensory experience firstly would have been many-layered. Diaries and letters detail the 
ocean scene by day and night: its appearance, its inhabitants, the characteristics of weather and 
climate, the qualities of light and reflection. In his The colony of Western Australia: a manual 
for emigrants, 1839, Ogle encourages individuals to make the move, if only for the ‘scenery on 
the voyage’, writing: ‘[i]t must not be supposed that the voyage is one of dull monotony: lands 

                                                 
20 Hasluck, p. 56, and published on p. 57 is an extract to the Colonial Office, describing the ‘whole of the steerage 
[being] literally choked with Berths and nearly dark’. 
21 From Times 30.7.1829 in Swan River Letters, p. 47: ‘… the settlers, though apparently labouring under depression 
at the idea of leaving their native land, expressed confident hopes of the success of the undertaking’. Also Lines, p. 
78, in chapter entitled ‘Passage’, quoting from Georgiana Molloy’s diary. 
22 Moore, Diary, p. 1 (my emphasis). 
23 The majority of writing of the period uses the term ‘passenger’ to denote on-board status, occasionally 
interchangeable with ‘emigrant’ and ‘settler’, but rarely with ‘traveller’. 
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and islands attract attention; ships are met with and hailed; the beaming sun gives the character 
of rolling liquid silver to the waves’ and all manner of sea creatures are observed ‘in the 
sunbeams’ or ‘in the vessel’s wake’.24 Moore, who does anticipate the ‘monotony and dulness 
(sic) of the long and painful voyage’, similarly enthuses over what in the evening appears as the 
‘phosphoric brilliancy which everyone has witnessed at sea, and the deep blue of the ocean’.25 
Predominant bodily experiences included seasickness (worse for pregnant women), hunger and 
thirst from shortage or poor quality of provisions (especially on a ship chartered by individuals 
seemingly more focused on profit than passenger welfare, as in the case of the Warrior engaged 
by Sempill).26 Overcrowding, combined with warm temperatures and a lull in the wind, induced 
a sense of claustrophobia amplified by the stench of unclean clothes and bodies, fermenting 
food and animal excrement, not to mention the ever-present disease outbreaks, fevers and 
accidents. Mentally, the most common effects were boredom and, conversely, excitation. 
Stimulation was found in occasional extraordinary moments and, particularly in receptive 
passengers, the ocean environment and all that it symbolised. Even for the most ‘poetic’ 
individuals, however, excitation was an episodic break from the ‘sameness of an unbounded 
ocean’, the relentlessness of motion and the repetitiveness of the daily routine.27 A range of 
activities and events (‘gymnasticising on the ropes’, ‘hunt the slipper’ and ‘star-gazing’28) 
helped pass the ‘inter-tropical day’ in somewhat languorous fashion; days approaching “The 
Stormy Spirit of the Cape” spent ‘tossing and pitching, and rolling and holding on’.29

Changes of scenery provided respite: ‘[t]he anxiety with which we look for the smallest 
island is inconceivable to those who have not been exposed for many days to the monotony of 
time passed on the ocean’.

  

30 This aligns with the early Nineteenth Century aesthetic taste for 
variety, satisfied by the sighting of, firstly, the mountains of the Cape Verde Islands and, 
secondly, the scenery at Cape Town. At Cape Verde Islands, the mountains were regarded ‘by 
all the [Warrior] passengers high and low’ as ‘indeed a beautiful spectacle’.31

                                                 
24 Ogle, p. 11. Similarities may be observed between Ogle’s detailing of ocean life and the encyclopaedic sections of 
Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851). 

 As Lines 
explains, ‘[u]nder the influence of the early nineteenth-century Romantics, mountains had 
become … places of spiritual refuge, of withdrawal; mountains were seats of the gods, where 
humans might encounter divinity and be transfigured’. Many of the passengers ‘looked at the 

25 Moore, Diary, pp. 1-3. Here we can see as well a prelude to the interest of the Nineteenth Century settlers in 
‘unseen’ minerals. 
26 In later years, commentators such as Ogle attempted to prepare would-be passengers for the inevitability of 
seasickness with pointers on how to ameliorate the ‘sensation’. Ogle, pp. 16-17: ‘Active occupation is the plan, 
derived from experience’, he counsels, ‘and it is found to accelerate restoration.’ ‘Very early rising, and a pump-bath 
of fresh sea-water, are always available, and tend to cleanliness and health’. Hasluck, p. 67, claims that on the 
Warrior children were apparently convulsing from lack of water, and one child in steerage died. 
27 Lines, p. 85. 
28 Moore, Diary, pp. 12-13, 2. 
29 See letter, believed to be from Captain James Stirling, on Parmelia, 23 March 1829, in Swan River Letters, p. 55: 
‘… my first move in the morning is to witness the sunrise, next to get under the spout of a pump when they are 
washing the decks; then a good walk without shoes and stockings, and nothing on but a wrapper – thus refreshed, a 
good breakfast; from about ten till two, reading and talking of our future plans; then a gossip or Chess with some of 
the ladies. Dinner at three; plenty of poultry and fresh meat, and claret (Carbonell) and ale; a lounge on deck, all 
hands turned out full puff; sunset, pipes and cigars, grog; and at ten, if no dancing or whist, turn in …’. Also in 
Appleyard and Manford, p. 132. 
30 Moore, Diary, p. 4. 
31 From diary of Charles Bussell quoted in Lines, p. 83 (my emphases). 
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mountains with eyes trained by Byron, Shelley, and Wordsworth, all of whom exalted high 
places’.32 As expressed in a letter from the Cape of Good Hope, a similar aesthetic sentiment 
coloured the impression of the scene. After waking at day-break, all the passengers ‘were in 
ecstacies (sic) at the sight of Table Mountain, Lion Mountain, and the Devil’s Mount, which 
form the chief objects of view, with the beautiful little town. A finer morning never broke forth: 
to describe the magnificent scene at sun-rise is impossible.’33

 

 Such were the sensory and scenic 
experiences of the voyage that prepared passengers’ aesthetic expectations for Swan River.  

A symbolic episode 
The voyage was experienced secondly as a symbolic episode: a journey on the ‘ocean of life’. 
Revealing a kind of life-in-microcosm, the transformations that occurred at sea resembled a 
crossing of thresholds: ‘starting anew’ (implying birth as well as rebirth) and ‘crossing lines’ (of 
latitude, say, or the equator). Such awareness by passengers and contemporary commentators of 
the voyage’s symbolism is notable for its underlining of the important enabling concepts of 
transition and disjunction. The first of the thresholds is the notion of ‘starting anew’. Given the 
sheer time it took for a London-based vessel to get as far as Southampton, the sense of physical 
change was in a sense gradual. Nonetheless, the inference of rebirth was expressed by Sempill 
in his sermon on board the Warrior, just days after departure, which Lines describes as ‘an 
address to persons embarking or commencing new worldly pursuits’.34

As soon as the channel is cleared, and the Bay of Biscay crossed, – which, with a 
favourable breeze, will take one week, – a brighter sky and a more genial climate are 
entered. If the voyage has been prudently commenced towards the winter, there is a 
probability of its being continued without even one day of storm; the fresh and grateful 
breezes carrying the vessel forward, while health and buoyancy of spirits gradually 
pervade the minds of the emigrants, and prepare them for the new and useful labours they 
have undertaken.

 Ogle similarly casts the 
voyage as an allegory of metamorphosis and renewal in the first chapter of his Manual: 

35

 
 

In his text, the cleansing, purifying, preparatory effects of the voyage precede the more 
descriptive journal mode of what Ogle terms an ‘outline of the voyage, and the coasts of the 
colony’.36 His description of the voyage is consistent with earlier accounts by Stirling, Moore 
and others indicating the symbolic and religious associations of passage with transformation. 
Ogle describes the ship at night which, as it ‘divides the refluent waves, seems creating … new-
born phosphoric fire, which springs in showers as the surges are dashed by her bows, and 
falling, subside into undulating curves of liquid light’. Overhead, ‘the vault of heaven is indeed 
“fretted with golden fire”; new constellations rise and set; … while the soul is rapt in wonder 
and admiration, and silently worships the great Creator; which must tend to elevate, to purify, 
and fill it with gratitude and humility’.37

                                                 
32 Lines, pp. 83-84 (my emphasis). 

 The powerful romantic aesthetic sensibility expressed 
by Ogle echoes the word-pictures by Stirling and Fraser in the Expedition report. Ogle’s use of 

33 Letter from Cape of Good Hope, 10 Dec 1829, published in Lichfield Mercury 26.3.1830, in Swan River Letters, 
pp. 59-60. 
34 Lines, p. 78 (my emphasis). 
35 Ogle, p. 10 (my emphasis). 
36 Ogle, p. 10-21. 
37 Ogle, pp. 11-12 (my emphasis). 
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‘undulating’ to describe the topography of the waves is an interesting reiteration of Stirling and 
Fraser’s descriptions of the Swan River landscape. A similar sentiment, underpinned by 
religious fervour and an eye for the romantic aesthetic, is found in the letter alleged by 
Berryman to be by Stirling himself, on board Parmelia. It describes 

the days all sunshine, and the nights so silent and calm – the moon almost too dazzling to 
look at – the stars and planets shining with double brilliancy – even the satellites of Jupiter 
visible to the naked eye – magnificent and enormous masses of clouds slowly evolving into 
the most fantastic shapes – everything grand, sublime and glorious: it must be a heart of 
stone that does not feel the influence of such witness to the power and omnipresence of the 
Deity.38

 
 

Here is evidence of the claim that ‘the ocean is a scene, of all others, the most likely to 
excite the adoration of Him’.39 Maintaining the religious metaphor (Biblical referencing being 
common knowledge at the time), Ogle evidently saw the voyage as a rite of passage, an 
initiation that would cleanse the soul, bringing ‘calmness and peacefulness of spirit which 
enables the mind to see farther and more clearly, and to reason more wisely’  and reward it with 
arrival at the land of promise: ‘“a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig-trees, and 
pomegranates; a land of oil, olives, and honey, where thou shalt eat bread without scarceness: 
thou shalt not lack any thing in it”.’ His inference of a southern ‘Hesperia’ – a warm climate 
which would induce the ‘good effects of [a] gradual habit of temperance’ – is unmistakeable, 
and is further reiteration of Stirling and Fraser’s projections.40 Noteworthy here is that the 
symbol of the journey from the northern to southern hemisphere was adopted by the Australian 
architectural historians in their explanation of the coming to Australia of European habits and 
tastes. In the spirit of ‘starting anew’, J.M. Freeland sees the sea voyage as the washing away of 
all that is corrupt and superficial in British architecture and taste, leaving only the supposedly 
ideologically/socially neutral (and thus morally superior) Georgian architecture. The ocean is 
thus the cleansing agent enabling the disjunctive sensibility which in turn underpins the belief in 
a tabula rasa. By contrast, Hardy Wilson emphasises the metaphoric significance of the equator  
as ‘a barrier’ that ‘bars the progress of the Arts in the Southern Hemisphere’.41

For the nineteenth century migrants, the other threshold of ‘crossing lines’ was an 
indicator of progress, position and transition. Letters and diaries articulate points of change that 
directly marked the experiences of the individuals on board and their conceptions of themselves. 
The first of these ‘lines’ was the Bay of Biscay, marked by (for Ogle) ‘a brighter sky and a more 
genial climate’ and increased spirit of ‘buoyancy’, which reiterated a comparison (ostensibly by 
Stirling) of the ‘indifferent weather at starting’ with that which became ‘invariably delightful’.

 

42

                                                 
38 Letter believed to be by Stirling, from Parmelia, 23 March 1829, in Swan River Letters, p. 55. 

 
Charged with greater symbolic potential was the second of the lines, the crossing of the equator 
which was (and is) a famous rite of passage imbued with a mythical maritime significance. In 
what since the nineteenth century has become the notorious ‘line-crossing ceremony’ is invoked 
the presence of Neptune and imaginary lines among other things. But for the passengers it also 

39 Comment from the editor in Moore, Diary, p. 11. 
40 Ogle, pp. 17-18 (my emphasis). 
41 J.M. Freeland, Architecture in Australia: a history, Melbourne: Cheshire, 1968, p. 72; W.H. Wilson, ‘Australia’, 
Architectural Review, Vol 5: Jun 1924: p. 248. 
42 Letter believed to be by Stirling in Swan River Letters, pp. 54-55. 
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signalled a shift in position and identity: they were now cartographically and conceptually 
‘down-under’. Consciousness of this shift would have sharpened their ambient perceptions. 
Moore was able to admire ‘for the first time’ the ‘beautiful constellation’ of the Southern Cross, 
corresponding with the ‘Plough or Bear of the northern hemisphere’. He further notes the 
‘greater splendour’ of stars here than ‘in our part of the northern hemisphere, the sky being 
cloudless, and the atmosphere clear’, further symbolising the distance from the cloudy, dirty, 
crowded old world left behind.43

The Cape of Good Hope was the third line of crossing, signalling the final leg of the 
voyage. This saw the minds of passengers diverging in two directions. On the one hand, 
thoughts anticipated arrival at Swan River and the prospects of what they would find, yielding a 
flurry of last minute preparations for settlement. Some supposed they would find dwellings in 
place, as communicated by a writer thought to be Stirling: ‘[a]fter our arrival at the land of 
promise we shall probably find temporary homes prepared for us by the Tweed and Challenger 
which have been sent there for the purpose.’

  

44 He continued on the same optimistic note of the 
anticipated ‘discovery of a large river, and a range of snow-capped mountains. If we can’t find 
the former, communications will be afforded throughout the length of a fine and generally open 
country, as extensive almost as Europe.’45 Final provisions and stock were gathered, supplies 
replenished.46

Stirling continued to make preparations for the operation of the settlement after 
departing the Cape.

 Stirling was busily building his civil establishment, recruiting at Cape Town a 
Civil Engineer, Henry Willey Reveley. In so doing, he created a position that until then had 
been intentionally, strikingly, left vacant. As well, given Reveley’s involvement with romantic 
poets and writers such as Byron and Shelley, Stirling was underlining the romantic influence 
upon the settlement at Swan River (discussed in Chapter Seven). 

47 Expecting that ‘[t]wenty-four or twenty-five days ought to land us in the 
terra incognita’,48 Stirling confronted the prospect of forming and managing a settlement and 
began ‘assembling the machine which was to help him perform the vast task … He drew up a 
set of regulations for the Surveyor-General’s Department, and these were handed to Roe dated 
“Parmelia at Sea, 12th May, 1829”.’ Dated 16 May 1829 was a ‘much longer list of regulations 
for the Colonial Secretary’s Office’, and on this same day Stirling configured a Board of 
Counsel and Audit to manage Crown property.49

                                                 
43 Moore, Diary, pp. 12-13. 

 These were the ‘final instructions which his 

44 The orders to Captain Fremantle to take possession of the coast of Swan River also included an instruction to 
‘employ working Parties on shore in constructing Huts or other commodious Dwellings for reception of Troops, 
which may be weekly expected after your arrival …’, HRA, Series 3, Despatches and papers relating to the 
settlement of the states, Sydney: Library Committee of the Commonwealth Parliament, 1921-23, Vol 6, p. 614. In fact 
there were no such preparations made as Stirling arrived before Fremantle had been able to commence work. See 
Note 132 on pp. 613 and 866 in HRA Series 3, Vol 6. 
45 Letter believed to be by Stirling in Swan River Letters, p. 56. Extract also appears in Appleyard and Manford, pp. 
133-4. 
46 Moore, for instance, wrote: ‘I have bought some cuttings of vine and fig trees in earth, and pumpkin and orange 
seeds’, Moore, Diary, p. 15. Also in letter believed to be by Stirling, who wrote that at the Cape they would ‘purchase 
stock for the settlement, and charter a vessel to bring it on’, in Swan River Letters, p. 55. 
47 On 1 May 1829, after a 13-day stay at Table Bay, Parmelia sailed on to Swan River. So eager was Stirling to arrive 
that he sailed ahead of Sulphur, delayed by the need for repairs. His eagerness was supposedly to beat the end of the 
growing season. See Appleyard and Manford, p. 133. 
48 Letter believed to be by Stirling, in Swan River Letters, p. 55. 
49 Uren, p. 88. 
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civil officials would administer when they reached the colony.’ He wrote to his brother that he 
had ‘his “regulations all ready and think that they will give satisfaction to the applicants for land 
as well as be useful to the Government”.’50 Here is a case where the space of the pause at sea 
enabled – even impelled – the preparation of documents prefiguring settlement.51 Meanwhile, 
preparing for arrival of a different sort was the pregnant Georgiana Molloy, who was making 
baby clothes. For many women, settlement would be established concurrently with family life. 
Thoughts on the other hand fled back to Britain, as expressed in many diaries and letters. In 
place of the mythical ritual experienced at the equator, the line at the Cape was marked by 
moods of nostalgia and reflection. Departure from the Cape seemed to recall the experience of 
leaving the homeland and generated profound senses of separation and loss. Nearer to their 
‘new’ home, passengers seemed acutely aware of their distance from the ‘old’. Looking back 
and looking forwards: on leaving the Cape passengers sensed the enormity of their undertaking 
and the disjunctive act in which all were agents.52

 
 

A disjunctive event 
The third experience, then, is of the journey as a disjunctive event. From the outset, emigrants 
were intent upon moving to settle in another part of the globe, to create a new life. Upon leaving 
British ports and harbours the experience of separation was amplified by emotion: excitement, 
fear, apprehension, sadness. At sea, the awareness of separation was underlined by the retreat of 
the homeland from view and into memory, by a sense of the ocean void, by the distance 
travelled, by the passing of days. At the Cape, the sense of separation was renewed in the 
anticipation of arrival at the new country and the journey’s end. The disjunctive function of the 
voyage is an extension of the symbolic episode, insofar as it is related to the notions of 
transformation and starting anew. Many of the emigrants-turned-passengers were intensely 
aware of the disjunctive nature of their intentions and actions and of their voyage into the 
unknown. Not least, this is evident in the decision made by many to write letters home and/or to 
keep diaries, which served multiple purposes of relieving boredom, affording reflective 
thinking, formulating symbolic expression, communicating with and making one’s presence felt 
at ‘home’ and providing a record and advice for posterity. Common to all, however, is the 
degree to which the writings reveal a persona consciously articulating their sense of themselves 
as disjunctive agents. As Lines claims, ‘Molloy, along with the other migrants, … saw travel as 
an expression of freedom and an escape from necessity, towards a chance to determine her own 
future’.53

                                                 
50 Appleyard and Manford, p. 133. 

 In a similar way Moore’s sense of disjunction was reflected not only in his 
articulations of loss, but of location. Moore was ever conscious of his position at sea, noting, for 
example, the change in light and length of day with the movement away from Greenwich: the 

51 In this context, it is worth recalling Uren’s speculation that Stirling had conceived the idea for a settlement at Swan 
River while at sea, en route from England to Sydney in 1826.  
52 See Lines, pp. 93-94. Georgiana Molloy, for instance, ‘confessed to homesickness but claimed she had no regrets 
about emigrating’. 
53 Lines, p. 89. The ‘unnecessary’ act of sitting in a ship for long periods of time would have seemed a release from 
the routines of working life (including domestic duties), although women did take work on board, such as needlework 
and caring for children. 
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‘most perceptible difference in … latitude [being] the short duration of twilight’.54

The disjunctive sense likewise underscores Moore’s narration of his arrival at Swan 
River. With the destination finally in sight, he documents the ship’s approach. The sense of 
arrival is palpable in his descriptions of ‘watching the land (… about thirty miles distant)’ and 
‘advancing towards the coast’ before anchoring, many days later, ‘in Cockburn Sound, near 
Garden Island’. He notes, significantly, adaptations in his physiognomy: 

 Notations of 
location headlining many diary entries suggest that he was constantly aware of and marking his 
distance and separation – geographic and psychological – from home, while at the same time in 
his diary, marking and plotting his course towards settlement. 

… I do not recollect to have been so fat at any other period of my life, and am in perfect 
health. Even my cheeks have plumped out, and I have no longer the sallow visage of the 
student, but the ruddy hue of the farmer. A freedom from anxiety of mind, and professional 
occupation, may probably be the cause of my being so fat; however, an active life of rural 
industry will soon rid me of superabundant flesh.55

 
 

Through the process of separation, through the sensory, aesthetic and symbolic experiences of 
the ocean voyage, through the cultivation of the disjunctive consciousness and the 
transformation from ‘student [to] farmer’ (a kind of stripping away of superficiality, 
foreshadowing the architectural narrative discussed in Chapter One), the passage had prepared 
the person who would soon be stepping on, acting on, moulding the land by virtue of their 
responses, attitudes and processes. Involving picturing, reflecting, building and erasing, the 
processes would be both ephemeral and enduring, but they would importantly prefigure 
settlement in lasting ways. Passengers were now ‘longing to set foot on solid ground’.56

4.3 Prospects of land(ing) 

 

Nearing shore, passengers would have been preoccupied by prospects of landing, and of the 
land they hoped to acquire. Again significantly nurtured by the sensibility of speculative 
thought, these prospects can be usefully interpreted through the notions of ‘arrival’ and 
‘grounding’. With regard to the prefiguring and founding of settlement these terms carry legal 
force: as Lord Goderich reminded Stirling in an 1831 Despatch, the Territory of Western 
Australia had supposedly been ‘acquired by mere right of occupancy, and not by conquest’.  In 
other words, landing ensured legal acquisition of the Territory; arrival would similarly procure, 
for individual settlers, allotments of land and hence entitlements ‘to all the rights and privileges 
of British Subjects’.57  At the same time, arrival has conceptual and physical connotations, many 
of which rest on the forming of impressions. Arrival firstly registers the coming of Europeans to 
Western Australia, often considered (then and especially now) synonymous with invasion.58

                                                 
54 Moore, Diary, p. 3. 

 
Stirling used this word himself to describe his party’s encounter with Aborigines during the 
1827 expedition and Ogle subsequently described the ‘seizure’ of the country by the ‘invaders’ 
from a ‘powerful nation’, so this term evidently held currency at the time (despite Goderich’s 

55 Moore, Diary, pp. 20-21 (my emphasis). 
56 Hasluck, p. 73. 
57 Extract from a Despatch from Lord Goderich to Governor Stirling, Downing Street, 28 April 1831, CSR Acc 36, 
Vol 14, Fol 130-145 (my emphasis). 
58 Rose, p. 6, for instance, states that ‘Settler societies are brought into being through invasion. Death and silence 
pervade and gird the whole project.’ 
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denial of conquest) just as it is also favoured presently because it captures so potently the 
aggressive and dispossessing ramifications for the country’s indigenous custodians.59

Central to the thesis discussion is the settlers’ confrontation with the ground. It was 
seen in Chapter Two that ground and especially the notion of surface assumed an important role 
in Stirling’s assessment and report of the site for the projected colony. The ground’s surface was 
possibly also the element most confronting for the early settlers. One of the chief causes of 
complaint and bad press in the first weeks and months was the sand, particularly around 
Fremantle which was the site of the first mainland arrival and temporary encampment. Sand 
‘grounded’ the settlement in terms of ‘bringing down to earth’ the settlers’ anticipations and, as 
well, in the literal provision of a ground plane. Ground was the platform upon which the settlers 
first trod and camped; it was the basis upon which they sought to establish, locate or position 
themselves in ways temporary and permanent, literal and metaphorical. It was their access to 
property and identity (even after landing, the settlers theoretically had not arrived until they had 
planted themselves on their apportioned allotment: until, that is, they were properly and 
officially ‘land-ed’). With regard to the colonists’ concerns about ‘where they stood’, the 
ground plane – the surface – most urgently required control, management and articulation 
(including division).

 For the 
purpose of the thesis, arrival is given additional nuance through association with the terms 
‘landing’ and ‘land-ed’, ‘imprint’ and ‘impression’. Implicit within the dual interpretation of 
arrival as invasion and impression is the notion of confrontation. In much recent colonial and 
postcolonial discourse, confrontation usually refers to the contact between Aborigines and 
Europeans and/or the engagement of Europeans with the ‘new’ land more generally. In this 
chapter, confrontation is a predictable outcome where there is a mismatch between high 
expectations and poor impressions of the site for the new colony.  

60

                                                 
59 Captain Stirling to Governor Darling, 18 April 1827 (Expedition report), Historical Records of Australia, Series 3, 
Despatches and papers relating to the settlement of the states, Sydney: Library Committee of the Commonwealth 
Parliament, 1921-23, Vol 6, p. 556. Ogle, pp. 46-7, for instance, wrote of the impact of the ‘seizure’ by the ‘invaders’ 
from a ‘powerful nation’ of the ‘country of a people centuries behind us in civilisation’. 

 It was the literal standing upon, claiming and clearing of surface that 
symbolised settlement in the sense of imperial possession of the new territory. It was the 
compartmentalisation of surface that begat settlement in the sense of individual ownership of 
property. It was in the sense of underpinning the colonial edifice that surface supported the 
literal construction of the settlement. For all of these reasons the ground’s surface was one of 
the major preoccupations in the early years, providing a platform and metaphor for the 
foundation of settlement, yet (especially where it was sand) possessing an unsettling capacity to 
sometimes literally undermine the settlers’ attempts at construction. As a consequence, the 
evolution of the settlement at Swan River represents a kind of figure-ground inversion. In other 
words, in this relationship of solid to void, ground becomes dominant: figure (three-dimensional 
built form) is eclipsed by the vast extent and flatness of the terrain’s surface, counter to the 
experience in dense European cities in which ground is subordinated to figure. My reclaiming of 
‘ground’ contributes significantly to a broadening of Western Australia’s foundational narrative: 

60 See Ingraham’s Chapter 1 ‘Dividing the land: lines of identity and descent’, Burdens, pp. 1-29. 
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literally, this chapter details a history of the early colonists’ confrontations with the ground as 
the element shaped by and in turn shaping of colonial settlement’s foundations. 
 The forming of impressions (chiefly ‘first’ and early impressions61) relates to a three-
way impact upon the future construction of the colony. On the one hand, and the focus of the 
next section, are the imprints made by the colonists as they landed and established themselves 
upon the ground. On the other are the impressions of a visual or mental kind. These include the 
first settlers’ opinions of the site and, in turn, the remote reactions formed in the minds of 
would-be British emigrants on receiving the markedly variable reports of Swan River. The 
conflicting opinions of the site are especially interesting, and were thought so at the time. Ian 
Berryman, for instance, notes ‘the remark made by one contemporary observer, that “it may 
with truth be asserted, that of no such place on earth have there been published such 
contradictory reports as of Swan River”.’62 The reports generally swing between what Reginald 
Appleyard in his Foreword to Swan River Letters, edited by Ian Berryman, defines as ‘euphoria 
and despair’.63 Ascribing to the Lost Paradise explanation, he describes the relationship between 
the poles as one of ‘transition’ from the ‘prospects’ of the former to the ‘reality’ of the latter, 
charting a collective linear emotional trajectory. As Berryman demonstrates through his careful 
scrutiny of correspondence and reports regarding Swan River from 1829 through to about 1835, 
this was no doubt at least partly the case.64 But Berryman additionally provides a novel 
explanation that highlights the parallel existence of these states. He makes a significant claim 
that the ‘abrupt cessation in January 1830 of the flow of emigrants and capital from Britain 
[which] had a profound effect on the subsequent development of the Swan River Colony’ 
resulted partly from the fact that negative correspondence arrived in Britain ahead of the more 
optimistic official accounts of the colony.65

 The basis for the divergent views has been the subject of much speculation. At the time, 
unfavourable accounts were considered the result of ‘prejudice [and] total ignorance of 
agriculture’, the consequent disappointment attributed to the “groundless … expectations” of 

 This he explained as the chance outcome of 
different shipping routes and schedules. If the sequence of delivery had been different, what 
would have been the impact upon the colony? Notwithstanding this intriguing hypothetical, the 
contention of the thesis is that the Colony’s material form had been substantially shaped by the 
first waves of settlers arriving between April 1829 and early 1830, prior to the receipt of any 
feedback. In other words, though the decline in emigration after 1830 may have affected the 
rate of growth for some time thereafter, the shape of physical settlement had been substantially 
prefigured and irrevocably formed during those first months.  

                                                 
61 To clarify here, first settlers include those arriving with Stirling’s official fleet (on board Parmelia and Sulphur) as 
well as those on the first privately chartered ships (including Calista, St Leonard, Marquis of Anglesea).  
62 Berryman, p. 39, quoting from W.H. Breton, Excursions in New South Wales, Western Australia, and Van 
Dieman's Land during the years 1830, 1831, 1832, and 1833, New York: Johnson Reprint Corp, 1970, 2nd ed. rev., 
with additions/London, R. Bentley, 1834, p. 30 (my emphasis). 
63 Appleyard, Foreword in Swan River Letters, p. v. 
64 Berryman highlights some important observations about the letters that he found in published sources: firstly, the 
strong gender and class bias (in part related to literacy); secondly, the modification of many of the letters for 
publication purposes, pp. 36-39. 
65 Swan River Letters, p. 31. 
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some of the first settlers.66 Other early settlers pointed to the seasonal influence (“[a]n 
expedition of this kind, perhaps, never reached an uninhabited coast at a worse season, and with 
worse means of protection from rains and gales of wind”) or the ‘unpromising’ appearance of 
“[t]he face of the country round the coast”.67 While these factors, plus the intended audience 
(and hence purpose) for the letters, may have influenced the forming of contradictory views, it 
is my contention that the polarity was also significantly determined by aesthetic response. This I 
suggest was fundamentally an outcome of the transitional character of the early nineteenth 
century period (straddling enlightenment and romantic values) on the one hand and, on the 
other, what I described in Chapter One as romanticism’s embracing of dualities, choices and 
oppositions. It is therefore not inconsistent that settlers (as a group, and perhaps even 
individually) might have expected to find both sublime and/or pastoral scenery; both 
picturesque and/or utilitarian (functional, or productive) landscapes. That opinions of the Swan 
River site were driven by expectation and significantly divided along aesthetic lines can be 
explained as follows. As Berryman suggests, ‘the initial reactions of the Swan River Settlers are 
of particular interest, since many were led to believe that they were coming to an Antipodean 
paradise, “the golden garden of the Hesperides without the guardian Dragon”’.68

 The notion of an Hesperian paradise appears to have held great currency in early 
Nineteenth Century Britain, with Stirling, Turner, John Claudius Loudon and, later, John Ruskin 
all drawing on its symbolic potential. Hermione de Almeida and George H. Gilpin describe the 
European association of the Hesperides ‘with sunset and the evening star’, and their garden with 
‘the earth’s western horizon and, specifically, the British Isles, situated as they are at the 
western edge of Europe’.

 While not 
pursued by Berryman, there is a likely reference in this letter to J.M.W. Turner’s The Goddess 
of Discord choosing the Apple of Contention in the Garden of the Hesperides (1806, Fig. 4.1), 
which usefully highlights the contradictions in and isolates possible explanations for the 
settlers’ reactions.  

69 This British concern with the Hesperian garden seems fundamentally 
rooted in imperial culture: for an agent like Stirling it is a symbol of a promising future paradise 
in a new world; for critics like Turner and Ruskin the garden and its dragon offer an allegory of 
the empire’s ‘covetousness’ and striving for conquest. Either way, the concern situates the Swan 
River project as one among other manifestations of a British Hesperian colony, most notably 
including India – ‘celebrated [in 1824] as a beautiful bloom in the British garden of the 
Hesperides’70 – and, as discussed in Chapter Two, the “earthly paradise” of South Africa’s 
northeastern Transvaal.71

                                                 
66 Moore, Diary, p. 37; and see Stirling’s Progress report: Lieutenant-Governor Stirling to Sir George Murray, 20 Jan 
1830, Historical Records of Australia, Series 3, Despatches and papers relating to the settlement of the states, 
Sydney: Library Committee of the Commonwealth Parliament, 1921-23, Vol 6, p. 621. 

 As a British Hesperia, Swan River was part of a global romantic and 
imperial project perhaps more than it was an ‘Australian’ one, establishing an allegiance to a 
British notion of an Edenic garden which has been long entrenched in Western Australia’s 

67 Swan River Letters, pp. 74-75. 
68 Letter quoted in Swan River Letters, p. 39. 
69 H. De Almeida and G.H. Gilpin, Indian Renaissance: British romantic art and the prospect of India, Aldershot, 
England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, c.2005, p. 293. 
70 De Almedia and Gilpin, p. 293. 
71 Foster, Washed with Sun, pp. 119-21. 
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cultural and social psyche and, I contend, remains powerful today. Such a strong cultural 
attachment to the Hesperian image was underlined by imperial momentum and a powerful 
combination of mythical/historical and aesthetic associations: this helps explain why Stirling 
(and many others) so forcefully embraced Swan River’s promise.  

The quest for ‘paradise’, and more especially what this idea represented at the time, for 
individuals as well as in cultural terms, seems at the root of the conflicting reports, and has 
profoundly influenced the foundational narrative of settlement. What was the prevailing image 
of the “golden garden”? What was the measure of the settlers’ expectations? Was it a sublime 
mountainous landscape such as in Turner’s background, likeness to which would have been 
found in the scenery encountered on the voyage, at the Cape Verde Islands and Cape Town? Or 
did it resemble Turner’s pastoral foreground, reiterated in the romantic undulations described by 
Stirling and painted by Garling, in the manner of the picturesque rural landscapes sketched by 
William Gilpin? Was it enhanced by the expected absence of the mythical ‘guardian Dragon’: 
the promise of a golden garden the greater for freedom from threat or control? Of course, 
neither the dragon nor the sublime landscape was anywhere to be seen at Swan River. It is not 
difficult to imagine the extent to which expectations – fuelled by publicity following Stirling 
and Fraser’s Expedition report and prepared by the experience of the sea voyage – were 
challenged by the subtle undulations and white swathe of Swan River’s coastline: no cliffs or 
mountains here. Instead was the presence of the relatively indistinct (in what Nineteenth 
Century aesthete Walter Pater might have later described as ‘landscape [with] little salient 
character of its own’).72

Within Turner’s Hesperides painting can be seen the coexistence of different versions 
of paradise: what was forbidding for Ruskin might have been ‘romantic’ for others and is 
described today as a ‘prosperous and lush pastoral valley’.

  

73 Turner’s image allows us to 
identify where myth and reality might have blurred in the expectations for Swan River, where 
ideas of ancient and new promise might have coincided in the mapping of the primordial garden 
of the Hesperides onto a new (yet also ancient) westward-looking southern land. Yet, as 
Almeida and Gilpin point out, Turner also ‘warns us of the complexities of discord and 
contention inherent in any garden of peace and prosperity’. Their detailed explanation of the 
symbolism in this painting helps articulate precisely the existence in the early nineteenth 
century of conflicting ideas about and within paradise. In Turner’s view the threat to the utopia 
comes ‘not from the outside world but from inside the garden [and] not in the shape of a 
hideous crocodile-dragon, which in fact stands guard … against trouble’ but as a result of 
‘imperial greed’. Almeida and Gilpin interpret as Turner’s lesson ‘that the origins of disaster 
can lie or be engendered within the peaceful world of any Edenic empire’.74

 It follows then that the subtle qualities of the landscape may have delighted some, yet 
disappointed others. Moore noted in his diary that the ‘general character is that of an interesting 

 

                                                 
72 W.  Pater, The Renaissance: studies in art and poetry: the 1893 text, Berkeley: University of California Press, c. 
1980, p. 107. 
73 G.P. Landow, The aesthetic and critical theories of John Ruskin, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1971. 
See Chapter 5 ‘Ruskin and Allegory’; De Almedia and Gilpin, p. 292. 
74 De Almedia and Gilpin, p. 293. 
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landscape, rather than of sublime or grand scenery’, commenting on Garden Island that ‘[t]he 
soil on the beach is sandy; the view around is beautiful, the land having sufficient diversities. 
Moore, like Stirling, found the ‘undulating’ landscape of ‘pleasing appearance, like gentlemen’s 
parks’ and variety of soil types sufficient to attest to its aesthetic value and productive 
capacities.75

far beyond any description I can give you of it. You meet with no good soil until you 
proceed up the river, and leave the salt water, when it visibly changes, and you have a 
considerable variety, all fit for agricultural  purposes; from the mouth of the river till you 
meet with this soil, there are some patches of vegetable earth, but the rest is of sand. It is, 
however, worthy of remark, that the whole surface is covered with trees and rich herbage; 
and at the Cantonment near the mouth of the river, where there is scarcely anything else but 
sand, the officers of the 63rd Regt. have a garden in which they have at present, fit for the 
table,  peas, potatoes &c.

 Others similarly thought the scenery ‘most beautiful’ and 

76

 
 

Where some ‘saw a scene thickly wooded with trees and shrubs of the most beautiful foliage, 
one complete mass of verdure’ others ‘saw nothing but sand, sand in every direction as far as 
the eye could reach, sand so dazzlingly white that children thought it snow and wondered why 
the trees were green’.77 Fremantle was seen by one settler as ‘a place of glistening white sand, 
like snowdrifts, “a delusion, however, most forcibly contradicted by the intense heat of the sun 
and the glare it occasions”.’ Impressions of the scene at Fremantle were mixed. One settler 
wrote that “[w]hen we landed ... the town was composed of a good number of miserable looking 
tents, most of which were grog shops”78 yet for Mary Ann Friend, the same preponderance of 
tents lent Fremantle the appearance of “a Country Fair, the pretty white tents much like booths – 
at present there are not about five or six houses”.79 What for one was a ‘gipsy party with a 
vengeance’ was ‘[F]airyland’ for another.80

4.4 Imprinting settlement: the impact of landing (and impacts on land) 

  

If the ocean passage and prospects of arrival were prefigurative in the sense of inducing 
expectations and impressions of settlement, the Colony’s physical entity was anticipated in 
more tangible ways upon landing. In the following sections I detail the ways in which 
speculative thought (and a response to Stirling’s original projections) guided the imprinting of 
settlement. My approach explicitly links foundation to ground and grounding (and surface) and 
to the aesthetics of the provisional and, in this way, supplements and challenges Western 
Australia’s settlement narrative discussed in Chapter One. Consistent with the argument so far 
for the aesthetic underpinnings of the intentions for settlement and the (conflicting) early 
impressions of Swan River, it will be shown here that the settlers either deliberately or 
incidentally made an impact on the ground and landscape of spatial and formal kinds. Officials 
and settlers enacted the preliminary interventions that led to the establishment of settlement 

                                                 
75 Moore, Diary, pp. 31 (my emphasis), 20-21. 
76 Extract from a letter by ‘a Gentleman filling a high official station at the Swan River’ published in South African 
Commercial Advertiser 25.11.1829, Brighton Herald 20.2.1830, Cross Series I p. 20, in Swan River Letters, p. 71. 
77 Lines, p. 95. 
78 Hasluck, pp. 75-76. 
79 Noted in Mary Ann Friend’s journal on 31 Jan 1830. See S. De Vries-Evans, Pioneer women, pioneer land: 
yesterday's tall poppies, North Ryde, N.S.W: Angus & Robertson, 1987, p. 245. 
80 H.W. Reveley, Perth, Swan River, to F.F. Fielding, London, 29 July 1833, PRO WA MN 748 Acc 2849A. And see 
also Hasluck, pp. 76-7. 
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through bodily presence and movement, through performative processes and symbolic acts. 
They inscribed the ground plane with foot, hand and voice, through the processes of setting foot 
(landing), planting (and gardening), clearing and proclaiming. Important events, which history 
has recorded as official symbols of the Colony’s foundation, included the reading of Stirling’s 
Proclamation and the ceremonial tree-felling to inaugurate the town of Perth, the Colony’s 
capital. I am interested in such acts not for their official status, but because they are 
representative of broader practices that contributed to the development of the Swan River 
settlement’s enduring image and form. The historicised moments along with emblematic images 
(such as the city in the garden) make visible the processes of foundation and settlement. The 
prefigurations that I discuss below occupy Rose’s stretched time-space, existing in parallel with 
later constructed forms of physical settlement. Occurring not in a confined period or in neat 
sequence, they are simultaneous overlapping experiences and expressions of settlement building 
at Swan River.  

Setting foot  
Notions of landing, standing, stepping out, treading on foot are frequent references in early 
nineteenth century documents, newspapers, private letters and diaries and ‘setting foot’ signifies 
most palpably the moment of arrival. As I have noted previously, British feet first touched 
ground with intent to settle at Swan River in March 1827 when James Stirling led the expedition 
to discover the potential of the site for settlement.81 The symbolism of settlement enacted by the 
explorers is obvious and the effect of their imperial gaze upon Australia and Western Australia 
has been much researched and discussed.82

                                                 
81 I am excluding here the establishment of a settlement at King Georges Sound in 1826. As detailed by Pamela 
Statham this settlement was under the command of Major Lockyer from NSW and was intended as an expansion of 
the penal settlement of that colony. Lockyer’s claim to the whole of WA was overlooked by the British Government. 
King Georges Sound was eventually transferred from the NSW government to Stirling’s administration and the 
convicts were removed (probably to NSW). See Statham, ‘Western Australia becomes British’ in P. Statham (ed), 
The origins of Australia's capital cities, Cambridge [England]; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp. 
123-4. 

 Stimulated by the expedition and the subsequent 
(mis)reporting of information arising there from, the sequence of events accompanying the 
arrival of Europeans between April and September 1829 represents a serial episode of ‘landing’. 
Footfall on ground makes an impact in numerous ways. It creates a mark, but one that is 
ephemeral, leaving only a trace. It is an action and insofar as the phrase ‘to set foot’ embodies a 
sense of movement towards something, setting foot is a projective act, walking or progressing 
towards, say, settlement (that is, the substantive). It is also a metaphor for the colonial project 
signalling arrival, landing, and the enduring aspect of possession. It is the anticipating and 
rehearsing of, the moving towards the materialising of settlement. Unlike the indelible 
footprints of men on the moon, the tread of feet at Swan River left no permanent marks. 
However, the imprint of landing endures not only through archival documents but, as well, 

82 See for example P. Carter, Living in a new country: history, travelling and language, London: Faber, 1992 and The 
road to Botany Bay: an essay in spatial history, London; Boston: Faber and Faber, 1987; R. Dixon, The course of 
empire: neo-classical culture in New South Wales, 1788-1860, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1986; C. Jordan, 
Picturesque pursuits: colonial women artists & the amateur tradition, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 
2005; S. Ryan, The cartographic eye: how explorers saw Australia, Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996.  
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through the subsequent development of the colony. In other words, the instance of arrival 
charged the surface and delineated ground in permanent ways. 
 

DATE EVENT 

25 April  1 Capt. Fremantle on HMS Challenger arrived off Ile Buache (later named Garden 
Island); possession taken by Capt. Fremantle of Ile Buache 

27 April  2 Capt. Fremantle on Challenger entered Cockburn Sound 
2 May  3 Capt. Fremantle first visited and took possession of mainland by planting British 

flag on Arthur Head (previously named as such by Stirling in 1827) 
6 May  4 Capt. Fremantle mounted a guard of sailors and marines on Arthur Head as a 

symbol of permanent occupation 
31 May  5 Stirling and official party on Parmelia sighted mainland; and anchored outside Ile 

Buache for the night 
1 June  6 Stirling on Parmelia failed attempt to pass between Ile Buache and Carnac Island; 

anchored off Rottnest Island for the night 
This date marked as the official foundation of the colony 

2 June  7 Stirling attempted to navigate Parmelia through Gage Roads, but grounded the 
ship on a sandbank, thereafter known as ‘Parmelia Bank’. 
Parties of women and children disembarked to lighten the load of Parmelia: some 
to ship Challenger, larger group (28) landed on Carnac Island (where they camped 
for 5 days) 

5 June  8 Stirling and Fremantle landed on Ile Buache 
7 June  9 Stirling decided to make Ile Buache his headquarters 
  Spontaneous establishment by Fremantle’s team of sailors of Ile Buache as 

settlement: cutting road, erecting huts, clearing communal garden, landing cattle 
8 June  10 

11 
Official party disembarked at ‘first village’ on Garden Island 
Capt. Dance on HMS Sulphur arrived and anchored in Cockburn Sound 

9 June  12 
13 

Stirling changed name of Ile Buache to Garden Island 
Stirling visited Mangles Bay (near what is now Rockingham) as a possible site for 
the capital 

16 June 14 Soldiers from 63rd Regiment (off HMS Sulphur) landed at Arthur Head* 
17 June  15 Reading by Capt. Irwin of Stirling’s Proclamation at Arthur Head 
18 June  16 Stirling’s Proclamation officially sealed at Perth 

After negotiating rock bar across river, Stirling began search for site for capital 
27 July  17 Display of public notice of intention to lay foundation stone of Perth on 12 August 
5 August 18 Ship Calista arrived carrying private settlers; landed on beach at Fremantle 
6 August  19 Ship St Leonard arrived carrying private settlers; landed on beach at Fremantle 
12 August  20 Town site selected and Perth declared a Town 

No stone laying but celebratory tree-felling by Mrs Dance 
13 August  21 Surveyor General JS Roe began laying out town site of Perth 
23 August 22 Ship Marquis of Anglesea arrived carrying private settlers; landed on beach at 

Fremantle 
24 August  23 (until 10 September 1829) Roe surveyed urban lots in Fremantle  
28 August  24 Naming by Stirling of Town of Fremantle, as Captain of that name departed the 

Colony 
5 September  25 Town blocks in Perth and Fremantle thrown open for selection 
 
Note: bold font indicates those dates and events that have been historically recognised to symbolise foundation 
* Appleyard and Manford assert the date to have been 21 June (see Appleyard and Manford, p. 137) 
 

 
Table 4.1 Sequence of Landing at Swan River in 1829 
 

Only few key events have historically been certified as ‘official’ with regard to the 
founding of Western Australia, including Stirling’s Proclamation and the ritual tree-felling on 
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the site of Perth. But as demonstrated in Table 4.1 (above) both the moment and the experience 
of arrival (and colonisation) are more protracted and comprehensive than history has authorised. 
Indeed the marking of 1 June to signify the colony’s foundation appears almost arbitrary in the 
context of the surrounding events, and seems to have been chosen by Stirling mainly for its 
maritime significance.83 This table chronicles a history of landing which is inevitably concerned 
with acquisition of the Swan River territory. But this was not a singular instance of 
appropriation. There are, for example, several iterations of the landing process during which 
ownership is taken of the land underfoot (numbered sequentially on Table 4.1). Fremantle first 
took possession of Garden Island (1), ‘boisterous weather’ preventing the visit to the mainland, 
and days later ‘took formal possession of the whole of the western coast of New Holland’ (3).84 
Subsequently Stirling’s official party anchored (but apparently did not land) at Garden Island 
(5), ran aground on what was hence christened Parmelia Bank (7) and then were briefly landed 
on Carnac Island (7). Here, in charge of ‘Stores and the families of the Artificers’ – all up 28 
women – Government Storekeeper John Morgan fancied himself the ‘first family Settler, in 
Western Australia’.85 Following Stirling’s landing on Garden Island (8) this became the place 
for the temporary settlement of the whole party (10), which subsequently earned the title of 
‘first’ village. Not until 16 June is there a successful landing by the official party at Arthur Head 
(14) soon after which the Proclamation is read (15). In August when the first three ships 
carrying private settlers from Britain arrived unexpectedly and the official party was still 
ensconced on Garden Island, the passengers were ‘beached’: literally, landed on the beaches at 
Fremantle (18, 19 and 22). As Stephen Turner has noted, ‘the beach constitutes the first place of 
white settlement’ and ‘quite literally marks the horizon of acculturation – the first stage and 
outer limit of white penetration’. The beach is a contact zone, upon which has occurred the 
‘trauma’ of confrontation ‘with a different place and its peoples’. It is also, Turner claims, a 
spatio-cultural experience or typology, particularly a suburban one.86

It is clear from this table that the landing at Swan River was (i) protracted, occurring 
over several months, though none of the instances occur on the auspicious date of 1 June; and 
(ii) in many cases accidental. In the latter case, the forced landings at Carnac and Garden Islands 
eventuated because bad weather prevented the ships proceeding successfully to the mainland; 
and the beaching of the first boatloads of private settlers resulted from insufficient planning for 
their arrival. Even the ‘touching’ on the rocks and bars (which can be seen as another kind of 
‘landing’) of the boats attempting passage through Gage Roads was an unforeseen (although 
probably foreseeable) potential impediment to the goal of settlement.

  

87

                                                 
83 Uren, p. 88, suggests that for Stirling, a sailor, ‘1st June was a day redolent with memories … It was the anniversary 
of that “Glorious First of June” 1794 when Lord Howe had so decisively defeated the French fleet’. Uren argues that 
Stirling was determined that it ‘should also mark the Foundation Day of the Colony’. In the present day Foundation 
Day is celebrated on the first Monday in June. 

 In particular, the passage 

84 Uren, p. 87 and also footnote 2 on that page. 
85 Morgan cited in Uren, p. 92 and Appleyard and Manford, p. 136. Morgan was in charge of all of those who were 
not disembarked onto HMS Challenger. 
86 Turner, ‘Settlement as forgetting’, p. 31: the ‘culture of the beach … is also suburban’. The suburban associations 
of the liminal zone of the beach will be explored alongside the provisional properties of sand in later chapters.   
87 Appleyard and Manford, p. 137, claim that all three ships within the official party – Challenger, Parmelia and 
Sulphur – ‘touched on entering’ Gage Roads. Only when he was leaving the colony on 28 August 1829 did Fremantle 
clear the passage without touching.  
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between Garden and Carnac Islands – named by Colonial Storekeeper John Morgan “a touch 
and go entrance” – presented a challenge to many of the early ships, including Parmelia, 
Sulphur and Challenger.88

The history of landing reveals a preoccupation with the possession of territory, 
involving the conversion of ground to the more abstract ‘land’ and thence to ‘property’: a 
transformation clearly integral to the colonial project.

 The coupling of the multiple instances of landing with the tendency 
towards the accidental and unexpected underlines the sense of the provisional that pervades the 
establishment of the Swan River Colony. 

89 However the focus of the thesis is not so 
much the exercise and expression of imperial power than the implementation of aesthetic intent 
in early colonial architecture. To this end, it can be seen that in addition to the strategic or 
economic dimensions of landing, there is also an aesthetic one. Together with the processes of 
seeing and beholding that were discussed in earlier chapters, here the act of landing performs 
the transformation (in Cosgrove’s) terms of ground to artifice.90 Ground was both a commodity 
to be owned (property conferring status and identity) and a stage for intervention and 
experimentation. It is in this way that ‘setting foot’ may be seen as a prefiguration of settlement 
insofar as it is an enactment of settlement. The following examples illustrate enactments that are 
powerfully enhanced by a ritual element. Most traditional was Captain Fremantle’s hoisting of 
the Union Jack on the South Head of the River, soon followed by the mounting of the guard at 
Arthur’s Head.91 Here Fremantle assembled a group of sailors and marines ‘as a token of its 
permanent occupation’ prior to the arrival of the official party some weeks later.92

The enactment of settlement is clearly evident in the examples of Carnac and Garden 
Island.

 While there 
are no records that describe the actual formation of the men, one may deduce a more or less 
formal arrangement in which bodily presence occupied space and inscribed form. So it is 
possible to claim that the guard was positioned to represent (or at least in place of) an absent 
edifice: it was, in other words, the human enactment of architecture upon the location that 
would not long afterwards support the most prominent (and oldest extant) of the Colony’s early 
buildings, the Fremantle Gaol or Round House. Such staging of settlement is also evident in the 
reading of the Proclamation at Arthur’s Head, which I discuss shortly. 

93

                                                 
88 Morgan suggested that the passage “may therefore be considered for the present a touch and go entrance, but when 
properly buoyed, will be as good as any other blackguard place of the same sort, full of rocks and fearful to look on” 
in Swan River Letters, p. 78 (my emphasis). 

 In both, and in the case of the mainland (on which the official party landed – but was 
not then housed – in June and the first private settlers after August) settlement is expressed most 
visibly through the tread of feet. Implicit within this notion is the paradox that sustains 
colonialism: the urge to move in order to settle. In other words, to step or walk was 
simultaneously to move and to settle. Appleyard and Manford describe in some detail the 
process by which settlers arrived, landed and acquired land. This process highlights the massive 

89 Dana Cuff describes the grid plan form as the mechanism by which land was converted to ‘property’ in D. Cuff, 
The provisional city: Los Angeles stories of architecture and urbanism, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, c.2000, p. 78. 
90 See Chapter Two. 
91 Hoisting of the flag described in Fremantle’s diary, in Uren, p. 87. We saw in Chapter Two of this thesis that the 
encampments made by Stirling and his party during the expedition of 1827 represented forms of proto-settlement.  
92 Uren, p. 96 and Appleyard and Manford, p 137. 
93 Carnac Island was named by Stirling in 1827 in honour of John Rivett Carnac, Second Lieutenant on his ship HMS 
Success.   
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impact of the colonial project upon the ground and, in turn, of the ground upon the colonial 
project. At the mainland especially, with a much greater volume of traffic than was seen at 
Carnac or Garden Islands, the people and livestock disembarked represent thousands of feet 
stepping on, walking across the earth’s surface around Fremantle and eventually Perth. As was 
required by government regulations, settlers imported capital and labour, the value of which 
would procure them an allotment of land at the going rate. But how to get belongings ashore? 
The unexpected early arrival of the first boatloads of settlers denied them the welcome of 
preparation: the coast had not been properly surveyed,94 there were no jetties or ramps upon 
which to land, no roads along which to travel, no buildings in which to shelter, not even 
surveyed blocks of land upon which to settle. They were unceremoniously beached upon the 
ubiquitous sand that, as Marnie Bassett wrote, became a byword for Fremantle and eventually 
the colony.95

The impact upon the ground of ‘landing’ can be surmised from the following summary, 
based partly on supposition on my part. Settlers firstly had to shift by hand and on foot all goods 
from the beach to the Fremantle campsite behind Arthur Head. One need only consider the 
process of moving personal possessions (packed for emigrating) to envisage the marks – the 
impressions and the damage – made by hundreds of crates of household items, pieces of 
furniture, building materials and other items across the fragile and sandy ground. In many 
instances, crates and other objects were incorporated into makeshift shelters to afford protection 
from the elements and from theft. The goods then required evaluation, which probably meant a 
visit to the ‘hastily established Audit office’ in Fremantle.

  

96 After assessment, settlers travelled 
to Perth (in a hired cart, by boat, or on foot) to see the Lieutenant-Governor (by then based in 
the capital) with provision of ‘satisfactory proof’ in the form of ‘Vouchers of Expenses’ and 
apply for a ‘Licence to Occupy’ land.97

                                                 
94 Stirling to Murray, Progress report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, p. 615: ‘An evil still greater … arose from the number of 
early arrivals on the coast, hitherto unsurveyed’. 

 It is hardly surprising that the ground was eroding 
around the Fremantle campsite. And no wonder that as the erosion increased so did the 
sandiness (and apparent barrenness) of the site, exacerbating the despondency of the settlers and 
amplifying the urgent need in the principal towns for surveys of allotments for distribution. 
Here, then, is a further complication of the colonial paradox, that is, the unsettling 
consequences of disturbing ground neither prepared for settlement, nor withstanding the scale of 
movement. One may speculate to what extent the time-consuming occupations of settlers 
moving goods and pursuing their entitlements to land provided some breathing space for the 
governor and his team responsible for making those surveys and thus commencing the 
construction of settlement. It is worth considering too the impact of those first impressionable 
weeks and months upon the eventual shape of the colony, especially with regard to the 
distribution of and the regulations for allotments in Perth and Fremantle. This point is of 
particular interest: the Regulations provided by the British government for emigrants to Swan 

95 Marnie Bassett, cited in Appleyard and Manford, p. 149.  
96 Appleyard and Manford, p. 155. 
97 As published in the Colonial Office Regulations. See Regulations for the guidance of those who may propose to 
embark, as Settlers, for the new Settlement on the Western Coast of New Holland, 13 Jan 1829, revised as Terms of 
Land Grants to Swan River settlers, 3 Feb 1829, in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 607. 
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River specified, among other things, that those arriving ‘before the end of the Year 1830’ would 
receive ‘in the order of their arrival, Allotments of Land’ in proportion to the value of their 
imported capital.98

Planting and gardening 

 The effect of this regulation was to underline the importance of arrival: the 
impact was to be demonstrated in the rapid distribution of the greater proportion of riverfront 
land and the consequences arising there from.  This will be explored further in Chapter Five. 

If the enactment of settlement at Swan River was apparent through setting foot upon ground, so 
it was too through the metaphor as well as act of planting. In colonial terms planting is typically 
associated with the instantaneous introduction or imposition of a community (or symbol of the 
same). Hence ‘plantation’ specifically contrasts with the idea of a gradually evolving human 
settlement and possesses the further connotation of being spontaneously set in place.99 In 
numerous ways this definition of planting applies at Swan River. It was seen in Chapter Two 
that Stirling was of the view that a colony should be established at this location even before he 
had visited it. After the 1827 expedition he was so keen on the potential of the site that, claims 
Bolton, ‘he returned to Sydney convinced that a colony must be planted at the Swan River’.100

Across the dimensions are many instances of overlap. This is not least because implicit 
within colonial implantation are the related notions of civilisation and cultivation (applied to the 
new lands as well as indigenous communities).

 
Temporary marks of European presence were planted by this expedition. Subsequent symbolic 
gestures of possession included Captain Fremantle’s planting of the Union Jack on Arthur Head 
(May 1829) and at Garden Island the planting of a temporary settlement (June 1829), including 
the sowing of imported seeds (not least for the sake of preservation). The latter was a curiously 
permanent act given that the settlers were to be imminently relocated to the mainland 
settlement. It is in the sense of placing or sowing (say, seeds) in the ground that planting takes 
on special significance as a form of prefiguration at Swan River: the colony as garden. Like 
setting foot, planting has many dimensions – imperial, strategic and economic as well as 
cultural or aesthetic – although they are not always distinct. While planting in a metaphoric 
sense denotes possession, the act ‘to plant’ involves material processes of cultivation to secure 
entitlements to land (by making improvements to one’s allotment), to generate produce (pastoral 
or agricultural), and to create private and public open space – gardens – for leisure, well-being, 
ceremony and so on.  

101

                                                 
98 Regulations in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 606-7 (my emphasis). 

 In other words, in the early Nineteenth 
Century culture of colonisation there is a significant relationship between the metaphor of 
planting and the act of making gardens. This was a favourite subject of early Australian colonial 
art and is famously represented in John Glover’s A View of the Artist’s House and Garden, in 
Mills Plains, Van Diemen’s Land (1835). This and other house-and-garden images are further 

99 The term plantation was used, for example, in the Governor’s Commission, reprinted as Appendix I in Ogle’s 1839 
Colony of Western Australia, p. iii. 
100 Bolton in Origins of Australia’s Capital Cities, p. 142 (Bolton’s term, my emphasis). 
101 For discussion of the centrality of cultivation in romantic thought, and Coleridge’s relating of the notions of 
civilisation and cultivation, see M. Cranston, The romantic movement, Oxford, UK; Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 
1994, pp. 59-62. 
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discussed in Chapter Seven. The colonial planting-gardening relationship is further evidenced 
by the many pattern books and instruction manuals that were published specifically for export to 
the Empire’s outposts. Examples include John Claudius Loudon’s Encyclopaedia of Gardening 
(1822) and Encyclopaedia of Agriculture (1825). That these espoused a house-and-garden 
approach to the design of colonial accommodation is compelling testimony to the anti-urban 
sentiment paralleling a surging interest in both the garden and a suburban existence in the 1820s 
in Britain and its colonies.102 Both Loudon texts were included in the first official shipment of 
books to Swan River in 1829, along with Peter Nicholson’s two-volume Architectural 
Dictionary (1812-1819) and The New Practical Builder and Workman’s Companion (1823), 
and William Cobbett’s Cottage Economy (1822), among others.103 The list of books in the 
shipment informs our understandings of Western Australia’s formation, and was seen by Tom 
Stannage in The People of Perth: A Social History of Western Australia’s Capital City to ‘offer 
clues to the character of the new colony, and help explain the activities of the colonial 
administration.’104

In many ways the planting of the idea – the prefiguring – of Swan River as a ‘garden’ 
consummated settlement and, moreover, has most indelibly imprinted today’s metropolis of 
Perth.

 That these were selected by the Secretary of State for the Colonies underlines 
the official promotion of ideas, values and technologies that were to guide the modelling of 
Swan River. This was evidently one of the first British colonies to be settled on an idea that was 
neither penal nor military nor purely strategic but rather indicative of a lifestyle characterised by 
a unique blend of social, cultural and spatial experiences resulting from a rapidly changing and 
mobilising urban Britain.  

105

                                                 
102 As discussed in Chapter One of this thesis. 

 While there is not the space to pursue this here, it clearly anticipates the Garden City 
movement launched by Ebenezer Howard circa 1898 in Britain, and achieving widespread 
application across Australian cities through the twentieth century. The garden stands as both 
symbol for and actual experience at Swan River. From the outset, the Colony was conceived 
and represented by Stirling and Fraser as a garden, most forcefully underlined by association 
with the garden of the Hesperides. Notwithstanding Stirling’s initial (1826) strategic, political 
and economic motivations for settlement, his discoveries on the 1827 expedition were of an 

103 The first dispatch of books to the settlement is a register of enlightenment and romantic ideals generally, as well as 
of the interests of the London Colonial Office more specifically. Global sensibilities translate into imperial intentions, 
subsequently to be imposed upon Swan River soil. The books together stand as testimony to the moment of 
modernity that witnesses the rise of romanticism and the emergence of the Swan River Colony.  
(i) Edward Barnard to Captain Stirling R.N., 21 August 1829, CSR Acc 36, Vol 1, Fol 142, advised ‘that I have 
shipped on board Egyptian, William Lilburn commander, two cases of Books [which] I have been directed by 
Secretary Sir George Murray to purchase and forward for the use of your Government’. The shipping order from St 
Catherine’s Dock, London, was dated 19 August 1829.  
(ii) Edward Barnard to Captain Stirling R.N., 3 July 1829, CSR Acc 36, Vol 1, Fol 143, shows the full list of books: 
Encyclopaedia Britannica and Supplement, 26 bound volumes; Cobbett’s Cottage Economy; Conybeare’s Geology; 
Buckland’s Religious Deliverance; Blackstone’s Commentaries by Chitty, 4 volumes; Burns’ Justice, 5 volumes; 
Tomlen’s Law Dictionary, 2 bound quarto volumes; Pope’s Laws of the Customs; Church Bible, folio; Church Prayer 
Book, folio; Jameson’s Minerology, 3 volumes; Crawford’s Indian Archipelago, 3 volumes; Nicholson’s 
Architecture, 3 volumes; Loudon’s Gardening; Loudon’s Agriculture; Peron’s Voyage, bound; Freycinet’s Voyage; 
Flinders’ Terra Australis, 2 quarto volumes and plates in folio half bound. The cost for books, binding, cases and 
lining, cartage to St Catherine’s Dock and Shipping expenses fell just short of 88 pounds. 
104 C.T. Stannage, The People of Perth: a social history of Western Australia’s Capital City, Perth: The Perth City 
Council, 1979, pp. 11-12. 
105 On Perth as a garden setting, see Stannage, People of Perth, p. 4, and Seddon and Ravine. 
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apparently rich and romantic verdure capable of supporting pastoral and agricultural pursuits 
among others. The examinations influencing his positive assessment included ‘digging’ into the 
dirt and planting at least three gardens. The first was made ‘on the Tongue of Land … between 
the River and the Creek’ in ‘rich soil of great depth … ready to receive Seed’ in which were 
‘planted various Sorts and more particularly abundance of Potatoes and Peach Trees’. In 
addition Stirling identified a ‘considerable Garden at Woodman’s Cove Beuache (sic) Island; 
[and another] ... at Point Heathcote’.106 These were some of the earliest (though no longer 
extant) forms of European cultivation of the surface at Swan River.107

Planting and gardening assume special significance at Garden Island, which was the 
location for the first ‘official’ if temporary settlement at Swan River. The conventional 
explanation for this episode chronicles Stirling’s controversial (and possibly self-interested) 
decision to establish it as a provisional base for the officials and first settlers.

 From their observations 
of the site’s geological and botanical properties, the variety and proliferation of plants, and the 
aesthetic associations deriving from its variegated colour and gently undulating profile, its 
promise as a fertile garden was affirmed. This was emphasised by Stirling’s choice of 
‘Hesperia’ for the name of the Colony, declaring not only the productive capacity but the 
aesthetic value of the site. In this way the garden precipitated the planting of the Swan River 
settlement. 

108

His first claim had been laid in 1827 through his introduction and leaving behind of 
livestock (what might be called the first ‘farm’

 With bad 
weather preventing passage to the ultimate mainland destination, and the party’s agriculturalist 
declaring that the land on the island promised to be fertile, Stirling and Fremantle together 
engineered an instant village. As Uren recounts, sailors cut roads; artificers erected huts; tents 
and other canvas shelters were assembled; the ground was cleared so that the agriculturalist 
could plant his garden; and livestock and cargo were disembarked from the Parmelia. In the 
space of four days, Stirling had inspected the island (5 June), decided to make it his 
headquarters (7 June), constructed the settlement (7 June), and landed the official party (8 June). 
Apart from this spontaneous enactment in microcosm of settlement at Swan River, what makes 
this episode fascinating is that Garden Island was in fact claimed or settled by Stirling many 
times over.  

109), not only another marker of European 
occupation but also evidence of his confidence in returning. At this time he also renamed the 
island from its original French ‘Ile Buache’ to ‘Garden’. Statham-Drew argues that his choice of 
name owed to its sheltering of Cockburn Sound in the manner that the Isle of Wight, locally 
known as the ‘Garden Isle’, shelters Portsmouth.110

                                                 
106 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 560-61. 

 The second claim occurred in late 1828 
when, prior to his departure from Britain, Stirling had been asked to ‘point out on the Map’ his 

107 This makes for interesting comparison with the dominance of the theme in Indian cantonment settlements. 
108 See Uren, pp. 94-5 and Appleyard and Manford, p. 140. 
109 This is not to be confused with the first ‘proper’ farm, located at Albany. See A. Gardos, The historical 
archaeology of the Old Farm on Strawberry Hill: a rural estate 1827-1889, Albany, Western Australia, Thesis 
(M.A.) University of Western Australia, 2004. 
110 P. Statham-Drew, James Stirling: admiral and founding governor of Western Australia, Crawley, W.A.: 
University of Western Australia Press, 2003, p. 71. 
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choice of land at Swan River.111 The extent to which this represented a remote enactment of 
settlement was discussed in Chapter Two. Of interest here, however, is that he chose this entire 
island, known then by its French name of Ile Buache, for his personal or estate. The third and 
most substantial of the claims was the 1829 planting here of a temporary settlement. So the 
Colony’s ‘first’ settlement was constructed on Stirling’s own entitlement, land that Stirling had 
long desired and on which, Uren claims, there is evidence that he planned to live ‘in solitary 
magnificence [while] governing the colony’. Indeed, here was built with limited imported 
materials ‘the first Government House’ in which he and his wife ‘remained in residence … 
many weeks after the Town of Perth had been established.’112

The garden symbol of Swan River was captured in other ways too that mesh strongly with 
the idea of disjunction. In addition to the making of gardens, the romantic envisaging of the 
symbolic garden, the naming of sites, and the establishing of the first temporary settlement on 
an island renamed Garden, the garden image was given extra dimension through the proposed 
primary use of the land as well as the conception of the lifestyle and spatial patterning of the 
colony. First, the garden image would have fitted a colony to be based on agricultural and 
pastoral pursuits. The natural but also moral imperative for this was expounded in 1839 by 
Nathaniel Ogle, who reasoned that Australia would never be a ‘competing manufacturing 
country, but a source of supply’ and ‘the happiest land ever yet inhabited by the human race’: 

 Stirling’s settlement of this island 
was finally underlined the day after landing the official party when he renamed it ‘Garden 
Island’. With this fourth claim, the garden symbol of the Colony was pronounced. 

The new colonies are peopled by those who have left a kingdom the most advanced in 
human knowledge, but in the last of the progressive states, to re-commence their modes of 
life in the first state – the pastoral and agricultural, which can only progress to the 
cultivation and preservation of all the productions of the earth: thus a physical and moral 
barrier, in accordance with universal and unerring laws, is erected against that last state, 
which brings in manufacturing, and all its trains of degradation and demoralisation …113

 
 

Although in subsequent decades Perth would inevitably acquire secondary and tertiary industry 
housed in factory buildings, Western Australia continues to evoke the pre-industrial imagery 
described by Ogle above and relies heavily on its primary industry base and resource wealth. 
Despite large scale industrial infrastructure in outer metropolitan areas (such as Kwinana) its 
urban centres were (perhaps still are) without the scale, density and intensity of industrialisation 
found in either British or other Australian cities. On the contrary, the characteristic image and 
experience of this state is its modest, domestic and dispersed texture, albeit one increasingly less 
low and thin as the current pressure to reduce sprawl gains momentum.  

Second, apart from the obvious connotations of growth and fertility associated with the 
garden, for disgruntled Britons in the early nineteenth century it also represented an idyllic 
contrast to the grimy congestion of the cities in which many of them had lived and worked. It 
underlined anti-urban sentiment and was key (and to become increasingly central over 
subsequent decades and into the twentieth century) to the suburban lifestyle gaining popularity 
                                                 
111 Memorandum from Under Secretary Hay, 23 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 596. 
112 Uren, p. 94. 
113 Ogle, p. 110-111. This passage is possibly intended to fend off anxieties about competition with the Mother 
Country, and it is also underpinned by a notion of imperial decline. There is an anticipation here too of the anti-urban 
and anti-suburban sentiment of later architects, artists, historians and commentators. 
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in Britain and which was to become the mainstay of urban existence in Australia. Robin Boyd 
(primarily) and other commentators on Australian architecture and the built environment note 
the implicit suburbanism in New South Wales and elsewhere. In the case of Western Australia, 
the germination of the suburban paradigm can be traced to a number of sources: the original 
land-uses of the first settlers; the British Government’s Regulations concerning the allocation of 
and full entitlement to land (which required the ‘Cultivation’ or reclamation of land ‘from its 
wild state’114); and Stirling and Surveyor-General Roe’s original plan for the town of Perth. One 
of the masterful gestures was to be the reserving of the large area of natural bushland (known as 
Kings Park) on Mount Eliza adjacent to the town. As discussed in detail by Seddon and Ravine, 
in this is writ large both an Arcadian theme and the notion of the city in the bush.115 This trope 
features as well in other Australian capitals, such as in Sydney and Melbourne’s Domains and 
Adelaide’s greenbelt, though arguably at a different scale. The garden-city relationship is 
compellingly captured in many views of Perth taken from the crest of Mount Eliza (see 
Chapters Three and Five), in most of which the city is subordinate to the bush landscape 
framing the fledgling colony. It can be seen from the above that the symbolic image of Perth as 
a garden was established as early as 1827 and has persisted into our present day. In so many 
literal and symbolic ways, Stirling ‘had planted a colony’.116

Clearing  

  

It is another of the paradoxes of colonialism (alongside movement and settlement) that the 
planting of a colony, the envisaging of landscape and cultivation of land, the making of gardens 
are all facilitated by physical and psychological processes of clearing.  As an additive and 
subtractive process, clearing is the archetypal form of colony building, being at once the most 
evident yet absent indicator of settlement and implicated in virtually all other prefigurative and 
formative processes. While not specific to Swan River, clearing and its effects assume particular 
significance for this Colony. Already mentioned has been the erosion and erasure wrought by 
landing; in Chapter Five I discuss the clearing supporting the surveying process and valued as a 
legitimate cultivation of land (and hence a kind of currency). We could say that clearing 
(making absences, voids, subtractions and excavations) contributes equally alongside 
construction to the establishment of settlement and ‘improvement’ of property, as can be seen in 
many of the records of improvements to allotments held in the Colonial Secretary’s Office 
Records. In a sense all improvements are premised upon a basis of erasure, because clearing 
must first occur in order to complete the transaction of land to property, and to provide a base 
and space for construction. Clearing is, after all, the primary means through which land is first 
made ‘open’ for location, making tabula rasa a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

In postcolonial theory tabula rasa is, most obviously, an expression of the violence and 
the violation that accompanies colonisation; an expression of loss, both for the indigenous 

                                                 
114 Colonial Office Regulations outline the requirement to reclaim land from its wild state. See Regulations …, 13 Jan 
1829, revised as Terms of Land Grants to Swan River settlers, 3 Feb 1829, in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 608. The earlier 
version included ‘wild state’, which was replaced in the 3 Feb 1829 version with ‘cultivated’ or ‘improved’. 
115 Seddon and Ravine, A city and its setting: images of Perth, Western Australia, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts 
Centre Press, 1986, pp. 56-7. 
116 Uren, p. 13. 
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inhabitants of a country and the migrants. Stephen Turner explains the new country as ‘a place 
where the self is made void, where cultural identity must be reconstructed.’117

At Swan River, clearing was manifest initially (and then repeatedly) in the action of 
choosing or selecting sites for settlement. The choice of a location – whether for a colony, a 
town, or an allotment – is contingent upon the ability to recognise the potential of that site for 
development. It is about being able to see what is there, but also what is not there and what 
could be there. It is, in other words, akin to the projective way of thinking exemplified in 
Stirling’s Expedition report: it requires the imaging or imagining (the projecting) of a ‘thing’ in 
place of an existing field (which is in some way imagined as a no-thing or an absence). Clearing 
produces what Rose terms an ‘enabling absence’: ‘that is, an absence of, and potential for, 
productivity, history and civilisation …: from an enabling lack the embodiment of destiny is 
brought forth, from absence comes presence.’

 It is this same 
loss, however, that represents the opportunity of recreation: the void is simultaneously an 
absence and a promise. It is, like the sea voyage, something of a pause which maintains all 
kinds of potential for subsequent translation (for, after all, tabula rasa is an inherently transitory 
condition). In colonial circumstances the creative potential and trauma of clearing forms an 
uncomfortable alliance. It is this dual reading of the practice at Swan River that interests me. 
Not to dismiss the violations it performs, it is possible to see the process of clearing in league 
with speculative thought and romantic aesthetics. The opening of land for location invites 
settlement in physical but also in metaphoric terms. Symbolically, it is the continuation of the 
sense of openness that Stirling, Fraser and Garling had already identified in the Swan River 
landscape. As discussed in Chapter Three, it was precisely the open character that enabled the 
exploration and ‘seeing’ of the land at Swan River: in the relative lack of containment Stirling’s 
prospective vision was unfettered. Moreover, through this same sense of openness and 
accessibility land was converted to landscape. Hence, the prior recognition of the accessibility 
to land, made possible by low forest density, established openness as a desired characteristic for 
both aesthetic and strategic purpose.  

118

Such an enabling absence is exemplified by the official tree-felling ceremony 
historically recognised as a quintessential marker of Perth’s foundation, captured in George Pitt 
Morison’s 1929 painting, The Foundation of Perth 1829, commemorating Western Australia’s 
centenary (Fig. 4.2). Although Stirling had notified the settlers of his intentions to lay the 
foundation stone of Perth, such an event never occurred.

 

119 Instead of this most edifying of 
ceremonies (a sense of permanence captured by the ‘paving’ or surfacing of the ground), or the 
planting of a tree, the town of Perth was declared on 12 August 1829 (the King’s birthday) with 
a ritual tree-felling on the site of what would later be the Pensioner Barracks.120

                                                 
117 Turner, Quicksands, p. 21. 

 Original 
accounts of the event describe it as follows: ‘… the [Lieutenant] Governor and all the officers 

118 Rose, p. 10. 
119 On 27 July 1829 Stirling issued a Government Notice ‘that on the 12th of August, the anniversary of the day on 
which His Majesty was born, the first stone will be laid of a new town to be called Perth, near to the entrance to the 
estuary of the Swan River’. CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 93. 
120 The Barracks, by Colonial Architect Richard Roach Jewell, 1863, terminated the western end of St Georges 
Terrace. Today only the front arch remains. 
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went up the river and fixed upon a spot near Mount Eliza about fifteen miles from the mouth of 
the river … Mrs Dance, the only lady who ventured so far up the river’ (or, as Mr Dance later 
wrote, the ‘only lady who could be persuaded to venture so far into a savage country’121) ‘was 
proposed by the Governor to christen the town, which she did by holding an axe and the 
Governor guiding her hand she then gave one blow with it upon a large tree which was cut 
down for the purpose; the soldiers fired a volley and all gave three cheers’.122 Captain Fremantle 
wrote in his diary on the day of the ceremony that the town was named ‘Perth according to the 
wishes of Sir George Murray’. He also explained the reason for the felling of the tree: there was, 
apparently, ‘no stone contiguous for our purpose to celebrate commencement of the new 
Town’.123 This is curious given Stirling’s earlier influential observation that the site possessed 
the ‘substantial advantages of stone, lime and clay and other building materials’.124

The significance of this event is worth underlining: the act of tree-felling is distinctly 
unedifying, positively destructive, and contrary to the spirit of the regulations prohibiting the 
cutting of timber or extracting of materials from land other than settlers’ own allotments.

  

125

This episode makes an interesting comparison with the prefigurative process of planting 
(and the form of the garden). That a tree was cut down instead of a stone laid seems appropriate 
for a colony founded as a pastoral society: clearing was required not only for the erection of 
housing but for the support of crops and livestock. The Colony may have been planted (and 
represented by planting, and conceived as a garden) on the one hand, but was procured through 
clearing on the other. What better way to commemorate a town that has subsequently been 
cleared and rebuilt three or four times since European settlement? Here is an explicit conflation 
of the processes of clearing, planting and building: an illustration of romantic contradiction 
again, Turner’s discord in the Edenic garden, as well as Rose’s two hands theory. Through the 
metaphor of right and left hands, Rose describes the building and erasing process of 
colonisation: 

 At 
the same time, however, it enhances the visibility of the ground and creates a liberating 
openness. It is also interesting to note that the ceremony was performed by a woman, albeit 
guided by the omnipresent hand of Stirling. (The place of the feminine in the shaping of the 
Swan River Colony will be discussed further in the next chapter.) In the tree-felling act are 
overlaid all of the compelling prefigurative images of the Swan River settlement: clearing, 
planting and gardening, proclaiming, setting foot and the feminine, all on the face of the most 
significant eminence within the district and hence within the compass of the prospect aesthetic 
and of speculative thought. 

The right hand of conquest can be conceptualised as beneficent: it brings productivity, 
growth and civilisation where these had not existed before. The left hand, by contrast, has 
the task of erasing specific life. Indigenous peoples, their cultures, their conceptualisations 

                                                 
121 Letter from Charles Dance to Horace Twiss, 9 Sept 1829, cited in Uren, p. 116 (footnote 1). 
122 Anonymous writer quoted in Uren, p. 117 (footnote 1). 
123 From Fremantle’s diary, cited in Appleyard and Manford, pp. 142-3 (and see their footnote 15). 
124 Appleyard and Manford paraphrasing Stirling in his letter to Twiss, 25 August 1829, p. 142. 
125 Regulations relative to Town and Suburban Allotments in Western Australia in Ogle, Appendix, pp. xi-xxiii. Also 
Gaynor and Mclean note that the regulations relative to town allotments in 1829 stipulated “No trees to be cut on site 
of town without permission of Surveyor General”. See ‘Landscape histories: mapping environmental and ecological 
change through the landscape art of the Swan River region of Western Australia’, Environment and History, 14(2): 
May 2008: p. 198. 
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of time and history, their sources of power and their systems of ecological knowledge and 
land-management practices will all be wiped out, and most of the erasure will be literal, not 
metaphorical. The left hand creates the tabula rasa upon which the right hand will build its 
civilisation.126

 
 

The clearing and building dualism informs the colonial (and equally architectural) objectives of 
both cultivation and civilisation: the former involving what one early Swan River colonist 
described as the conversion of ‘the wilderness’ into a ‘fruitful field’; the latter the construction 
of an edifice.127 Each requires firstly the formation of a void or open space, which is a physical 
but more importantly mental adjustment, prior to the material interventions such as farming, 
gardening, fencing or building. In colonisation, as in architecture, building follows clearing for 
pragmatic but equally for aesthetic reasons. As I have earlier noted, Stirling’s prospective 
thinking was in a sense liberated by the openness of the landscape he encountered at Swan 
River: this same pursuit of openness underlies the settlers’ desires for security and community. 
Moore’s Diary, for instance, features many references to the clearing of undergrowth in avenues 
between settlers’ houses, both for safety and to overcome the sense of isolation by being able to 
see other people’s houses.128

Interpreted as erasure, clearing had multiple impacts on land, on indigenous 
populations, and on settlers themselves. In most colonies procured by an act of dispossession, 
the inevitable and often uneasy pairing of clearing and building is problematic well beyond the 
prefigurative or formative stage. At Swan River, erasure was a primary indicator and cause of 
violence between Europeans and Aborigines. Evidence points to many instances of conflict in 
which the ‘rights to land’ were a primary source of dispute. For example, a complaint of 
damages done to a settler’s boat ‘by a Black servant’ culminated in a dispute over land rights.

  

129 
And there were numerous occasions of fire destroying houses: ‘the house or temporary 
residency of Mr D… Agett, situated on the right bank of the Swan on the grant belonging to Mr 
Partridge of Perth, had been, yesterday morning, wilfully burnt with all the property in it by a 
party of Natives’ and, being ‘entirely composed of bark and wattle … the house with all it 
contained of property, was reduced to ashes in less than 5 minutes’. In return, the ‘Natives’ were 
‘fired at’.130 So ‘fire-power’ was a weapon used on both sides with the ultimate outcome of 
erasure – of property and thus status (and title) and of life. In addition to the obvious destruction 
of property by fire, another consequence for the settlers was the ‘hindrance’ of ‘farming 
operations’, as explained by one Mr Brockman: ‘In consequence of several successive attempts 
made by the Natives to fire my premises since the successful one upon Mr Agett’s property we 
are kept in a continual state of alarm and necessitated to keep a constant and strict watch both by 
day and night to the great hindrance of all farming operations’.131

                                                 
126 Rose, pp. 11-12. 

 Moore similarly remarked in 
1832 on the scarcity of soldiers for the protection of settlers: ‘if our men [servants] be employed 
in watching the natives what is to become of the Colony? – we ourselves are in much personal 

127 Letter from Joseph Hardy to Frederick Irwin, 14 July 1832, in F.C. Irwin, The state and position of Western 
Australia: commonly called the Swan-River settlement, London: Simpkin & Marshall, 1835, p. 54. 
128 See Moore, Diary. 
129 Foley to CSO, 24 Oct 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 9, Fol 93. 
130 W.H. Mackie to CSO, 25 Jan 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 12, Fol 96.  
131 Brockman to CSO, 29 Jan 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 12, Fol 118.  
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danger; but our cattle are killed and taken away, if our servants are not continually watching 
them’.132

Further to this was the destruction of settlers’ property through so-called natural causes. 
Mice, rats and especially white ants caused significant damage to buildings, as did rain and fire. 
Government offices were no less subject to harm.

 The claiming and erasing of property was clearly a reciprocal act. 

133 As well, the softness of limestone was a 
source of fragility and insecurity, such as reported at the Fremantle Gaol.134 Human error also 
resulted in the effective erasure of property: many instances of erroneously surveyed property 
boundaries led to disputes and even loss or relocation of fences and houses. As Moore noted in 
his diary: ‘I have been greatly puzzled in laying out the boundary line between Lamb and 
myself, my pocket compass being incorrect … We are in want of assistance from the Surveyor’s 
Office – being left to mark out the lines ourselves, we have laid the foundation of much future 
litigation’.135

Proclaiming  

 Later Government initiatives such as the Fencing Act and the Trespass Act 
represent attempts to ameliorate the transgressions of boundaries and preserve entitlements to 
property and identity. 

The clearing and building dualism was given official expression in terms of rights to divide, 
build and demolish, authorised by official documents legislating settlement at Swan River. The 
final form of prefiguration discussed here is Stirling’s Proclamation, delivered on 17 June at 
Arthur Head, Fremantle, and an historically significant moment in Western Australia’s 
foundation by virtue of its official public role. Preparing the Proclamation represented one of 
Stirling’s first official duties as Lieutenant Governor. This had been directed by the British 
Government, communicated via the Instructions issued by Sir George Murray on 30 December 
1828 but, as I later discuss, in the absence of other authorising documents. There are three 
aspects of the Proclamation that are of special interest here in terms of the enacting or 
imprinting of settlement. The first and most obvious is its affirmation of settlement. Stirling 
began: 

Whereas His Majesty having been pleased to Command that a Settlement should forthwith 
be formed within the Territory of “Western Australia” and whereas with a view of effecting 
that Object an Expedition having been prepared and sent forth and in Accordance with His 
Majesty’s Pleasure the Direction of the Expedition and the Government of the proposed 
Settlement having been confided to me, and whereas in pursuance of the Premises 
Possession of the Territory having been taken, and the Settlement therein being now 
actually effected, I do hereby make the same Known to all Persons whom it may 
concern.136

                                                 
132 Moore, Diary, June 1832, p. 120. 

 

133 See letter from Mark Currie requesting that the Civil Engineer examine the damage done to the floor [of the Office 
of Counsel and Audit] by rats or mice; as well as the interior plastering beneath the front windows which has been 
much damaged by rain. M.J. Currie (Counsel and Audit office) to CSO, 8 Feb 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 12, Fol 164. 
See letter from Reveley: ‘Having been requested by the Surveyor General to examine and report to Government the 
state of the roof over his Office, I beg to state that I recommend as the only expedient the substitution of new shingles 
in the place of those destroyed by the white ants – about two hundred will be required. I should propose at the same 
time to weatherboard one of the gable ends which will admit the rain if some remedy be not applied – the boards 
from the roof of the Jail at Fremantle will suit this purpose.’ H.W. Reveley (CEO) to CSO, 8 April 1831, CSR Acc 
36, Vol 14, Fol 39.  
134 Stone to CSO, 24 March 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 13, Fol 175-6.  
135 Moore, Diary, 29 October 1832, p. 141. 
136 Proclamation 18 June 1829, reproduced in Uren, Appendix D, p. 298 (my emphasis). See full text of Proclamation 
in Appendix 2 at rear of this thesis. 
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In this opening passage Stirling summarised the process by which settlement had been 
envisaged, proposed and procured. The sequence had involved a ‘Command’ from the 
Government, an ‘Expedition’ led by Stirling, the ‘Direction’ of ‘Government’ awarded to 
Stirling, and the taking of ‘Possession of the Territory’. As well, or as a result, he ‘now’ 
confirmed the actual effecting of the settlement. In other words, proposition had become reality. 
The emphasis here is subtle but profound: although Stirling acknowledges colonisation as a 
process motivated by possession of territory, his chief focus seems to be upon procuring the 
settlement as an entity, as a location, as a community. He has confirmed its physical as well as 
Imperial and social existence.    

The second point of note about the Proclamation rests on its delivery. Its content is 
accessible today in its written form but, at the time, it was designed to be heard by an audience. 
It was read aloud by Captain Irwin at Arthur Head in front of the ‘assembled sailors and marines 
of HMS Challenger, and the soldiers of the 63rd Regiment’. The reading of the Proclamation 
represented what Uren described as the ‘calling … to life’ of Western Australia.137 This 
metaphor registers the animation of the colony in two ways. One is through the act of speech, 
which not only confirmed but also, through the staging of the performance, enacted settlement 
(as a process). Such an enactment is consistent with the instruction from Murray that Stirling 
was to ‘assume the Title of Lieutenant Governor, and in that character … correspond with this 
Department’.138 The second is through the conjuring of a vision of a settlement as a physical 
entity, and the early reference to “Western Australia” as the name for this territory and place.139 
There is, further, the curious matter of the date and location of signing. The written form of the 
Proclamation was ‘[g]iven under [Stirling’s] hand and Seal at Perth this 18th Day of June 
1829’.140 Yet the reading is recorded as taking place on the previous day. The question is 
whether, compared to the written version, the oral rendition was the preliminary or the primary 
performance of Proclamation. Another dissertation might here pursue the philosophical 
distinctions of spoken versus written words: in Derridean terms, for example, “writing is the 
clothing of speech”. Moreover, there is a further (mythological) parallel between the originary 
nature of speech and that of the garden, both of which are supposed to have existed in a 
‘nonviolent, nonwriting, nonarchitectural culture’ which was eventually shattered by the 
emergence of empires that inaugurated the violence of writing and architecture.141

                                                 
137 Uren, p. 96. 

 Though 
perhaps tangential to the present discussion, the romantic attachment to an apparently primitive 
state, to the appearance of the natural, to an agrarian and pastoral image is central to the 
prefiguring of the Swan River Colony. But to backtrack, equally intriguing is the noting of Perth 
as the address of the signatory. On this date, Perth supposedly did not yet exist as a place. 

138 Sir George Murray to Capt. Stirling (Despatch No. 1), 30 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 600 (my emphasis). 
139 What is probably the first reference to the name of Western Australia exists in the 1829 Western Australia Act 
passed in the British Parliament, attaching provisional status for a period of five years to the Colony. See also Uren, 
p. 67. 
140 Uren, p. 298. 
141 Jacques Derrida cited in C. Ingraham, Architecture and the Burdens of Linearity, New Haven; London: Yale 
University Press, 1998, p. 122. And as discussed by Ingraham with reference to both Derrida and Claude Lévi-
Strauss, pp. 122-3. 
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Indeed Stirling is recorded as having only begun his search for a site for the capital on that very 
day, the town not being finally declared until 12 August, nearly two months later. 

The third point of significance is the embedding within the Proclamation of the 
prefigurative forces of arrival and landing (and planting and clearing), and the principles of 
division and location. As detailed in the next chapter, the Proclamation defines the process 
transforming the emigrant/passenger to settler, a metamorphosis from a mobile to a fixed state 
most effectively accomplished by individuals through the acquisition of land, but also through 
their obtaining of ‘permission to reside’ in the Colony. In this sense, the Proclamation publically 
renders the Colony official, and also makes ‘proper’ the settlers by pronouncing their 
entitlements to a dwelling place. Through the act of speaking, the naming of the state of 
Western Australia, the articulation of the intended division and location of “unoccupied lands”, 
the settlement was at once identified, compartmentalised and contained. In this way too it 
became part of a larger imperial whole, another iteration of a colonial ritual place-making.142 
The Proclamation thus satisfied what were believed to be the key civilising functions of 
colonisation, in which division and location were instrumental. Furthermore, if in Ingraham’s 
terms “to make proper” is, in some way, “to architect”, then the Proclamation can also be seen 
to inaugurate the edification (the architecting) of the settlement.143

4.5 Provisional grounds 

 The delineating of the 
territory, the inference of lines inscribing the surface effectively prefigured settlement and 
established the platform for architecture. The Proclamation thus makes gestures of strategic and 
aesthetic kinds towards the articulation of surface, space and place at Swan River. 

A primary assertion of this chapter is that Swan River’s lasting images and forms have resulted 
often from ephemeral practices or events. Though in some ways these are generic colonial 
processes (landing, planting, clearing), at Swan River they capture the spirit of speculative 
thought leading to and ultimately shaping the material form of settlement. To conclude this 
discussion of the prefiguring of settlement I focus on the provisional as an enduring sensibility 
and aesthetic expression. Provisionality is a marked characteristic of colonies in their formative 
stages, but in the case of Swan River there seems an interesting coincidence of multiple 
provisional forces prefiguring settlement. These include factors of chance (accident, nature and 
circumstance), regulation and aesthetic intent. They are discussed below as the provisional 
‘grounds’ of settlement, for it is especially in this regard (and through association with the 
romantic sketch practices and the region’s sand platform) that the colony takes shape in actual 
and symbolic ways as a sketch in the sand. Conventional accounts of the development of Swan 
River point to the ad-hoc nature of the preparations for settlement as a deficit of planning 
consideration or design intent. While this may be partly the case, it is possible to reconsider this 
explanation by emphasising the intentionality of the speculative and provisional origins. In her 
study of Los Angeles, The Provisional City: Los Angeles Stories of Architecture and Urbanism, 
Dana Cuff defines provisionality as a ‘temporary permanence that captures the transformation 

                                                 
142 Though there is not the space to explore this here, there is an interesting future study to be made of founding 
ceremonies in other colonies and countries. 
143 Ingraham, p. 12. 
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of places within the city, and thus of the city itself. This provisionality is socially produced, 
governed by political and economic forces of change’.144

An indisputable factor in the provisional experience of dwelling and settlement was an 
outcome of chance, or circumstance. Here I am recognising a role played by the lack of 
adequately prepared paper- and ground-work prior to the arrival of Stirling and the first 
boatloads of settlers. Already outlined in this chapter is the effect of the first weeks and months 
on the impressions of colonists and the impact of negative reporting to Britain on the colony’s 
subsequent rate of growth. But in place of the conventional ‘ad-hoc’ terminology, an 
interpretation that emphasises the provisional character of these factors aligns them with the 
overarching speculative imperatives, both strategic and aesthetic, driving settlement at Swan 
River. As another dimension of chance I interpret the landscape and environment at Swan River 
in terms related to the provisional because of the impact that it had on the impressions and 
actions of the colonists. In this regard, sand, mainly near the coast and especially around 
Fremantle, was the element that most defined and divided the opinions of early explorers and 
first settlers alike; that underlined (for some) the unpromising appearance and supposed 
infertility of the region; that, at Fremantle in particular, through erosion undermined the 
substrate and because its tendency to shift and drift required the solid walling of allotments.

 Perth is not infrequently compared to 
Los Angeles, not least because of the massive reliance in both cities on private transport and the 
entrenched vehicular culture with its concomitant sprawling road networks and urban 
infrastructure. Through Cuff’s analysis can be seen that a sense of the provisional provides 
another striking link between the cities. As with Los Angeles, the provisionality in Perth results 
from social and political forces but also, I contend, aesthetic imperatives.  

145 
Conversely, sand was the medium that, through the explorers’ digging, attested to the presence 
of fresh water on the prospective site for settlement. Moreover, it was believed to be an 
indicator of ‘new country’: the author of a letter published by Berryman speculates that the land 
near the coast, by virtue of “[t]he presence of sand, shells, &c, throughout this plain, between 
the range of hills and the sea, seems to indicate a country not so old as on the other side of 
them”.146

Provisionality is also a function of order, or sequence. As with any colonial experience, 
there is a long list of documents, acts, events and buildings that are the ‘first’ of their kind, but 
only ever intended as temporary. At Swan River this includes many impermanent beach camps, 
makeshift shelters and first settlements, such as those on Garden Island (the first village) and 
Carnac Island, as well as at Fremantle, including near Cliff Head a temporary encampment 
called Sulphur Town, all of which followed the first momentary enactments of settlement 

 This, along with the shifting and eroding properties of sand, and its dazzling 
whiteness, make it the medium above all others to capture the provisional, speculative, sketch-
like qualities of the Swan River settlement.  

                                                 
144 D. Cuff, The Provisional City: Los Angeles Stories of Architecture and Urbanism, Cambridge, Mass.; London, 
England: MIT Press, 2000, p. 19. 
145 See discussion of this by B.J. Shaw, ‘The evolution of Fremantle’ in Western Landscapes, p. 333. 
146 Swan River Letters, p. 74. 
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during the 1827 expedition.147 Such settlements featured the ‘making do’ under canvas, in ship 
wrecks148 or in temporary houses made of crates and other found objects to afford shelter: for 
one settler the resulting “wild and irregular kind of life has charms which lighten all our 
LITTLE difficulties.”149 These most transient of forms were followed by a string of first and 
often temporary official buildings in Perth and Fremantle, not least the arrangement by Stirling 
in July 1829 of the tents to ‘be appropriated for each Department [of Government]’ for the 
‘despatch of Business on the 12th of next Month’ at the ‘future site of the Town of Perth’.150 In 
other words, coincident with the tree-felling ceremony to symbolise the foundation of the 
capital would be the erection of makeshift accommodation in which the business of government 
would commence operations in Perth.  Other examples include the first temporary Government 
Houses (one on Garden Island, one at Perth) and the temporary ‘rush’ church which stood for 
seven years. A sense of the temporary underscored the development of buildings in various 
ways. It is evident most predictably through material progression from a tent-land stage through 
rush and wood to brick and stone, an indisputable trajectory charted in the architectural histories 
of most modern colonies. More interesting for the thesis, however, because of its influence on 
the lasting character of Perth, is the modelling of buildings as multifunctional, makeshift and 
ubiquitous, as discussed further in Chapters Six and Seven. One interesting example of this is in 
the construction of temporary buildings as offices for the surveyors stationed away from the 
major cities of Perth and Fremantle, seen by Surveyor-General Roe as ‘indispensably necessary’ 
to their task of marking (and effectively making) ground.151

Against the conventional tendency to explain the provisional character of the colony 
through means of chance, nature or circumstance, is my claim that the provisional status of the 
settlement was significantly by design. The temporary character of the early settlements, 
lodgings and buildings, the provisional properties of the site’s ground plane align persuasively 
with the speculative mind-set and romantic aesthetics of the sketch, marked by characteristics of 
openness, incompleteness, changefulness and modesty. In other words, the factors of sequence, 
accident and nature contribute to the provisional character of the settlement as a defining 
prefigurative yet lasting aesthetic and cultural mode of expression. Most striking of the 
intentions, however, was the specific legislating for the settlement’s provisionality. As 
explained by Uren, ‘the Swan River Settlement was brought into being on a temporary basis by 
an Act where provisions were limited to a period of five years’: An Act to provide until the 31st 
day of December 1834 for the Government of His Majesty’s Settlement in Western Australia. 
Specifically, the Act made ‘temporary provision for the civil government of the said settlement 
until the said undertaking shall be further matured and the number of colonists in the said 
settlements increased’.

 

152

                                                 
147 See description of temporary settlement at Garden Island in Swan River Letters, p. 67; and Sulphur Town in 
Appleyard and Manford, p. 141. 

 This cautionary measure on the part of the British government was 
aimed at ensuring minimal damage in the event of the experiment’s collapse.  

148 See Uren, p. 126, for description of a ship wreck house for the Harbour Master. 
149 Swan River Letters, pp. 73-4 (my emphasis). 
150 Memorandum from Colonial Secretary, 27 July 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 94. 
151 J.S. Roe, Survey Office, to CSO, 30 October 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 9, Fol 103. 
152 Uren, p. 6. 
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The ‘temporariness’ was further manifest through limited funding (originally to the 
amount of £1000) and a conservative regulatory structure. Included in the December 1828 
Conditions for Land Grants at Swan River was the disclaimer: ‘[a]lthough it is the Intention of 
His Majesty’s Government to form a Settlement on the Western Coast of Australia, the 
Government do not intend to incur any Expence (sic) in conveying Settlers or in supplying them 
with Necessaries after their Arrival.’153 As recounted by Irwin in 1835, ‘[t]he charge of 
maintaining a military and a civil establishment being all his Majesty’s Government was 
pledged to, every other expense was to be borne by the emigrant; such as his outfit, voyage, and 
settlement in the colony.’ In other words, ‘from the principle on which the colony was founded 
… its success must be greatly dependent on the capital and exertions of the settlers’.154 Further 
evidence of the provisional nature of the colony’s origins lies in the British Government’s 
omission of a Superintendent of Public Works in the official civil establishment appointed to 
effect settlement at Swan River.155

Alongside the regulating of the provisional was the intended simplicity of the 
administration at Swan River. A Despatch from Secretary of State for War and the Colonies 
Lord Goderich makes reference to the need for the simple management of affairs at the Colony, 
the situation of which was distinctive by virtue of modest complexity and scale relative to the 
‘more advanced countries’ of Britain and New South Wales.

 The absence of expertise in building design and construction 
seems indication of a patent disinterest or disbelief in the possibility of permanence at Swan 
River. However, Stirling’s appointment at Cape Town of Civil Engineer Henry Reveley (noted 
earlier) suggests that he held greater ambitions for the settlement’s longevity, as well as for its 
design. 

156 The disparity in British 
Government support for Sydney versus Perth was noted by George Fletcher Moore: ‘Sydney, in 
the 6th year of its establishment, cost the Government £161,000 for that year. For [the Swan 
River] Colony, £18,000 per annum is the allowance; but we hope for more encouragement’.157

 

 
Implicit in the legislating and regulating of settlement in the ways described above is the 
contingency designed to protect against risk – to make provision for, make room for, reserve 
space for: in other words, the provisional in this sense is related to keeping things incomplete, 
open and open-ended. Given Stirling’s intent for a speculative, free-enterprise capitalist colony, 
that it was inaugurated with a set of conditions affirming its provisional status seems only fitting 
and even a spur to settler industry. Paradoxically, many of the documents authorising the 
provisional settlement were obtained only months after Stirling’s arrival at the colony; the initial 
foundation accompanied rather by the absence of any legitimising documents. This is discussed 
in detail in the next chapter.  

                                                 
153 ‘Conditions for Land Grants at Swan River’, 5 December 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 594. These were followed 
by the ‘Regulations for the guidance of those who may propose to embark, as Settlers, for the new Settlement on the 
Western Coast of New Holland’, dated 13 January 1829, superseded by another version 3 February 1829, HRA Series 
3, Vol 6, pp. 606-608. 
154 Irwin, State and Position of Western Australia, p. 43. 
155 Statham, ‘WA becomes British’, p. 137. 
156 Extract from a Despatch from Lord Goderich to Governor Stirling, 28 April 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 14, Fol 130-
145. 
157 Moore, Diary, 4 Sept 1832, p. 131. 
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5 On location 
Making ground 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.1 Mechanism of division  
As discussed in the previous chapter, Stirling’s Proclamation projected (anticipated, but also 
literally gave voice to) the processes by which ground would become property, 
emigrants/passengers would become settlers and settlement would be contained. In this way it is 
a critical prefiguration of settlement at Swan River. I now explore the notion that the 
Proclamation, along with Murray’s Instructions to Stirling and, when it finally arrived, The 
Commission of the Governor, provided the primary instrumental and philosophical framework 
that defined the occupation and compartmentalisation of ground at Swan River.1

This chapter will show that the concepts of division and location are central to the 
layout and setting of the Swan River settlement. The terms ‘division’ and ‘location’ pertain to 
the procurement and formation of identifiable territory (from the scales of colony to allotment) 
in the sense of establishing legal access to property – bounded as well as binding. In this way 
the mechanism of division performs imperial strategic and economic functions, in relation to 
which location is a principal tool or expression. The notion of location, however, additionally 
concerns the making of a local place. On this basis, the mechanism embodies personal as well 
as cultural aspirations of psychological and aesthetic kinds. This underpins my theory that 
division and location often represented dual aspects of territorial acquisition and space creation 
and, furthermore, at Swan River principles of location rather than division were the foremost 
concern for the colonial government and settlers alike. This seems largely a response to the 
content and sequence of official documents and, as well, the prevailing cultural imperatives of 
romanticism and speculative thought. Accordingly, the focus in this chapter is on location, 

 Through this 
framework, in other words, land was divided, the settlement began to take shape and settlers 
became located. The functions of and connections between these and other key documents 
establishes an overarching mechanism of division at Swan River. While the mechanism’s 
primary concern seems with procuring and defining territory in the abstract sense, I will 
demonstrate through foregrounding notions of location, that territory is also tangibly grounded 
in and as surface, space and setting.  

                                                 
1 Occupation is defined clearly in the ‘Extract from a Despatch from Lord Goderich to Governor Stirling dated 
Downing Street 28 April 1831’: ‘It may be proper to notice that Western Australia being a Territory acquired by mere 
right of occupancy, and not by conquest, the Kings Subjects residing there are, by general principle of Law, entitled 
to all the rights and privileges of British Subjects and carry with them the Law of their Native Country, so far as it is 
applicable to their new situation and circumstances…’ CSR Acc 36, Vol 14, Fol 130-145 (my emphasis). 
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because it was in this sense that landscape was experienced and surveyed, land divided and 
regulated, colony and towns planned, places and settings made. Of interest here are the practices 
of making locations across all of these scales, and the locations themselves as artefacts of 
creative processes. This emphasis reveals the ways in which the principles of division and 
location enabled the Swan River settlers to make ground – to prepare a surface on which to 
establish settlement and, figuratively speaking, to get somewhere. 

To begin I examine the informative relationships between Lieutenant-governor 
Stirling’s Instructions (dated 30th December 1828, issued by Secretary of State Murray and 
hereafter referred to as Murray’s Instructions), Stirling’s Proclamation (dated 18 June 1829) and 
the Commission of the Governor.2 By the conventions under which the Australian colonies were 
established, Stirling as the Colony’s Commander-in-Chief received a standard form of 
Governor’s Commission. This would normally have been the leading document authorising 
settlement, in this instance naming the provisional Act of Parliament controlling the Swan River 
Colony’s governance and layout.3 The Commission grants Stirling as Governor ‘full power and 
authority … to issue a proclamation’, a crucial function of which included ‘dividing our said 
territory of Western Australia and its dependencies into districts, counties, hundreds, townships, 
and parishes and [appointing] the limits thereof respectively’. It further authorises building and 
fortification for purposes of defence, as well as demolition of the same where appropriate (thus 
formalising the building-clearing dualism), and the granting of ‘lands, tenements, and 
hereditaments’.4 The Commission, in other words, chiefly articulates the system of division. In 
the case of Swan River, however, this was not the first instructive document delivered to 
Stirling: indeed, along with His Majesty’s Instructions (dated 5 March 1831), probably due to 
the hasty final preparations for colonisation, Stirling did not receive this Commission until late 
in 1831.5

The initial (and initiating) document was, instead, Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, 
which he received prior to departing for Swan River. This document was primary in the sense 
that it encapsulated (by name or inference) most other official articles pertaining to the 
settlement’s formation. Anticipating the difficulties that Stirling would encounter due to the 
absence of civil institutions and law, it referred to documents that Stirling would require, but 
which had not yet been prepared (including the Act of Parliament, regulations for allocating 
land, and the Commission of the Governor). In the interim, Stirling received with his 
Instructions from Murray an enclosure of the detailed directives originally provided to Governor 

  

                                                 
2 (i) Murray’s Instructions to Stirling as Lieut-Governor: Sir George Murray to Captain Stirling (Despatch No. 1), 30 
Dec 1828, Historical Records of Australia, Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 600-602; (ii) ‘Proclamation by His Excellency James 
Stirling Esquire, Captain in the Royal Navy and Lieutenant Governor of His Majesty’s Settlement in Western 
Australia’ in M. Uren, Land looking west: the story of Governor James Stirling in Western Australia, London: 
Oxford University Press, 1948, Appendix D, pp. 298-300 (iii) ‘The Commission of the Governor’, reprinted in N. 
Ogle, The colony of Western Australia: a manual for emigrants, 1839, Sydney: John Ferguson in association with the 
Royal Australian Historical Society, 1977, Appendix No. 1, pp. i-xi. (Copies of the Proclamation and Commission 
are provided in Appendices 2 and 3 at the end of this thesis.) 
3 An Act to provide until the 31st day of December 1834 for the Government of His Majesty’s Settlement in Western 
Australia, discussed in Chapter Four. See Uren, p. 6. 
4 From Commission of the Governor, pp. vi and ix (my emphases). 
5 His Majesty’s Instructions forwarded by Stirling to J.S. Roe, 31 Dec 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 19, Fol 61-74 
(Instructions dated 5 March 1831, but received by Stirling many months later). Discussed in R.D. Nicholson, ‘Seats 
of Justice – Courthouses as places of history’, Early Days, 10(6): 1994: p. 633. 
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Darling in New South Wales, ‘respecting the division of [that] territory’.6 Compared to those 
prepared for Darling, Murray’s Instructions to Stirling are notable for their brevity (perhaps one 
tenth as long). Thus were the Swan River Colony’s provisional and speculative objectives and 
character forcefully underlined. Darling had received his Instructions at the same time as his 
Commission, dated 16 July 1825, prior to his arrival in New South Wales. His Instructions 
required him to read and publish the Commission and ‘to issue a Proclamation’ dividing the 
‘said Territory of New South Wales …’.7

Murray’s Instructions to Stirling is instead remarkable, on top of its brevity, for its 
emphasis on principles of location and its prospective tone. The Instructions are written 
necessarily in an advisory future tense, which enhances Murray’s emphasis on the ‘welfare’ of 
the ‘projected Colony’. With settlement building a major imperative, a range of duties are 
spelled out for Stirling, beginning with ‘determining the most convenient site for a Town, to be 
erected as the future Seat of Government’. Based on information from Stirling’s 1827 
expedition, Murray identifies suitable town locations (Swan River or Cockburn Sound) and 
even advises on town layout, recommending that ‘[i]n laying the foundations … care must be 
taken to proceed upon a regular plan’, noting the requirement of making reservations for ‘future 
extension’, ‘public purposes’, ‘thoroughfares’ and sites for ‘Public Works of utility and general 
convenience’.  Further on in the document Stirling is vested with ‘the power of making all 
locations of land’, for guidance in which ‘ample instructions will at a future period be prepared’ 
(later forthcoming as the Colonial Office Circular).

 Darling’s authorisations thus followed the expected 
order of Commission, Instructions and Proclamation. By contrast, the sequence of Stirling’s 
authoritative documents (Instructions preceding Proclamation, much later followed by 
Commission) reveals much about the attitudes governing the Swan River settlement’s layout. 
While Murray’s Instructions focused on more specific (and specifically aesthetic) issues of 
placement and location, the Commission emphasised territorial division and other matters of 
broader imperial concern. Murray’s Instructions in themselves make no reference either to a 
Proclamation or to division, though both are anticipated through the enclosure of Darling’s 
Instructions.  

8

Next, Murray’s Instructions acknowledge the processes involved in surveying and 
selecting land. Activities on the ground – ‘explications of the Country … set on foot’ and 
‘intelligence as to the nature of the soil … [obtained] on the spot’ – inform assessments of the 
advantages of ‘local position’, which Murray directly links to the settlement’s ‘future prospects’ 
and in relation to which he advises Stirling to ‘invite the Settlers to locate themselves’.

 Hence, the identification of a site for the 
capital was effectively a prerequisite for making all other locations of land in the vicinity.  

9

                                                 
6 See HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 602 (Editors note); and Instructions to Governor Darling, HRA Series 1, Vol 12, p. 113. 

 In other 
words, matters of location and local position are crucially associated, through the Instructions, 
with the settlers’ and the settlement’s prospects. In these ways and in relation to Stirling’s 
Proclamation, Murray’s Instructions can be seen in not only chronological but instrumental 
terms as the ‘first’ official document controlling the layout of settlement. 

7 Instructions to Darling, HRA Series 1, Vol 12, pp. 108 and 113. 
8 Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 600-1. 
9 Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 601-2. 
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Murray’s use of ‘location’ – and like terms, including ‘position’ and ‘spot’ – reflects the 
range of its meanings in colonial contexts and evident at Swan River. Relevant to the thesis is 
the fact that locations were made as well as found, and the ways in which they were formed and 
represented. In sequence, Murray’s Instructions emphasise (i) the making of a location (the 
siting and planning of the capital), (ii) the making of multiple locations of land (entailing 
definition of and access to territory in the sense implied by division) and (iii) the locating of 
individuals (in the multiple senses of choosing property, finding identity and establishing a 
position and setting for themselves.) It is possible to see in this brief set of directives the 
template for Stirling’s approach to settlement building at Swan River. Following Murray’s lead 
and perhaps due to the initial absence of his official Governor’s Commission more strongly 
foregrounding division, (and mindful of the stipulations spelled out in the February 1829 
Colonial Office Circular, ‘Regulations for the guidance of … Settlers’10) Stirling’s Proclamation 
makes no mention of the more abstract division but emphasises location, including the means 
by which settlers would achieve it and the benefits they would gain. His use of this term seems 
to extend directly from Murray’s Instructions as Stirling audibly pronounced His Majesty’s 
confiding in him ‘the power to make all necessary locations, and to grant unoccupied lands 
within the aforesaid Territory under such restrictions as are or may be contained in the several 
Instructions issued or to be issued to me by Authority of His Majesty’s Government’.11

Entrepôt: a tale of two cities 

 The 
subtle shift in Stirling’s Proclamation from the Instructions is worth highlighting: he states his 
power ‘to make all necessary locations, and to grant unoccupied lands’. Though we assume him 
to mean ‘locations of land’, in the manner implied by Murray, Stirling’s conjunctive ‘and’ can 
be taken to distinguish between locations and grants; that, in other words, Stirling makes 
locations that are other than (additional to) grants of lands. Through this interpretation, it can be 
argued that Stirling (and many others besides) was equally preoccupied with making locations 
in the aesthetic sense of settings and in the official propertied form, most notable in his locating 
of a site for the capital.  

One of Stirling’s first official duties as Governor demonstrates persuasively the dual 
interpretation and application of principles of division and location. In response to Murray’s 
Instructions, for strategic but especially aesthetic reasons, Stirling identified not one but two 
principal town sites – an administrative centre (Perth) and a port (Fremantle). As a literal 
expression of division on a massive scale, the choice and configuration of these two principal 
towns has been one of the major formative influences on the evolution of the setting (which is to 
say ‘putting in place’ as well as the aesthetic qualities and figure-ground relationships) of the 
Swan River Colony.  

In separating the principal towns Stirling had ‘departed from established practice in the 
British Colonies’ and created a precedent for similar pairings of towns later in Adelaide and 

                                                 
10 Regulations for the guidance of those who may propose to embark, as Settlers, for the new Settlement on the 
Western Coast of New Holland, 13 Jan 1829, revised as Terms of Land Grants to Swan River settlers, 3 Feb 1829, 
published in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 606-608. 
11 Proclamation in Uren, p. 299 (my emphasis). 
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Melbourne.12 The move may also be seen as a manifestation of the picturesque phenomenon, 
embodying principles of doubleness as well as the arrangement of elements, albeit at the macro 
scale.13 It especially affects the dispersion of the Swan River Colony and the establishment of a 
distinctively open and low-density urban morphology, a dominant legacy to this day. In her 
account of the shaping of early Perth, Margaret Pitt Morison stated the need to consider the 
‘commercial entrepôt’ of Perth and Fremantle as a ‘duality’ jointly supporting the 
administrative, mercantile and civic functions of the Colony, together enclosing ‘the whole 
length of the Swan River estuary’. Stirling himself was clearly conscious of the settlement’s 
vast domain ‘extending from the entrance to the site of the Town’ and believed that the dual 
nodes would contribute to the ‘speedy occupation of that [entire] useful district’.14

That he considered the two towns as tethering the Colony as a whole seems evident as 
well from his description of Perth’s position as ‘seven miles from the Sea on the right Bank of 
the Swan River’.

 This instance 
of division or duality instigates what I have termed the ‘elongation pattern’ at Swan River, 
discussed in the next chapter.  

15

The historical reasons and processes driving this outcome are well documented and will 
not be detailed here.

 The town site is only on the right in a downstream direction, pointing 
towards Fremantle, the sea and Britain beyond. Hence in this description (naval or geographic 
conventions notwithstanding) Stirling describes the relationships not only between the principal 
towns but, metaphorically, between the colony and the empire. He not only reveals his outward 
and westward focus (which importantly looked towards the major trading circle he hoped to 
infiltrate), but also captures the historical evolution of (and journey to) the settlement and the 
town of Perth. To face west was to look simultaneously forwards and back. Forwards: to the 
materialising of the vision for settlement between coast and scarp (or from port to pasture), and 
to a vital future in the region; back: most immediately over the path beaten to the chosen town 
site; back further, to memories of a previous life the other side of the long ocean crossing; 
further still, to a golden age heralded by the name ‘Hesperia’. In this instance of division 
Stirling powerfully ‘located’ a capital city and a setting for a colony. 

16

                                                 
12 See G. Bolton, ‘Perth: a foundling city’ in P. Statham (ed), The origins of Australia's capital cities, Cambridge 
[England]; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989, p. 143. Similar pairings of what were initially seen as 
distinct cities exist between Sydney and Parramatta, and Adelaide and Port Adelaide. 

 What is important is that the need for two towns arose because of 
Stirling’s attachment to the specific site of what was to become Perth. Murray had cautioned 
Stirling to ‘weigh maturely’ the advantages of security afforded by an upstream location against 
the trade benefits at ‘so fine a port for the reception of Shipping, as Cockburn Sound is 
represented to be’. Furthermore, probably based on Stirling’s Expedition report, Murray had 

13 I am indebted for this observation to Conrad Hamann. 
14 M. Pitt Morison, ‘The shaping of early Perth, 1829 to 1845’, Western Geographer, 6(1): Jan 1982: pp. 46-47. 
15 Stirling to Twiss, 25 August 1829, cited in Pitt Morison, ‘The shaping of early Perth’, p. 46 (my emphasis). 
16 See especially Bolton, ‘Perth: a foundling city’; R.T. Appleyard and T. Manford, The beginning: European 
discovery and early settlement of Swan River, Western Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia 
Press, 1980; C.T. Stannage, The people of Perth: a social history of Western Australia's capital city, Perth: Carroll's 
for Perth City Council, c.1979; J.M.R. Cameron, Ambition's fire: the agricultural colonization of pre-convict Western 
Australia, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1981; Western Landscapes, edited by J. Gentilli, 
Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee of the 150th Anniversary 
Celebrations, 1979; Urban and regional planning in Western Australia: historical and critical perspectives, edited by 
D. Hedgcock and O. Yiftachel, Perth, W.A.: Paradigm Press, 1992.  
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been of the view that Stirling should ‘make the Country South of Swan River the scene of [his] 
labours rather than the tract of Country North of that Stream’ and that he should ‘invite the 
Settlers to locate themselves according to this suggestion’.17 Two coastal nodes could have 
operated as single port-capitals: Cockburn Sound had been contemplated (perhaps to appease 
Murray) but quickly rejected because too remote from the Swan River as a primary means of 
water communication; Fremantle was discounted as indefensible and distant from the prime 
farming land on the upper Swan. Point Heathcote on the southern side of Melville Water 
(Murray’s preference) could have been the inland administrative capital to Fremantle’s port but 
this site Stirling rejected on the grounds of insufficient access to water and building materials, 
reasons since dismissed by Bolton as simply ‘wrong’.18

Heedless of Murray’s advice, Stirling’s choice of the Perth site north of the river 
necessitated two locations between which to divide (and sometimes duplicate) the Colony’s 
various functions, owing to the sand bar leaving Perth inaccessible for shipping and untenable 
as a port. Stirling defended his choice in official and personal correspondence.

 Alternative riverside locations including 
Freshwater Bay and Rocky Bay had been considered as possible upstream port-capitals but were 
impeded by a bar across the River’s mouth (so not suitable as ports) and neither was entertained 
as the site for the administrative capital in a two-city system (see map at Fig. 5.1). 

19 Availability of 
building materials and the site’s accessibility to the ‘rich alluvial land on the banks of the River’ 
were given as primary factors, along with its potential (pending removal of the sand bar) to be 
‘one of the most capacious and beautiful Ports in the whole world extending from the entrance 
to the site of the Town’.20 In 1832 Stirling justified again to the British Government ‘why the 
site of one of the chief towns [had] not been placed on the point intervening between the 
confluence of two rivers’, namely Point Heathcote. He argued his decision on the basis of the 
need for a ‘Port Town’ plus another ‘sufficiently high on the River to afford easy 
communications between the Agriculturalists on the Upper Swan and the Commercial Interests 
at the Port’.21 There is no cause to doubt this logic; indeed Bolton goes further to suggest that 
Stirling’s interests were largely self-serving as he had allocated himself (and fellow civil 
officers) prime farming land in the upper Swan and Perth provided a convenient mid-way point 
between this valuable fertile tract and the port.22

Stirling’s decision appears to have been only partially strategic, however: as Cameron 
and Seddon and Ravine have argued and I further demonstrate below, he seemed especially 

  

                                                 
17 Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 600-602 (my emphasis). 
18 Bolton explains that Cockburn Sound was rejected because ‘the initial problem of inland communication through 
unmapped bushland required the use of the Swan River as a waterway’. Bolton also comments on the superiority of 
the Point Heathcote site relative to Point Fraser. Bolton, ‘Perth: a foundling city’, pp. 142-3. 
19 In letters to the Colonial Office, to Horace Twiss, Parliamentary Under-Secretary for the Colonies and a personal 
friend, and to his brother Walter, Stirling emphasized beauty of scenery, availability of building materials, and 
convenience of location as reasons for the choice of site: noted by D.C. Markey, ‘Pioneer Perth’ in J. Gentilli (ed), 
Western Landscapes, Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee of the 
150th Anniversary Celebrations, 1979, pp. 348-349; also Appleyard and Manford, p. 142; also Pitt Morison in 
‘Shaping of early Perth’, p. 46. 
20 Pitt Morison in ‘Shaping of early Perth’, p. 46. 
21 Pitt Morison in ‘Shaping of early Perth’, p. 46. 
22 Bolton, ‘Perth: a foundling city’, p. 144: ‘it is hard to resist the thought that a great attraction of the site chosen for 
Perth was its accessibility to the lands chosen on the upper Swan by Stirling, Roe and others of the colonial elite’. 
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motivated by aesthetics.23 Consistent with the dual objectives of location and division (and also 
the combination of visionary and utilitarian attitudes characteristic of Scottish Romanticism24), 
Stirling’s choice seems to have been based on the beauty and utility of the site. Utility would 
have encompassed access to materials and water as well as convenience of situation. Yet 
utilitarianism (discussed in Chapter One as on the rise during romanticism) was not divorced 
from aesthetic interests. In a related way, Richard Read notes the swinging arguments in the 
eighteenth century for and against ‘the benefits of symbiosis between art and commerce’. 
Further attesting to a conflation of beauty and utility is Benjamin Colbert’s observation in his 
essay ‘Aesthetics of enclosure’, that utilitarian and picturesque interests often coincided in the 
late eighteenth century in the enclosure of land for agricultural purpose.25

As seen in Chapters Two and Three, in his 1827 Expedition report Stirling had 
originally identified the ‘open character of the Forest Land’ as one of the distinctive and 
advantageous qualities of the Swan River district, as well as the availability of building 
materials, including ‘Stone and Lime in abundance conveniently situated for general purposes’, 
brick clay, marble and ‘[m]any varieties of granite for ornamental architecture’.

 In this context, 
Stirling’s interest in utility seems to corroborate rather than negate his aesthetic motivation. 

26 I have argued 
that Stirling was predisposed to perceive the romantic qualities of the Swan River landscape and 
this influenced his decision to propose a settlement there, as well as to select farming land in the 
rich undulating verdure of the upper Swan. The site he selected for the administrative capital 
seemed, to Stirling, to possess these same qualities and was unmatched for scenic beauty, a 
factor perhaps counting against Point Heathcote. Moreover, the 1827 expedition had extensively 
covered the rivers’ perimeters (see map, Fig. 5.2) and so Stirling had prior experience of all 
possible desirable town sites. Frederick Garling’s Swan River – View from Fraser’s Point 1827 
and View from Mount Eliza 1827 effectively bookend the expedition (painted respectively 
towards its beginning and end) and, importantly, frame the town site of Perth beneath the mount 
(as shown in Fig. 5.3). The latter was painted on the return leg of the journey, sometime before 
or after the trip to Point Heathcote. After climbing a hill ‘which Stirling named Mount Eliza’ 
after Governor Darling’s wife, botanist Charles Fraser later remarked that ‘“[t]he view from this 
point of the meanderings of the river and the Moreau, with the Surrounding country and distant 
mountains, is particularly grand”.’27

                                                 
23 See Cameron, Ambition’s Fire and G. Seddon and D. Ravine, A city and its setting: images of Perth, Western 
Australia, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1986, especially, pp. 66-73. 

 As seen in Chapter Three, this is one of Garling’s two 
major prospect views, and a fitting closure to the expedition. It also persuasively establishes the 
eminence of Mount Eliza as a point from which to view a future capital. 

24 As discussed by Fiona Stafford – see Thesis Introduction. 
25 On the rise in utilitarianism see H. Proudfoot, ‘Founding cities in nineteenth century Australia’ in S. Hamnett and 
R. Freestone (eds), The Australian metropolis: a planning history, St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, c.2000. On 
symbiosis between art and commerce, see R. Read, Art and its discontents: the early life of Adrian Stokes, Aldershot, 
UK: Ashgate, c. 2002. Read identifies Sir Joshua Reynolds and David Hume as the opponents, the latter espousing 
the benefits of exchange. On the coincidence of utilitarian and picturesque interests see B. Colbert, ‘Aesthetics of 
Enclosure: Agricultural Tourism and the Place of the Picturesque’, European Romantic Review, 13(1): 2002: pp. 23-
34. 
26 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 576. 
27 B. Chapman, The colonial eye: a topographical and artistic record of the life and landscape of Western Australia, 
1798-1914, Perth: Art Gallery of Western Australia, 1979, p. 76, citing botanist Charles Fraser. 
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Corroboration of Garling’s image and Stirling’s choice is found a decade later in C.D. 
Wittenoom’s 1839 Sketch of the Town of Perth from Perth Water (Fig. 5.4). The scenes 
depicted by Garling and Wittenoom are sufficiently consistent with Stirling and Fraser’s 1827 
written assessments to demonstrate consensus on the aesthetic superiority of the Perth site 
relative to any other that had been explored, suggesting that this as the ideal setting for the 
capital may have been envisaged (even decided) by Stirling as early as 1827. On the basis of 
Wittenoom’s generous portrayal, the choice of location for the Colony’s capital seems 
significantly motivated by an aesthetic sensibility and by prospective thinking. This contention 
is substantiated by the existence of numerous images of Perth subsequently produced from 
Wittenoom’s spot. While it may be possible to argue that all are simply representations (after 
the fact) of a beautiful view, the consistency of the images repeatedly drawn (and later 
photographed) from the same position highlights the special attraction of (and to) the city’s 
setting.28

Making locations: placing the Settlers 

 It is verification that location (in the various senses of that term) was a primary driver 
and shaper of settlement at multiple levels. Location had influenced the decision to establish 
settlement at Swan River, the image of the colony as a garden, and the choice of setting for the 
capital and hence the need for two towns. The next two chapters show how location informed  
the layout of town plans, the distribution and shape of allotments, and the configuration and 
scale of buildings.  

Stirling’s locating of two towns was one of the major factors affecting the layout and setting of 
the Swan River Colony. Another factor was the unexpected early arrival of the first settlers in 
August and September 1829, requiring the rapid preparation of locations on which to land them. 
These two factors, representing a collision of romantic aesthetics, speculative tendencies and 
provisional forces, together contributed to the distinctively elongated and dispersed settlement 
that was to become metropolitan Perth.  

The processes by which the principles of location would operate and individuals would 
become settlers (enforcing, as a result, the mechanism of division) are outlined in Stirling’s 
Proclamation and Murray’s Instructions. Contrary to the emphasis in the Governor’s 
Commission and the neat sequencing in His Majesty’s Instructions in which division 
theoretically precedes location, the actual experience at Swan River was the reverse: the 
principles and practices of location accomplished division. The same reversal applies to 
Stirling’s fixing on a site for the capital: a specific location came first, division followed. This 
was a bottom-up process, and the extent to which individuals played a role in the layout and 
making of the settlement at Swan River is consistent with the do-it-yourself attitude that drove 

                                                 
28 Seddon and Ravine have commented that ‘there has been an oblique aerial view of Perth – from Mt Eliza – from 
the days of its first settlement, and this has given rise to a unique pictorial record … of the growth of Perth. No other 
capital city in Australia has such a constant and universally preferred point of vantage’. See G. Seddon and D. 
Ravine, A city and its setting: images of Perth, Western Australia, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 
1986, p. 17. This is comparable with the ‘picturesque’ tradition in viewing Melbourne from the Morell 
Bridge/Anderson Street area. See G. Davison, ‘The Picture of Melbourne 1835-1985’ in A.G.L. Shaw (ed), Victoria's 
heritage: lectures to celebrate the 150th anniversary of European settlement in Victoria, Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
1986. 
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its colonisation and which finds ultimate expression in the suburban and domestic formation of 
settlement, discussed in the following chapters.  

On the ground, the processes of location and division were fast-tracked by the unexpected 
arrival of the first shiploads of private settlers. As can be seen from Table 4.1, Stirling displayed 
a notice of his intention that on 12 August 1829 the foundation stone of Perth would be laid, 
after which time presumably he would commence the task of forming allotments for prospective 
settlers. This was in line with Murray’s directives: site the town first; make locations next. 
However, two of the first three ships arrived just days before the ceremony, with the third 
arriving soon after. This caused an urgent need for as-yet unsurveyed allotments on which to 
place settlers who, meantime, had been landed on the beach at Fremantle. Stirling conceded as 
much in a letter to Murray, acknowledging that the arrival of settlers made it ‘necessary to have 
locations prepared for them’. This meant  

interrupting the general Survey of the surrounding Coast & Country for the purpose of 
laying out the Town of Fremantle at the entrance of Melville Water …; and also the Town 
of Perth near the Island on the Swan River with a view to its being in the Neighbourhood of 
those who may wish to cultivate the … Lands immediately above it …..29

 
 

Two days after the arrival of the third private vessel Stirling posted ‘Additional Regulations 
relative to Town Lots in Perth and Fremantle’ declaring the availability of some ‘Building Lots’ 
in Perth and that ‘[t]he Ground Plan of the future Town of Fremantle near the entrance of 
Melville Water will be laid down without delay and as speedily as the Town Lots therein can be 
marked off’.30 Less than a fortnight later lots in both towns were finally thrown open. On 23 
September another Government Notice was issued in recognition of the pressing need for 
placement, stating that ‘[t]he Lieutenant Governor viewing the necessity of placing the Settlers 
at present in the Settlement without delay upon their Locations has decided upon opening a 
District of Country on the Banks of the Swan River from its source to within 5 Miles of Perth’.31

The consequences of this unexpected early arrival were manifold. Discussed in previous 
chapters is the extent to which lack of preparation (compounded by the sandiness of the site) fed 
the disappointment that effectively stemmed the tide of migration to Swan River for several 
years (fuelling the ‘Lost Paradise’ thrust of the settlement narrative discussed in Chapter One). 
Prior to that, however, was the impact on the initial layout of the settlement and land surveying 
process of the regulations favouring those first to arrive.

  

32

                                                 
29 Lieut-Governor Stirling to Sir George Murray, 9 Sep 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Folio 146. 

 The subsequent rate at which it grew 

30 Additional Regulations relative to Town Lots in Perth and Fremantle, 25 Aug 1829, Perth, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 
129. 
31 Government Notice, 23 Sep 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Folio 177 (my emphasis). 
32 Timeliness of arrival as an incentive for potential emigrants had been underlined by several documents, and meant 
that the mechanism of division and principles of location were not only creating space but were affected by time. The 
preliminary ‘Conditions for Land Grants at Swan River’, dated 5 December 1828, specified that ‘Such Persons … as 
may be prepared before the end of the Year 1829, in Parties comprehending a Proportion of not less than Five Female 
to Six Male Settlers, will receive Grants of Land in Fee Simple (free of Quit Rent), proportioned to the Capital which 
they may invest … at the Rate of Forty Acres for every Sum of £3 so invested’. See Conditions for Land Grants at 
Swan River, 5 Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 594 (my emphasis). Weeks later the modified Conditions appeared 
as a Colonial Office Circular, entitled ‘Regulations for the guidance of those who may propose to embark, as Settlers, 
for the new Settlement on the Western Coast of New Holland’ (13 January 1829, revised 3 February). Here the 
deadline had been extended to ‘the end of the Year 1830’. Beyond 1830, the Regulations stated that land would be 
allocated ‘on such Conditions as His Majesty’s Government shall determine’. But there was an even finer grain to the 
inducement as the Regulations stated that allotments would be issued to settlers ‘in the order of their arrival’ – see 
Regulations … in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 606-8. This was reiterated by the Proclamation which advised, with 
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had, in fact, little impact on the plan of the colony that was established with the first wave of 
arrivals. My observation here effectively uncouples the conventional cause and effect 
explanation for Perth’s urban development. Most important was that the sudden influx prompted 
the rapid distribution of the greater proportion of desirable land in the Colony, contributing to 
the generation of a distinctive pattern of riverfront lots along with the dispersion of settlers. As 
Murray had foreseen in his Instructions, the  

land on the Sea or River side will naturally be the first to be located, [and] you must be 
careful not to grant more than a due proportion of Sea or River Frontage to any Settler. The 
great advantage to be derived from an easy water communication will of course not escape 
your consideration, and this advantage should be divided amongst as many settlers as can 
conveniently benefit by their position in the vicinity.33

 
 

Appleyard and Manford have discussed Stirling’s innovation of the land pattern principle of 
forming long narrow strip or ribbon blocks bordering the rivers (which was, in effect, 
accommodating Murray’s Instructions).34

5.2 Locating themselves 

 The justification for lot shape was the provision of 
access to both fertile agricultural land and water carriage for as many settlers as possible. But 
surveyed land was in short supply and, in the first months, settlers were arriving faster than 
allotments could be prepared. In order to accommodate the number of migrants arriving through 
1829 and into 1830, land capable of supporting agricultural occupation had to be found in 
increasingly outlying areas. Thus supplementing what might be called the principle of 
‘elongation’ was that of dispersion as the fledgling settlement spread far and wide. The built 
environment took on a sparseness and thinness – an incipient suburban morphology – that has 
become entrenched as the land pattern and image of the metropolis. If the settlers had not 
arrived before expected, if Stirling and his surveying department had been afforded time to 
prepare, would the Colony’s layout have been different? This hypothetical is explored in 
relation to patterns of elongation and dispersal in Chapter Six. 

After arrival at the mainland, settlers set out to ‘locate themselves’ as a matter of urgency. I use 
Murray’s words here to underline an inference to settlers finding as well as ‘placing’ 
themselves, for inherent within the colonial project was the strong correlation between land 
ownership and personal identity.35

                                                                                                                                               
respect to the ‘conditions and existing regulations’, that ‘all persons desirous of obtaining lands or of becoming 
Settlers … are as soon as practicable after their arrival in this Settlement to appear at the Office of the Secretary to 
Government and there to make application for Permission to reside in the Settlement’. See Proclamation in Uren, p. 
299 (my emphasis). This was partly in order to avoid being ‘committed to Custody’: although there appear to be no 
instances of imprisonment, there were cases where settlers were refused grants of land because they had failed to 
apply first for permission to reside in the Colony. See Colonial Secretary to Surveyor General, 7 January 1830, CSR 
Acc 49, Vol 1, Folio 472: ‘as the individuals named in the margin, have not received permission to reside in this 
Colony you are not to approve of their Applications until they have done so …’. 

 The striving for and establishment of a location represented 
the pursuit of a position and status as an affirmation of one’s worth. Encompassed here is the 
range of meanings of location, extending from the abstract to the particular, from the legal to the 
spatial, from the imperial, strategic and economic ‘territory’ and ‘position’ to the personal and 

33 Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 601. 
34 Appleyard and Manford, p. 155. 
35 Government Notice, 23 September 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Folio 177 (my emphasis). See also C. Ingraham, 
Architecture and the Burdens of Linearity, New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1998, especially Chapter 2, 
‘What is proper to architecture’. 
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cultural ‘spot’, though the applications (such as of position) were not always distinct. These 
terms were used ubiquitously (often interchangeably) in the early nineteenth century, and such 
is the case at Swan River. One need look no further, for instance, than Murray’s Instructions to 
Stirling for reference to ‘locations of Territory’, ‘position in the vicinity’ and ‘on the spot’.36

The process of placing individual settlers on allotments, though governed in the abstract 
by the mechanism of division, was chiefly a ‘local’ one following multiple steps.

 An 
additional nuance attached to the notion of a ‘spot’ stems from its romantic aesthetic 
associations and its connotations of a place. In this bracketing of locational terms is the merging 
of the strategic and economic with the aesthetic imperatives of settlement building. Murray’s 
Instructions thus encapsulate the dual objectives inherent in the principles of location: for 
settlers, locating themselves meant (i) establishing their rights to property but also (ii) creating a 
setting or a place. 

37 First in the 
acquisition of a location was the demonstration of eligibility for land, earning the settlers a 
Licence to Occupy (discussed in Chapter Four). Second was the selection and defining of an 
allotment, involving procedures that I will shortly detail. Third was the improvement of an 
allotment through the performance of regulated ‘location duties’ (see Chapters Four and Six).38 
Under the Regulations, a settler’s entitlement to property at Swan River was contingent on 
making ‘improvements’ within a maximum ten year period on at least one quarter of their 
allotted land, transforming a location from a ‘wild state’ to one of ‘cultivation’.39 In a letter to 
the Surveyor General (May 1830), Stirling clarified that the Regulations required ‘every 
Applicant for Land’ to declare ‘the “mode of Occupation, Improvement, or Cultivation” he may 
intend to put in practice on the Land applied for’ and that the land would be ‘granted subject to 
the condition of making the Improvements so proposed’, including ‘Buildings, Mills 
[Ware]houses, Roads, Enclosures, Gardens, Fields in Tillage and Stocking with “Horses, Cattle 
or Sheep”’.40

                                                 
36 Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 601 (my emphasis). Correspondence held in the Colonial 
Secretary’s Office Records contains many references to these terms.  

 After satisfactory improvement of the land, fourthly, came application for and 
granting of a full Title. An occupied, improved, cultivated location was thus effectively settled 
and, in turn, a settler became located in the broad senses of the term: in possession of a Title, 
established on cultivated land, ensconced in a home – a British citizen making ground in a new 
world. 

37 Sir George Murray used the term ‘local position’, in Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 601. 
38 J. Harris, Middle Swan, 27 March 1837 to CSO, CSR Acc 36, Vol 52, Fol 154-5: letter requesting the Fee Simple 
of 4500 Acres of Land as a compensation for services rendered to the Local Government. He wrote: ‘His Excellency 
the Governor having been pleased to allow to myself & son a certain amount to be placed to the account of our 
location duties in consideration of the part I took with others in forming the road from Kelmscott to the Williams 
River…’. This term also used by Stirling: see ‘Extract of a despatch from Governor Sir James Stirling to Lord 
Glenelg, enclosing Statistical Report’, in British Parliamentary Papers, Colonies, Australia, Vol 5, Sessions 1837-40. 
Stirling’s Statistical Report upon the Colony of Western Australia, drawn up at the conclusion of the Quarter ending 
June 1837, p. 245. 
39 As noted in Chapter Four, the early version of the Regulations made reference to the reclamation of an allotment 
from a wild state (13 Jan 1829 ), which was deleted from the revised version (3 Feb 1829) and replaced with simply 
‘cultivated’ or ‘improved’. In HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 608. Ten years was a massive reduction from the 21 years 
originally specified in the 1828 Conditions which had claimed that ‘All these Conditions with respect to free Grants 
of Land … will be strictly maintained’ (Conditions in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 595). 
40 From CSO to Surveyor General J.S. Roe, 25 May 1830, CSR Acc 49, Vol 2, Fol 808. 
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My focus in this section is on the second step, namely the processes entailed in creating 
locations for settlers, because this is where aesthetic aspirations are most pronounced. 
Conducted under the authority and guidance of Surveyor-General John Septimus Roe and the 
survey office, directed by the mechanism of division, are the local means through which the 
ground’s surface became the blueprint for settlement. Locating in this sense falls under the 
general heading of ‘surveying’, however this caption rather veils the specific operations of the 
cartographic process (especially when undertaken in haste, such as during Swan River’s early 
months). Surveyors at Swan River would have undertaken a string of actions: setting foot, 
identifying markers, naming features, measuring distances, marking boundaries, and preparing 
descriptions and plans of allotments as well as towns. As Swan River’s first Surveyor-General 
John Septimus Roe was later to observe, ‘I do not think [any] contractor would be able to 
complete more than 1 mile of work per day in the field, when it is taken into account that this 
distance has to include his clearing proper lines of sight, fixing station and boundary marks, 
digging crosses in the ground, and numerous accidental delays’.41 Along with necessary 
surveying equipment and tools the actions identified what was officially designated a 
‘Location’, ‘described with a numeral’.42 As Diane Brand suggests, such are the ‘“diagrams” of 
legal and, by implication, power relations’; the ‘territorial codes of a Western culture obsessed 
with possessions’.43

Brand cautions, however, that ‘we must not lose sight of the capacity of the individual 
to rise beyond the pragmatics of circumstance. The surveying technicians who came to Australia 
and New Zealand were selective in terms of the information they incorporated into surveys, but 
with artists’ eyes they saw and recorded a different picture’.

 Performed many times over, the process accomplished partition; hence the 
surveying process integrates the principles and consequences of location and division to 
imperialist ends.  

44 This was exactly the case at Swan 
River, where the surveyors approached their task with an apparently broader sensibility. They 
seemed equally interested in the geographic, spatial and aesthetic aspects of the process and of 
the locations they were forming. This proposition is usefully supported by reference to Denis 
Cosgrove’s study in Geography and Vision of ‘survey, compilation and design’, in which he 
explores the ‘spatial process’ of mapping. Cosgrove identifies surveying as ‘an embodied 
process involving direct, sensual contact with the spaces to be mapped’, relying on the 
‘distanced sense of vision’, ‘whole body engagement’ and especially the ‘human eye’.45 
Supported by the ‘sensing but subjective human body’, this fuller compass of the process 
underlines the aesthetic element or what Stirling called the ‘art’ of surveying.46

                                                 
41 J.S. Roe (Survey Office, Perth) to CSO, 20 Feb 1837, CSR Acc 36, Vol 51, Fol 153-4. 

 This is an 

42 J. Stirling to Surveyor General Roe, 31 Dec 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 19, Fol 61-74, containing extracts from His 
Majesty’s Instructions addressed to Stirling regarding the surveying of Western Australian territory, dated 5 March 
1831. The word location is inconsistently capitalized in archival documents. 
43 D. Brand, ‘Surveys and Sketches: 19th-century Approaches to Colonial Urban Design’, Journal of Urban Design, 
9(2): Jun. 2004: p. 154. 
44 Brand, ‘Surveys and Sketches’, p. 155. 
45 D. Cosgrove, Geography and vision: seeing, imagining and representing the world, London; New York: I.B. 
Tauris; New York, 2008, pp. 156-160. 
46 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision, p. 160; also Stirling to Surveyor General Roe, 30 Aug 1830, CSR Acc 49, Vol 2, 
Folio 1047 regarding increase in salary for an employer in the Surveyor’s office who has ‘increased his proficiency in 
the art of Surveying’ (my emphasis). 
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important aspect of the location process because of the role it played in shaping the Swan River 
Colony in physical, spatial and cultural terms. Put simply, I am interested in the ideas and 
processes influencing and linking the creation of multiple individual locations and a location 
(setting) for the colony at large.  

The ‘art’ of surveying 
Like location, ‘survey’ and its derivatives carry multiple inferences relevant to the thesis 
argument that the Swan River Colony was designed with aesthetic intent. Survey meaning 
‘overview’ (what Cosgrove identifies as the ‘Latin: super-video’) privileges the examination, 
review or appraisal of something, usually at a macro scale: in the colonial context it relates to 
the exploration of terrain yet also connotes visionary or prospective thinking.47

At both macro and micro scales, surveying as it was practiced at Swan River can be 
considered an art in the following ways. First, it was an interpretative discipline which involved 
‘seeing’ land in particular ways: through the eye of the surveyor, through the mechanics of the 
theodolite and other devices, through the framing structure of the boundary. A primary trope of 
the surveying process, the boundary requires but at the same time facilitates interpretation of an 
area of land because in order to be placed and fixed, boundary lines require that reference points 
(spots) or markers (trees, rivers, rocks, hills, stakes, notches, existing boundary lines and so on) 
be identified and named. Hence a boundary not only defines property but makes sense of the 
landscape. In this way, interpretation, because it involves selection, is fundamentally an act of 
artifice and furthermore (as Cosgrove, Casey and others have claimed) the interpretation of 
landscape renders it already cultivated and enculturated.  

 At the same 
time, surveying involves the measurement or plotting of boundaries, and the detailed 
observation and cartographic representation of property as well as landscape. In the case of 
Swan River, the surveying process shared language, methodologies and aspirations with 
colonial sketch practices. Across these various scales and meanings surveying makes claims to 
being an art.  

Second, the surveyors at Swan River used a descriptive method to record their 
observations and measurements of land. Following the interpretative process, property 
boundaries and features were communicated in written form in satisfaction of the legal 
requirement to define ‘Locations’. However, representation went beyond the legal and technical, 
and text was often supplemented by graphic information (in diagram or map form) and visually 
rich language. The descriptive method was far from a precise practice for numerous reasons, not 
least of which (along with the initial act of interpretation) was the fact that boundaries 
comprising natural edges such as rivers, and lines extending between marks made on tree 
stumps or in the dirt, were all subject to change. Artistic considerations were evident in 
narrative descriptions of boundaries and the ‘eye sketch’, such as used by Roe in November 
1829 for ‘Constructing [a] plan of the Canning River’.48

                                                 
47 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision, p. 159.The relation between survey and overview and prospective thinking was 
discussed with regard to Stirling’s Expedition report in Chapters Two and Three and will be further developed in the 
next chapter with regard to the prospective planning of towns. 

 The ‘eye sketch’ was one of two types 

48 ‘Abstract of the Proceedings of the Surveying Department in November 1829’, CSR Acc 36, Vol 11, Fol 17. 
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of representational sketching typically learned by British naval officers, considered ‘superior to 
any written account’ as ‘means for gathering and recording information about coastlines and 
harbours’; the other was the memorial sketch (‘from the memory only’). The eye sketch was 
“done by the eye at one station, without measuring distances; and drawn according to the 
apparent shape and dimensions of the land”.49 This relates to the process (discussed in Chapter 
Three) by which Stirling and Fraser during their 1827 explorations of the Swan River region 
made visual assessments of land extending ‘as far as the eye can carry’.50

Further substantiating the claim for surveying as an art is Roe’s membership of the 
Royal Navy prior to his appointment to Swan River and his schooling as a hydrographer. As 
suggested by Vivian Louis Forbes and Marian Hercock, ‘Roe’s maps and charts, and his 
methods of exploration and land survey, reflect the manner and techniques of the Royal Navy 
hydrographers’ with the result that ‘much of his land-based work is more exploratory and 
broadly descriptive and lacks the trigonometric control favoured by land surveyors’.

  

51 This is 
evident in his sketch-like descriptions and graphic notations of land and allotments and his 
doing things ‘by eye’, leading to the provisional delineation of property in many instances. 
These observations of Roe’s predominantly descriptive practices illuminates the special impact 
that his approach, specifically, and naval or maritime influence more generally, had in shaping 
the Swan River settlement. For Stirling was also a member of the Royal Navy and so would 
have received the same training as Roe; and in Sydney Garling had primarily been a 
watercolour painter of maritime scenes. Notable also is that Roe was the first official appointed 
to settle the new colony, pre-dating Stirling’s appointment, so a surveyor was the first 
authorised member of the civil establishment, and two of the most influential colony-shapers at 
Swan River were naval officers.52

The third aspect of the aesthetic of surveying is the generation of lines that structure the 
physical process of measurement as well as the written record and graphic image. In each case 
the chief objective as well as result is the delineation of surface: the projecting of lines on 
ground; and the two-dimensional (re)producing of those lines on a page. The line – especially as 
a chiefly artificial device – is an important motif in the context of the thesis, making useful 
connections across the multiple domains of this topic. It is favoured by the Twentieth Century 
Australian architectural historians as an historiographic narrative device; it is clearly 
instrumental in the colonial operations of division (as well as regulation); and possesses a long 
history as a primary motif in architectural production and representation. Catherine Ingraham’s 
Architecture and the Burdens of Linearity studies the architectural history and theory of the line 

 In an earlier chapter I speculated on a possible influence from 
naval training on the visions and impressions that these men shared for Swan River. Through 
Roe, Stirling and Garling can be seen a strong alignment of maritime influence, as well as 
pictorial and speculative thinking potentially impacting upon the planning and representation of 
locations, towns and the settlement at large. 

                                                 
49 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision, p. 160, citing maritime surveyor Murdoch Mackenzie from 1774. Same 
definition cited also by Brand in ‘Surveys and Sketches’, p. 155. 
50 Stirling to Darling, Expedition report, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, Stirling pp. 559-60; Fraser pp. 579, 583.  
51 V.L. Forbes and M. Hercock, ‘Charting the Way to Empire’ in N. Etherington (ed), Mapping Colonial Conquest: 
Australia and Southern Africa, Crawley: UWA Press, 2007, p. 36. 
52 For discussion of Roe’s appointment see Uren, p. 61. 
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as well as its intersections with other fields of enquiry. The ‘epic power’ of the line, she states, 
is deeply held in Western culture and not least in the disciplines of surveying and architecture. 
She further explains that the line impinges ‘on all epochs of architecture’ albeit differently 
depending upon different linear practices, ornamental styles, structural emphasis, political 
conditions that may affect style and so on. Important for the thesis is her claim that ‘the use of 
geometry, line drawing, perspectival and other representational conventions, is not the scene of 
architecture; it is the precursor to the scene, the modeling of the scene’.53

Before turning to the specific practices of marking and describing lines in the context of 
making individual locations, I want to explore the aesthetic impact of the quest for location and 
division at the larger scale of the settlement at Swan River. To begin, I borrow from Ingraham 
the notion of the civilising function of the line, which I then extend to interpret the Swan River 
settlement’s particular qualities of openness and provisionality. The civilising that was implied 
by the delineation of the land is an idea that Ingraham has traced via the work of ethnologist 
Robert Ferris Thompson. Based on his observations of the ‘cultivating principles of the line’ as 
practised by the African Yoruba tribe, Ingraham mounts an argument for the associations 
between lines and civilisation. She quotes Thompson:  

 The line, in other 
words, prefigures architecture. In this way, the setting out of boundary lines, the laying out of 
town plans, the inscribing on ground and transcribing onto paper of division lines makes proper 
the land and prepares it for architecture. Through the fixing of station marks, the digging in the 
ground, the clearing of bush, the surveying process does more than procure locations. In an 
attempt to enhance the visibility of the terrain it is constructing or making an artifice of the 
ground and as such is fundamentally an act of both erasing and building. Inherent in the 
mapping of spaces and the creating of locations are the interpretative and descriptive modes 
through which surveying qualifies as an aesthetic process. 

“They associate lines with civilization. ‘This country has become civilized’ literally means 
in Yoruba ‘This earth has lines upon its face.’” The verb that refers to the marking of the 
face with lines also refers to the clearing of the bush and the establishment of civilization, 
the raising of culture. The verb “cicatrize”, Thompson goes on, “has multiple associations 
with the imposing of human pattern upon the disorder of nature: chunks of wood, the 
human face, and the forest are all ‘opened’, like the human eye, allowing the inner quality 
of the substance to shine forth.” 

 
From this Ingraham makes the connection between linearity and ‘the mythical power of 
opening, of grooving and incising, that gives civilized life – form, shape, visibility, and stature – 
to land, art, and the human face’. She muses on the linkages between the civilising function of 
the line, lines of descent and the opening up (through ethnology) of racial and cultural identities. 
But more compelling here is her contention that ‘the power of the line [is] to open up certain 
“civilizing” possibilities for artistic representation [which] is simultaneously a power that 
controls those representations’.54

                                                 
53 Ingraham, pp. 2-4 (my emphasis). 

 In other words, the line is a creative constraint: a device at 
once liberating and limiting in terms of artistic representation. The same could be said for the 
practice of division and location: the line facilitates this instrumental colonial imperative just as 
it also confounds it.  

54 Ingraham, p. 2 (my emphasis). 
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References to opening are scattered liberally through early nineteenth century 
correspondence and documentation regarding Swan River. Land was made ‘open for location’, 
districts ‘thrown open to selection’, roads formed to open communications between districts. 
Settlers too were keen to take possession of allotments in order to ‘open some garden ground 
and plant some valuable seeds’.55 As these references suggest, the ubiquitous term of ‘opening’ 
might be interpreted in numerous ways that imply the possibility of community and the kind of 
political organisation that accompanies congregation. Most obvious is the inference that land 
was made open to the public, which implies that prior to survey land was closed to public 
access. The closure is not only a political and legal issue (regarding right of access and 
ownership) but also a spatial one: presumably, the district is open once it has been surveyed, 
become known and knowable, measured and mapped, and inevitably cleared to some extent. So 
the openness is political (territorial) as well as spatial and visual.56

Furthermore, in order that the surveyors could ‘see’ the land sufficiently to place 
boundaries correctly (that is, to enclose the locations), a certain amount of clearing was required 
to facilitate sight lines and so on. Hence, openness was procured in a literal way through at least 
partial clearing of sites. Clearing was further legitimated as a ‘proper’ form of cultivation of an 
allotment: so an increase in the extent of openness of a location increased the likelihood of its 
being converted to full Title and most effectively defined its settled (or closed) state. But aside 
from the contradictions inherent in the spatio-political dimensions of openness, it has been seen 
already in this dissertation that it was an a priori condition for the romantic aesthetic experience 
and, as well (or as a consequence), a prerequisite for settlement at Swan River. In other words, 
the romantic vision held by Stirling and others would have favoured the kind of open, low and 
modest landscape that was both a ‘natural’ feature but also a manufactured experience of the 
Swan River region. This merging of the colonial imperatives of location with the romantic 
interest in openness along with the sketch and prospect aesthetics make otherwise generic 
surveying practices specifically meaningful to the shaping of Swan River. 

 Herein lies another of the 
great contradictions of colonialism (and land-holding more generally): in order to be 
pronounced ‘open’ for location (for selection and settlement), land first needed to be bounded or 
enclosed (hence the liberating as well as limiting function of the dividing line). Put another way, 
in the singular instance boundary lines achieved enclosure of an allotment; taken en masse this 
enclosing led to the ‘opening’ of land for location.  

A further effect of delineation is a consequence of the empirical process of surveying. 
Arising not least from what Edward Said might term the “overlapping territories” of misaligned 
or wandering boundaries, was the mismatch between the on-site survey and off-site compilation 
of data, and the potential for inexactitude.57

                                                 
55 (i) Colonial Secretary to Lionel Lukin, Perth, 19 April 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 53, Fol 9; (ii) ‘Additional 
Regulations relative to Town Lots in Perth and Fremantle’, Aug 25 1829, Acc 49, CSR Vol 1, Fol 129; (iii) CSO to 
Captain Bannister regarding Road to King George’s Sound, 12 Sept 1831, CSR Acc 49, Vol 5, Folio 2363; (iv) Capt 
Meares to Colonial Secretary, 28 Aug 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 8, Fol 117. 

 Before the prevalence in the twentieth century of 
instrumental measurement, the approximate or provisional may have been a general outcome of 

56 See for example P. Brown to Stirling, 21 Nov 1836, CSR Acc 36, Vol 49, Fol 115. 
57 Edward Said cited in J.M. Jacobs, Edge of Empire: Postcolonialism and the City, London; New York: Routledge, 
1996, p. 9. 
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the subjective surveying process.58 This was likely to have been pronounced at Swan River, in 
part due to the unexpected early arrival of settlers needing locations without the guidance of 
pre-determined surveys, as well as a number of additional factors. One was the establishment of 
indefinite points and edges by which to identify boundary lines. Land-marks were subject to 
relocation, or replacement, with the result that lots were sometimes surveyed as many as three 
times, hence lines could also be dynamic.59 Another was the inaccuracy or overlapping of 
boundary lines, resulting in interference between properties. For instance, ‘several applications 
[were] made by the grantees of locations on lower part of the Canning River (right bank) and on 
that part of the Swan River (left bank) where the lands [were] found to interfere with each other 
in consequence of the manner in which they were [unavoidably] assigned at the early 
establishment of the Colony’.60 Others were found ‘to fall deficient of the quantities for which 
they were originally assigned’, a result of the ‘interference with each other of the grants on the 
two Rivers [Swan and Canning].’61 In addition were the delays in surveying and assigning 
locations. As many as seven years after arrival at the Colony settlers were still waiting for 
confirmation of their locations, especially in outlying areas. In 1837, for instance, ‘outstanding 
claims to land long since applied for’ still existed in York.62 Roe’s pleading to the Governor 
suggests his awareness of the potential for unsettlement: ‘[t]he work in contemplation is … 
urgently required, in consequence of numerous claims in the district remaining unsettled, and 
several land proprietors being ready to locate their grants as soon as they can be printed out to 
them’.63

Claims for land came in faster than land could be measured and mapped; people were 
identifying areas they wished to settle and then requesting that it be marked off. One of the 
consequences of this demand for land was what the surveyors described as the ‘piecemeal’, 
immediate or ‘local’ approach to surveying, mapping and land distribution. This provisional 
approach produced errors and idiosyncrasies, but was also partly responsible for the strip lot 
pattern that became such a distinctive spatial and aesthetic marker of Perth’s urban landscape. 
Recognition of the local scale of operations also highlights the fact that the network of lines 
dividing Swan River’s ground plane existed, firstly and individually, in the footsteps marched 
out by the surveyors and settlers, and in the written descriptions of the same. The detailed 
undertakings of the location process are discussed here in relation to notions of ‘walking and 
pointing’ and ‘narratives of location’, both of which confirm surveying as an interpretative, 
descriptive art. 

  

                                                 
58 Cosgrove, Geography and Vision, p. 160. 
59 Roe, Survey Office Perth, 6 Feb 1837, to CSO, CSR Acc 36, Vol 51, Fol 165. 
60 Roe, Survey Office Perth, 3 April 1837, to CSO, CSR Acc 36, Vol 53, Fol 17–18 (my emphasis). 
61 Roe, Survey Office Perth, 8 May 1837, to CSO, CSR Acc 36, Vol 53, Fol 132 (my emphasis). 
62 Roe, Survey Office Perth, 3 Feb 1837, to CSO, CSR Acc 36, Vol 51, Fol 148, regarding  a contract for Mr G.D. 
Smythe to complete a survey of ‘such Lands in the northern part of that country [York district] as are required for 
satisfying outstanding claims to land long since applied for.’ It is notable that this is a considerable distance to the 
east of the Colony, over the Darling Ranges, and highlights the exponential spread of farming. 
63 Roe, Survey Office Perth, 17 Feb 1837, to CSO, CSR Acc 36, Vol 51, Fol 152 (my emphasis). 
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Walking and pointing 
Location and division was importantly achieved through a process inherently grounded in 
mobility, reiterating colonialism’s paradoxical urge: to move in order to settle. A phrase from 
Ingraham is tweaked to become what I term the process of walking and pointing.64 Though her 
reference is to the ‘descriptive process of architectural history’ as well as design, the phrase 
usefully captures the roaming but also descriptive nature of the surveying or locating process, 
organised around physical activities as well as figurative expressions. ‘Walking and pointing’ 
embraces the kinetic and empirical acts of moving across ground and identifying markers, as 
well as the mental ones of translating and describing (which is also a kind of pointing out) in 
word as well as pictographic form the terrain encountered during the stepping out of the 
boundaries. This resembles a form of travelling, which is ultimately transcribed as a record of a 
journey undertaken in real time and space.65

In actual terms, a key aspect of the walking and pointing process is the fact that officials 
and settlers set out on foot in the goal of obtaining a Location. This took on special significance 
in the early months because the lack of preparation for arrival and the urgent need to place 
settlers on land meant that a physical excursion for surveyors and settlers preceded the 
production of written descriptions of allotments as well as the preparation of plan drawings. 
Inevitably, this led to frequent instances of incorrectly positioned or overlapping boundaries. 
According to Appleyard and Manford, Stirling supervised many of the allocations himself, 
taking ‘parties of settlers up-river and [deciding on] boundaries by marking trees by the water’s 
edge. The Surveyor-General would then return the settlers to the marked plots and ‘arrange 
“formal possession”’.

 

66

to proceed … to the Source of the Swan River accompanied by the Surveyor General for 
the purpose of locating such persons as may be desirous of obtaining Land in that District. 
Each person will be allowed to fix upon a spot as the lowest point on the River from which 
the boundaries will be assigned. The extent of Frontage to be allowed to each Grant will be 
decided on the spot by the Lieutenant Governor with the advice of the Surveyor General.

 In response to the urgent need for locations, a Government Notice 
(September 1829) was issued, importantly giving partial discretion to individual settlers in 
determining their property boundaries. This Notice stated that it was Stirling’s intention 

67

 
  

Accordingly the September 1829 ‘Proceedings of the Surveying Department’ recorded that 
settlers were located on Town grants in Fremantle and on allotments in the upper part of the 
Swan River.68

                                                 
64 From Ingraham, p. 139: ‘a kind of paraphrase, a “walking alongside and pointing” … [is] the basis of the 
descriptive process of architectural history and indeed design itself’.  

 Indeed the ‘locating [of] Settlers’ was a regular entry in the proceedings of this 
Department. It is reasonable to assume that locating in these terms was not only an abstract 
reference to settlers receiving land, but a description of the physical act whereby surveyors (as 
well as Stirling) would guide settlers to their allotments. For example, in a letter to one settler, 

65 Relevant here too is the connection to the Augustan convention of pausing to rest and observe that culminates in 
William Wordsworth’s ‘Poems on the naming of places’. I am grateful to Richard Read for this observation. 
66 Appleyard and Manford, p. 155. 
67 Government Notice, 23 Sept 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Folio 177 (my emphasis). 
68 ‘Proceedings of the Surveying Department for the Month of September 1829’, CSR Acc 36, Vol 9, Fol 50. 
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Roe explained that ‘your boundary lines will be pointed out provided you attend yourself or by 
representation when [a surveyor] may be prepared to locate you on the ground’.69

As well as the physical act of setting out on foot, the walking and pointing process 
operates figuratively as a kind of story-telling, narrating both movement and settlement and, like 
the reading of the Proclamation, activating space. This facet of the process is especially 
interesting for its aesthetic underpinnings. The narrative aspect highlights again the importance 
of language and writing in prefiguring and forming the Swan River Colony. Stirling’s 
Expedition report has already been discussed in these terms, and it is evident that many official 
documents authorising and issuing instructions for settlement are projective and/or 
prefigurative, setting out principles, regulations and deadlines that were symbolically to inscribe 
the ground in lasting ways. Added to these are the written records (as proof) of settlers’ 
imported capital: the ‘proper’ records of ‘property’ that in turn provided access to land 
(property). And then there are the written survey descriptions produced by the Surveyor-
General’s department: the records of land grants required by the Governor’s Commission as 
being ‘good and effectual in law’.

  

70

The visionary world and the tangible world … began to permeate each other. Adventures 
came to be valued for their capacity to be turned into writing, and by an upside-down 
sensibility journeys were narratives, to men and women of literary inclination, even before 
they ceased to be journeys.

 These survey descriptions are of special interest with regard 
to the walking and pointing process, yielding the question: does the walking and pointing 
process generate the language with which it (and the land) is described? Or does the language 
shape the experience of the journey, the performance of the surveying process? Do regulations 
choreograph the walking? Either way, there is a compelling coalescence of instruction, action 
and representation. Alan Atkinson describes a similar circularity relative to the increasing 
popularity in the eighteenth century of travel books (an early form of virtual tourism): 

71

 
 

In other words, the processes of walking and pointing, and hence practices of location and 
division, were grounded not only in mobility but also – perhaps foremost – in language. 

The walking and pointing process is deeply embedded within the language of 
colonisation. A Memorandum from Hay, for example, advised Stirling to ‘take immediate 
Steps’ in delivering selections of land to members of the Peel syndicate.72 And the Instructions 
from Murray conceded that ‘the surveys and explications of the Country [may rightly be] set on 
foot … and the intelligence as to the nature of the soil and of the Country [obtained] on the 
spot’.73 Walking is thus invoked as the means through which the colonial project is secured at 
an individual as well as collective level via the marking and locating of land. The term 
‘pointing’ had been used by Stirling in his Expedition report, identifying the ‘route obviously 
pointed out to us’, as well as concluding that ‘the above mentioned recommendations point it 
out [Swan River] as a spot so eligible for Settlement, that it cannot long remain unoccupied’.74

                                                 
69 J.S. Roe to L. Lukin, Perth 20 Jan 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 53, Fol 10, copy of original letter (my emphasis). 

 

70 Commission of the Governor transcribed in Ogle, Appendix 1, p. ix. 
71 A. Atkinson, The Europeans in Australia, Volume 1, The beginning: a history, Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 1997, p. 23. 
72 Memorandum by Mr Hay, Dec 1828, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 596 (my emphasis). 
73 Murray’s Instructions to Stirling, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p 601 (my emphasis). 
74 Stirling to Under Secretary Hay, 30 July 1828, in HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 554 and 585 (my emphasis). 
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It also appears frequently in records of the Colonial Secretary’s Office with regard to the 
identification or pointing out of allotments, on plan and/or on the ground. In the afore-
mentioned ‘Additional regulations’ for Building Lots in Perth and Fremantle was stated that the 
‘Surveyor-General’ would be ‘directed to [show] to applicants the Ground plans of the Towns 
and point out such Lots as may be selected’.75

A literal example of the pointing signifier exists in the margins of the CSR 
correspondence. In numerous instances is a small line drawing of a hand with finger pointed at 
pertinent information, a common enough device in numerous other settings and often a gesture 
of authority, but nonetheless notable here.

  

76 In one case, Stirling communicated to a British 
official that he had ‘arrived at this point in the early part of last June having under my direction 
an Expedition intended to form a British Settlement at or near to the Black Swan River’. Beside 
is a sketch of a hand pointing to the underlined words. In another, accompanying the written 
instruction regarding ‘Town & Suburban Allotments in Albany to be correctly marked out, with 
stout stakes 3 feet in length, driven 2 feet into the ground, in the middle of a mark in the ground 
half spade deep, thus:’ is a sketch of a hand pointing to a plan diagram.77

5.3 Narratives of location 

 In these ways, 
references to and enactments of pointing are deliberate and specific markers of location.  

Settlers became officially placed or located with a full Title to land, accessed by formal 
Application and accompanied by a satisfactory list of improvements with their monetary value. 
As a legal document, a Title requires precise definition of a property, and at Swan River this 
was provided by a written description of the allotment boundaries. This plus the list of 
improvements functioned to officially ‘land’ settlers. Moreover, it appears part of making 
‘proper’ the land itself, ‘the proper boundaries [being required] for insertion in the Title 
deeds’.78

Narrative of stepping out 

 It is ultimately the writing of the boundaries into the Title deed that makes lines and 
hence Locations legal and, theoretically at least, indelible. Of interest for the thesis, however, is 
that this inscribing of boundary lines involved describing terrain in terms that were both spatial 
and temporal, and in ways that created not only Locations but landscape. In other words, the 
written inscriptions of boundary lines construct intersecting narratives of location that on the 
one hand describe allotments in legal terms and, on the other, evoke the aesthetic qualities of a 
setting. . 

The written account of the orientations and dimensions of lines that identify and make legal 
(proper) the boundaries of an allotment is the first kind of narrative of location which becomes, 
effectively, a narrative of stepping out. This is a record of a journey undertaken in real time and 
space as well as projected in more abstract terms. A precedent of sorts exists in the Commission 

                                                 
75 ‘Additional Regulations relative to Town Lots in Perth and Fremantle’, 25 August 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 
129 (my emphasis). 
76 Notable also is that this device persisted into the early twentieth century in subdivision advertisements. 
77 See, for example, Stirling to His Excellency Sir Ed Barnes K.C.B, 17 Aug 1829 Perth, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 119 
(underline of ‘Black Swan River’ in original); sketch of pointing hand in ‘Instructions to contractor for surveying in 
Plantagenet’, CSR Acc 36, Vol 49, Fol 160-3. 
78 Roe, Survey Office Perth, to CSO, 22 Dec 1836, CSR Acc 36, Vol 49, Fol 217-8. 
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of the Governor as an official identification of boundaries containing the ‘territory called 
Western Australia’: 

… extending from Cape Londonderry in latitude thirteen degrees forty-four minutes, to 
West Cape Horne in latitude thirty-five degrees eight minutes south, and from the Hortog’s 
(sic) Island on the western coast in longitude one hundred and twelve degrees fifty-two 
minutes, to one hundred and twenty-nine degrees of east longitude, reckoning from the 
meridian of Greenwich…79

 
 

This convention of charting a position was adopted by Roe at Swan River. Populating the 
Colonial Secretary’s Office records are many similar written projections of local boundary lines, 
defined by means of compass orientation, geographic features, geometry, and units of 
measurement, as well as by positions of lines relative to one another. So for example 400 acres 
in Northam was described thus: 

The upper boundary is a WSW and ENE line by compass, through a spot (1099) one 
thousand and ninety nine chains NNW by compass from centre of … the marked summit 
line on Mount Bakewell. 
The lower boundary is parallel to the upper. 
The North eastern boundary or frontage is that portion of the left bank of the Avon River 
which will be included between the upper and lower boundaries. 
The South western boundary is a NNW and SSE line by compass, measuring (49) forty 
nine chains in length.80

 
 

‘Location K1 on the Swan River’ was similarly delineated but also relative to neighbouring 
property and to natural features (which, having been named, became cultural), as: 

Bounded on the south by a due west line from the right bank of the Swan River, passing 
through the centre of the stem of a gum tree growing close to the water’s edge on the right 
bank aforesaid, opposite to Fowler’s Creek and marked with a long notch on the river side 
of its stem, and with another notch on its land side ….81

 
 

Later references include markers in the ground: a boundary is ‘passing through the centre of a 
stake driven in a trench in the ground’.82

extending from a X dug in the ground on the eastern margin of said Lake, to a stake in the 
angle of another similar X. Bounded on the east by a line … extending in a direction 
perpendicular to the northern boundary, from the stake aforesaid to another similar stake in 
a +; and on the south by a line … extending from the last described stake to a + dug in the 
earth on margin of Lake Seppings, aforesaid.

 This progresses to the recording in diagrammatic form 
of the marks themselves, including letters, numerals, crosses and other shapes. Thus a suburban 
allotment in Albany was described as  

83

 
 

The above extracts exemplify the strongly descriptive character of the survey records 
under Roe’s leadership. Detailing the specificity of markers or features that make a Location 
distinctive is integral to the legal purpose of the written transcript, and contributes to the ease of 
identifying individual allotments. But it is the contention of this thesis that the survey 
description at Swan River served another purpose, as a kind of verbal rendition of a location as 
landscape and as a place. These establishments of territory embody the experiences that 

                                                 
79 Commission of the Governor in Ogle, Appendix No. 1, p. i. 
80 Description by J.S. Roe of boundaries to 400 acres of land in Northam, on the Avon River, requested by E. Barron 
discharged Sergeant of State’s 63rd Regiment, 14 Nov 1836, CSR Acc 36, Vol 49, Fol 82. 
81 D. Agett to CSO, listing of improvements effected, 28 June 1836, and Application for a Full Title to a Grant of 
Land in WA, 30 June 1836, CSR Acc 36, Vol 49, Fol 130. 
82 J. Stokes to CSO, Application for a Full Title to a Grant of Land in WA, 14 Feb 1838, Acc 36, Vol 51, Fol 130. 
83 Roe, Survey Office Perth, to CSO, 2 March 1837, CSR Acc 36, Vol 52, Fol 13-18.  
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constitute them in an aesthetic way. They are records not only of what is there, but of what was 
involved in discovering and indentifying them. Hence the second type of locational narrative is 
a narrative of setting. The task of delineating property by defining lines carries legal and 
aesthetic import and, in a similar way, the surveying process embodies the dual objectives and 
expressions of division and location. The twofold purpose of the survey description is further 
equivalent to the imperatives that Smith and Bonyhady suggest motivated early colonial art: 
namely, the combining of information and aesthetics (and on this we might also map the duality 
of utility and beauty). In Chapter Three I discussed the balancing of those objectives in the 
verbal and visual images produced by James Stirling, Charles Fraser and Frederick Garling on 
the 1827 expedition to Swan River. That discussion usefully informs my analysis here.  

Narrative of setting 
A primary function of Stirling, Fraser and Garling’s images had been to create a picture of a 
landscape setting. In a similar way the survey descriptions define a Location in more than just 
legal terms: the configuration of lines, forms, orientations and markers represents the 
cartographic, spatial and pictorial framing of a specific, local setting. At the same time, the 
survey description’s articulation of segments – the serial linking of lines – conveys a sense of 
sequence and movement simulating an experience of real time and space. The survey 
description composes processes and lines (events) as a journey, recorded in journal mode. In 
this journalistic function lie its claims to accuracy and authenticity, comparable to the ‘truthful’ 
record of the expedition’s daily activities and discoveries represented by Stirling, Fraser and 
Garling’s images. 

Most obviously, the survey descriptions share with Stirling, Fraser and Garling’s images 
(and with Major James Taylor’s of Sydney, for example) an emphasis that might be 
conventionally recognised in our present-day terms as topographic. While in the case of 
colonial art, the topographic has customarily been associated with scientific purpose and/or with 
amateur status, in the written survey description this is supplemented by legal objective. 
Topographic information is given in the descriptions of boundary lines which (in a series of 
Albany examples) extend variously ‘from a large high granite rock’, or ‘from a large stake at 
high water mark on that part of the northern shore of Princess Royal Harbour which bears to the 
SE from the summit of Mount Clarence’.84

through the centre of the stem of a white gum tree growing near the river’s left bank and 
marked B; the said tree standing close to another which leans over the river, and is marked 
◊ on the land-side of its stem;—also, through a stake driven into the angle of a cross dug 
into the ground () about (461/2) forty six and a half chains southward of the aforesaid trees, 
two large cabbage trees close to the said stake being marked on four sides each. Bounded 
on the south by a line extending (along Joseph Cooper’s (675) six hundred and seventy five 
acres) one hundred and thirteen (113) chains and ninety four (94) links in a westerly 
direction from the left bank of the Murray River, through the centre of the stem of a banksia 
tree, growing one chain distant from the river, and marked with two notches on the landside 
of its stem, also through a stake about (671/2) sixty seven and a half chains westward of the 

 And likewise in a description of boundaries to 1200 
acres of land on the Murray River, the dividing lines pass 

                                                 
84 Survey Office Perth to CSO,  2 March 1837, Description of Boundaries for a suburban allotment in Albany, CSR 
Acc 36, Vol 52, Fol 17; also Description of Boundaries for Suburban allotment D1, Albany, 3 March 1837, Acc 36, 
Vol 52, Fol 20. 
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said banksia tree, and then by a line extending due south (32) thirty two chains (91) ninety 
one links along the western boundary of Joseph Cooper’s land aforesaid, and finally due 
west to the land of Charles Brown.85

 
 

Such graphical depiction of terrain is typical of survey descriptions at Swan River, seen again in 
‘the NW corner of said 1221/2 acres being at a stake about 4 feet above ground, in the midst of 
several notched mahogany trees growing in sandy land,—and NE corner of said 1221/2 acres 
being at another stake similar to the above, situate in the midst of several large notched gum 
trees, & supported by a pile of stones’.86

Topographic information is essential as a means of tethering the abstract lines to 
something tangible, on the ground. Hence trees, stones, river, fences, houses all figure in (and 
make figurative) these otherwise legal accounts of lines. Considered alongside visual imagery of 
the early nineteenth century colonial period, it is interesting to observe similarities in 
representational method. In both verbal and visual form, geographic and natural features (trees 
and rocks in particular) become framing devices, markers for defining space and creating a 
location with specific (local) economic and legal dimensions. If we are to categorise the survey 
description as ‘topographic’, what then are its aesthetic qualities? This is also to ask the more 
general question: is the topographic aesthetic? I turn in response to John Barrell’s unpublished 
paper, ‘Landscape and Topography in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century British Art’, in which 
he cites the cultural geographer Stephen Daniels to make a number of useful observations.

 

87

Many descriptions go beyond the essential communication of dimensions or 
orientations to the configuring of a picturesque image. In an example for a suburban allotment 

in Albany, lines extend ‘in a northwesterly direction from the angle of a  dug in the ground at 
the NE angle of a hut in ruins, situate about one quarter of a mile North by Eastward from the 
summit of Mount Clarence’, or terminate ‘…westward at a stake piled up with stones on the 
northern slope of a very rocky hill, upwards of 11/4 miles to the northward of the summit of 
Mount Bakewell. Bounded on the SW by a line extending a NNW direction from last mentioned 
stake, to another about 69 chains 42 links from it, placed in a notch in the ground 20 links east 

 The 
gist of Barrell’s argument is that the adoption by twentieth century historians of a limited 
definition of the topographic has led to its artificial or prejudicial distinction against the artistic. 
Barrell, through Daniels, further claims the origins and predominance of the topographic in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in written rather than visual mode. The 
implication of Barrell’s paper is that a broader appreciation of what constitutes the aesthetic 
would count the ‘topographic’ within its scope. I return to the visual and verbal sharing of 
topographic method in Chapter Six. 

                                                 
85 Roe, Survey Office Perth, to CSO, 27 Feb 1837,  Boundaries to 1200 acres of land on left bank of Murray River, 
between the locations of J. Cooper and C. Brown, purchased by R.G. Meares at Public Sale on 23 Jan 1837, CSR Acc 
36, Vol 52, Fol 98. 
86 Application for a full title to a certain portion of crown lands herein dissolved at public auction on the 31st day of 
December 1836. Boundary descriptions by Roe, 7 June 1837, CSR Acc 36, Vol 54, Fol 66 (my emphasis). 
87 J. Barrell, ‘Landscape and Topography in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century British Art’, unpublished paper, for 
presentation at the Faculty of Architecture, Landscape and Visual Arts, The University of Western Australia, 14 June 
2010. 
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from a notched dead tree...’.88 There is detail included here that goes beyond the delineation of 
boundaries, and beyond the necessary identification of landscape markers. In another instance, 
boundaries on the Swan River are described as ‘passing through the centre of a tall gum tree on 
left bank of that river—the said tree being splintered in its upper branches and marked with 
three (3) notches around its stem’, the upper boundary being ‘a parallel line … passing through 
centre of a gum tree on left bank of that river; the said tree inclining over towards the river, and 
being marked with two (2) notches, vertical, on the river side of its stem and (1) one on its land 
side’.89

Another characteristic of the narrative of setting is the symbolic locating of the surveyor, 
and by extension the settler, within the picture generated of the land. This insertion comes about 
through a combination of visual imagery and implied bodily experience. A description of 
‘Location 13 in Plantagenet’, for example, is given in complex geometrical terms: 

 It is as a narrative of setting, in particular, that the survey description finds common 
ground with visual art practices: interpreting, framing, delineating and describing to convey an 
experience of space, place and setting. In this can be seen not only the merging of economic and 
aesthetic interests (or the utilitarian and the picturesque) but also a blurring of disciplinary 
practices. 

In three adjoining squares of 640 acres each, the sides of which measure 80 chains each 
respectively, and lie due north and south, east and west; the NE angle of the northern square 
being at a stake driven into the centre of a cross dug in the ground, between two large 
mahogany trees growing about 1/2 a mile in a SW direction from the summit of a hill called 
“Mount Edward”, from which Mount Barker may be seen bearing N271/2°E by compass, 
and Mount Barrow N39°E. The NE angle of the middle square is situate in the middle of 
the south boundary of the northern square; and the NW angle of the southern square is 
situate on the middle of the south boundary of the middle square.90

 
 

The intricacy of the angles and intersections is not only a cartographic characteristic: it is 
equally a triangulating of the views from one hill toward two others as a means of placing the 
viewer in the landscape, positioning them in line with a certain orientation or view. The 
depiction of setting, the insertion of the author (and others) into the scene, is accomplished 
through the naming of features, the narrating of the journey taken in the making of lines, the 
tethering of the invisible boundary lines to various markers: trees, stakes, roads, swamps, fences 
and so on. In addition is the reassuring reference to neighbouring land already in possession, 
and improved, and named. Location No. 7 at Guildford, for example, was described thus: 

Bounded on the west by a southerly line from a stake at NW corner of Andersons’ garden 
to a white gum tree about 50 yards NE from Andersons’ house,—then about SW to a red 
gum tree, marked, and situate near the old York Road where it crosses between two 
swampy places,—and then south to the new York Road. Bounded on the south by the new 
York Road;—on the north by the north side of Andersons’ garden fence, extending easterly 
from the NW stake aforesaid,—then southerly along the east side of the said garden fence 
to a stake in the ground about five paces south from two marked white gum trees (the said 
stake being considered to be situated due east from the mouth of Woodbridge Creek) and 

                                                 
88 Survey Office Perth to CSO, 2 March 1837, Description of Boundaries for a suburban allotment, Albany, CSR Acc 
36 Vol 52, Fol 18 (my emphasis); also Application by F. Whitfield for a full title to a certain Portion of Crown Land 
herein described purchased at Public Auction on the 6th of February 1837, CSR Acc 36, Vol 52, Fol 100 (my 
emphasis). 
89 Application by Anne Whatley for a Grant of land in fee simple, for 1000 acres, more or less, on Swan River, 
Perthshire. Assigned 2 Feb 1830, Inspected 21 May 1834. CSR Acc 36, Vol 52, Fol 101 (my emphasis). 
90 Survey Office, Perth 1 March 1837, Application for a full title to a grant of land in Western Australia, on the Banks 
of the River Hay, Plantagenet, CSR Acc 36, Vol 52, Fol 103. 
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finally due east from said stake to the eastern boundary, which is a due north and south line 
extending from the new York Road to the land of Mr Lewis.91

 
 

The process of recording through writing underlines the power of words to affirm the 
colonial project of appropriation, progress and erasure. At the same time, however, it is a 
narrating of settlement building. Further to the legal, spatial and pictorial functions of the 
written survey description are the temporal outcomes generated by the processes of making 
‘Locations’. The walking part of the journey clearly occurs in real space and time. To the extent 
that the written description plots a line from start to finish at least four times over in order to 
contain a given site it is a spatial representation of the walked journey and of the Location. As 
well, the description conveys a sense of the time involved in walking the lines to measure the 
distance between points. Another less obvious temporal aspect is the historicising of the 
landscape that occurs via various improvements to allotments, between the granting of a 
Licence to Occupy and access to full Title, and which is embodied in references to completed 
works in the survey documents. The process undertaken to register a Title requires the dating, 
chronicling and valuing of improvements to individual allotments, made over many years. 
Taken en masse this describes the progress of the Colony as well as the altering of the 
environment through improvement or cultivation: clearing, gardening, fencing, building and so 
on. Through being registered in official record books, land is given spatial and temporal 
dimensions. There is a kind of episodic pictorial quality (not unlike a form of slice history) to 
this taking of snapshots of locations at particular times.  

By the end of 1829, the abstract of the ‘Proceedings of the Surveying Department’ reveals 
a picture of an emerging ‘location’, by which I mean the Colony’s geographic and symbolic 
position, and its formation as a place or setting. Allotments had been marked out in the principal 
towns, both on the ground and in the ‘Plan of the Neighbourhood of Perth’ and that of 
Fremantle: plans which, along with that of Guildford, were still under construction. Drawings 
prepared in the 1970s by Margaret Pitt Morison from Surveyor General Department records 
show the embryonic layout of Perth (Fig. 5.5). The ‘intended town of Guildford’ was being 
surveyed; a ‘Burial Ground’ and a ‘second rate street’ were being marked out in Perth; one or 
two men were ‘occasionally clearing an office allotment’ and Carpenters erecting an office for 
the Department.92 Principal towns, allotments and hence settlers were thus in place: the skeletal 
framework of settlement inscribed in the sand. This all in the absence of ‘Instructions or 
Dispatches of any kind’ since Stirling had left England, and who as a result felt he was ‘still in 
ignorance on many essential points’.93

                                                 
91 Survey Office, 30 May 1837, Guildford, Swan River, WA, Application for a full title to a grant of land in Western 
Australia, CSR Acc 36, Vol 54, Fol 65. 

 This was partly a consequence of Swan River’s 
speculative and provisional origins, and the impact this had on the mechanism of division. 
However, through bringing new emphasis to ideas of location, this chapter provides clear 
evidence for the aesthetic dimensions of surveying. These include its embodiment of sensory 
processes; its status as an interpretative and descriptive discipline; and its creation of locations 

92 Abstract of the Proceedings of the Surveying Department for the month of December 1829, submitted by JS Roe, 2 
Jan 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 4, Fol 2. 
93 Stirling to Sir George Murray, 9 Sept 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 146. 
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of land that simultaneously become landscapes imbued with the aesthetic qualities. The chapter 
has shown that the Colony pictured at the end of 1829 was a product of an aesthetic desire to 
create settings, and not simply an outcome of administrative or economic contingency or ad hoc 
planning. The next chapter further testifies to this design intent through study of visual sketches 
of the settlement. 
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6 Realising prospects 
Surveying the art 

 
 
 
 
 
 

6.1 A prospective approach to design  
Sketches by C. D. Wittenoom picture the location of the Colony ten years on, providing useful 
markers of the Colony’s progress over its first decade.1 Earlier I noted the categorising by 
twentieth century art historians of Wittenoom’s work (along with most early colonial imagery 
produced at Swan River) as ‘topographic’ to denote its largely descriptive function as well as 
amateur status. In some ways this label is accurate but its application, as conventionally 
understood, to Wittenoom’s and other Swan River images is also questionable. This is because 
their conjunction of sketch and prospect aesthetics demonstrates concerns that go beyond what 
Edward Casey describes as the descriptive precision that characterises the ‘topographic ideal’.2 
In order to bypass the ‘ambiguous role [played by topography] in the history of landscape 
painting, sometimes exalted [and] sometimes condemned as a debased and delimited effort’, I 
favour broader interpretation of the topographic as a ‘between’ or cross-disciplinary mode, 
explained below.3

When more broadly interpreted, the topographic base of Wittenoom’s and other Swan 
River images informs a useful connection with Roe’s narratives of setting, discussed in Chapter 
Five, in which I pointed out that a topographic approach was common to written and visual 
representation in the early nineteenth century. Roe’s narratives and Wittenoom’s sketches share 
a descriptive mode through which they surveyed, interpreted and defined land and landscape as 
particular locations.

 My interest in the sketches by Wittenoom and others rests primarily on their 
cultural and architectural properties, rather than in professional/amateur distinctions and their 
status as supposedly lesser works of art. These broader aspects of topographic practice reveal a 
great deal about the ideas shaping the settlement at Swan River.  

4 Again, this touches on the intersecting of utilitarian and picturesque 
interests in what has been described as ‘aesthetics of enclosure’.5

                                                 
1 No doubt for this reason it was published in N. Ogle’s The colony of Western Australia: a manual for emigrants, 
1839, Sydney: John Ferguson in association with the Royal Australian Historical Society, 1977. This is more fully 
discussed in my Chapter Three. 

 The topography – what Henry 

2 E.S. Casey, Representing place: landscape painting and maps, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, c.2002, 
pp. 9-11, 155.  
3 Casey, pp. 155-158. 
4 The same can be seen to inform Stirling and Fraser’s Expedition report, discussed at length in Chapters Two and 
Three of this thesis. See Captain Stirling to Governor Darling, 18 April 1827 (Expedition report), Historical Records 
of Australia, Series 3, Despatches and papers relating to the settlement of the states, Sydney: Library Committee of 
the Commonwealth Parliament, 1921-23, Vol 6, pp. 551-584. 
5 B. Colbert, ‘Aesthetics of Enclosure: Agricultural Tourism and the Place of the Picturesque’, European Romantic 
Review, 13(1): 2002: pp. 23-34. 
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Fuseli called ‘map-work’ – of Roe’s narratives and Wittenoom’s sketches highlights the kind of 
disciplinary cross-over that has been the focus of recent scholarship by Casey, as well as Denis 
Cosgrove and Jeremy Foster.6 With regard to early nineteenth century Australia and New 
Zealand, Diane Brand has studied the instructive relationships between the survey and the 
sketch, revealing the “in-between identity” of the surveyor.7 Casey’s study of the intersections 
between maps and landscape painting, focused on late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 
United States and Britain and seventeenth century Netherlands, usefully identifies topography 
and description (descriptio) as the ‘middle terms’ connecting the essentially pictorial paradigms 
of cartography and landscape painting.8 Describing, in particular, is a practice involving 
‘inscribing or writing as well as drawing’ and it is basically ‘by description that mapping and 
painting commingle’. Casey further suggests that the ‘descriptive undertaking present in maps 
and paintings alike would not be possible without a common conception of pictorial space’ 
which is ‘the space of the survey’, and a ‘sense of space as surveyable’ (which is also to say 
‘open’).9

Casey’s cross-disciplinary discussion has enhanced my understanding of the seminal 
linking role of location in the description and delineation of land, landscape and built settings at 
Swan River. In simple terms, the function of a survey is to create a location (and of the survey 
description to describe the location created), the function of a map is to identify a location, and 
that of landscape art to represent a location. This comparison of disciplinary objectives exposes 
the related aesthetic predilections informing Roe and Wittenoom’s constructs of locations at 
Swan River. Their approaches are each regarded here as both descriptive (representational) and 
projective, ultimately directed towards creating locations of various scales. Reconciled through 
topographic description and surveyable space, the commingling of cartography and landscape 
art presents interpretative possibilities that cast light on the planning of Perth.

  

10

Useful in this context is Wittenoom’s 1839 Sketch of the Town of Perth from Perth 
Water, Western Australia, seen in Chapter Three in relation to the prospect-sketch approach that 
I claim underpins many early colonial representations of the Swan River Colony. In furthering 
that discussion here I am interested in what Wittenoom’s images offer for a new interpretation 
of the Colony’s layout, influenced by prospective thinking and design. Without sure knowledge 
of the intentions behind his sketches, my hypothesis is that his sketch of Perth not only 
represents a location, but testifies to the purposeful choice and design of that same location.

 

11

                                                 
6 Fuseli on ‘map-work’ of topography quoted in J. Barrell, ‘Landscape and Topography in Eighteenth and Nineteenth 
Century British Art’, unpublished paper, for presentation at the Faculty of Architecture, Landscape and Visual Arts, 
The University of Western Australia, 14 June 2010, p. 4. On relationships between maps and landscape paintings see 
D. Cosgrove, Geography and vision: seeing, imagining and representing the world, London; New York: I.B. Tauris; 
New York, 2008; Casey, Representing Place; J. Foster, Washed with sun: landscape and the making of white South 
Africa, Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2008. 

 
On the combined evidence of Stirling’s visions, Garling’s watercolours, Wittenoom’s sketch 

7 D. Brand, ‘Surveys and Sketches: 19th-century approaches to Colonial urban design’, Journal of Urban Design, 
9(2): June 2004: p. 156. 
8 Svetlana Alpers’ work on Seventeenth Century Dutch painting is relevant here also. See S. Alpers, The art of 
describing: Dutch art in the seventeenth century, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983. 
9 Casey, pp. 159-160. 
10 In this context (and in the thesis generally) I use the term ‘art’ to encompass painting, drawing and sketching. 
11 As noted earlier, Wittenoom’s sketches were published in Ogle’s 1839 Colony of Western Australia, though it is 
not known whether they were produced specifically for that purpose. 
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and early plans of Perth (Fig. 6.1, discussed in the next section) it is possible to argue that not 
only had the settlement been conceived on the basis of its prospects (what Stirling described as 
its ‘capabilities’) or depicted from high view points, but its towns planned from a prospective 
point of view.12

How does Wittenoom’s work support this theory? Key to my contention is the notion of 
surveyable space, and the art of surveying (such space) that links Wittenoom’s practice to 
Roe’s, Stirling’s and Garling’s. Evident in the work of each is a sense of survey as overview and 
as description (which, as discussed previously, at Swan River takes an especially sketch-like 
form). In other words, the descriptive tendency of Roe’s surveying method inclines to ‘art’, and 
at the same time Wittenoom’s propensity to survey approaches the cartographic. More broadly, 
this connects the disciplines of mapping (descriptive), sketching (representational) and planning 
(projective). Hence I claim that the prospect-sketch tradition (combining overview and 
description) informs a colonial planning sensibility at Swan River: planning considered 
pictorially. 

 Perth and Fremantle appear to have been located and designed in terms of the 
relationships between prospect and aspect, how they would appear from and relate to adjacent 
eminences and other topographic features. In other words, they seem planned through a process 
as much pictorial and spatial as driven by the abstract delineating of a plan diagram.  

It seems reasonable to suggest that the sense of space as surveyable was a significant 
factor motivating settlement at Swan River. Pragmatically, an open landscape was more readily 
navigated, cleared, surveyed and settled than one more heavily forested, and certainly in this 
case low forest density was an attraction for settlement. In aesthetic terms, the openness of the 
landscape, which seems inherently related to the ‘space of the survey’ (equating to space for 
seeing), appealed to the speculative impulse and romantic values of Stirling and many first 
settlers. Surveyable space (a sense of openness) was an important liberating force for 
prospective and visionary thinking. In his sketch of Perth Wittenoom has captured the qualities 
and promise of the surveyable space that influenced the foundation of settlement and the 
location of the capital. For his sketch emphasising a surveyable openness, Wittenoom’s choice 
of position and orientation is clearly deliberate. Alongside Garling’s watercolours framing the 
Perth site, he highlights the prominence of Mount Eliza as a platform affording the overview, a 
major aesthetic determinant of location for the general vicinity and specific site for the capital. 
As earlier mentioned, Garling’s View from Mount Eliza places the expedition party on this 
prime spot in 1827, most favourably described by Fraser. (As seen in Figures 5.3 and 5.4, 
however, Garling’s south-easterly orientation captures the neck of the South Perth peninsula, 
offering less topographic continuity or breadth and lacking the potential for spatial and temporal 
extension offered by the arrangement of elements in Wittenoom’s east-facing view.) 

Let us underline the evidence drawn from Wittenoom’s sketch. Alongside Stirling’s 
visions and Garling’s views, Wittenoom’s image highlights the pictorial opportunities afforded 
by this particular position and topographic configuration: his representation of surveyable space 
confirms, firstly, an aesthetic motive for the selection of location for Perth. The prospect/aspect 
relationship created by mount, river, flats and scarp exists at no other location in the region, 
                                                 
12 The site’s ‘capabilities’ were described by Stirling in Expedition report, HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 575-578. 
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certainly at none considered as possible capital sites. No other landscape in the colony has been 
depicted as often, with Wittenoom’s launching a plethora of images from this spot, replicating 
its easterly orientation. Evident in the long history and frequent recreation of this view is the 
strong attachment to this topographic and spatial construct, further substantiating the aesthetic 
argument for the siting of the capital.13

The impact of this setting rests not only on the original choice of location but also its 
design, beginning with the layout of Perth’s plan. In this regard Wittenoom’s sketch points, 
secondly, to a deliberate approach to town planning – in the broader sense of that term – driven 
by pictorial thinking generally and by a prospective mind-set in particular.

 Since colonisation, the value of this setting has 
influenced decisions and stirred public debate about development in and around Perth’s CBD, 
particularly with respect to land use, public space and foreshore design.  

14

A prospect-sketch approach to planning  

 To underline this 
point further: the layout of Perth, for example, seems driven by an approach to and the 
processes of planning a town and a setting more than it revolves around a ‘plan’ per se. The 
broader interpretation of planning proposed by this thesis is about forward and backward 
looking (and future thinking) as much as it requires a response to topography and the pragmatic 
accommodation of regulations. Wittenoom’s images moreover support my theory that Perth’s 
layout was distinctive in the context of Australian colonial capitals. Following are what I 
consider the main explanations for this. The first relates to the prospect-sketch tradition; the 
second, a suburban morphology; and the third, a multi-dimensional approach to planning. 

My demonstration of this approach to planning relies primarily on visual material. Discussed in 
Chapter Three are the techniques and characteristics of the sketch and prospect aesthetics in 
relation to early colonial art and what Paul Carter refers to as the ‘colonial culture of seeing’.15 
Also highlighted there is the fact that while these aesthetic paradigms separately influenced the 
visual art of other Australian colonies, their conjunction seems less commonly found. The 
combined pictorial paradigm found at Swan River is not confined, however, to the 
representation of land- or townscapes. As well, it explains an approach to planning that engages 
with the pictorial effect and projective function of the prospect. Being forward-looking, prospect 
inherently implies a connection to planning (making plans) but it is chiefly in the depiction of 
towns from an elevated vantage point and so making a ‘prospect’ (a picture) that can be seen the 
fundamental link between the design of towns and their ‘picturing’. In other words, the towns 
may have been planned in anticipation of how they would assemble as an image viewed from on 
high.16

                                                 
13 Noted by Seddon and Ravine, p. 17, as discussed in Chapter Five of this thesis. 

  

14 I use the term ‘town planning’ in its broader sense to encompass the ideas and activities involved in planning a 
town, rather than in relation to its more specific twentieth century professional meaning. 
15 P. Carter, Living in a new country: history, travelling and language, London: Faber, 1992, p. 67. 
16 Brand discusses a similar creative relationship between planning and sketching with regard to the cities of Adelaide 
and Wellington. She argues on the basis of evidence from sketches that William Light (in the case of Adelaide) and 
William Mein Smith (Wellington) demonstrated a ‘romantic urban design sensitivity’, and that they were ‘attuned to 
the aesthetic possibilities of the built environment’. Their sketches, however, are not of the cities they planned but are 
used by Brand as interpretative material. See Brand, Surveys and sketches, p. 165. 
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My aim here is to show the influence on the development of planning at the Swan River 
Colony of a distinctive aesthetic sensibility. Evidence is provided in two pictorial comparisons. 
Figure 6.2 pairs images of Perth from Mount Eliza beside images of Sydney and Newcastle, 
while Figure 6.3 compares images of Perth and Fremantle with a group depicting Melbourne. 
The outcome of this exercise is revealing. Firstly, the Sydney images quite consistently 
emphasise prospects but are more pictorially dramatic and topographically detailed than are 
those of Swan River. Conversely the images of Melbourne are the least significant in terms of 
prospect as a pictorial device and hence, presumably, in terms of actual spatial experience. 
Graeme Davison’s discussion of the iconic view of Melbourne from the Yarra is interesting 
here: while the visual instrument is similar, the sweep does not match that afforded by Mount 
Eliza.17

At Swan River this aesthetic sensibility sits alongside a range of other legislative, 
regulatory and economic factors controlling the layout of town plans, as I discuss in a 
subsequent section. But of special importance was the locating and configuring of principal 
towns relative to topographic or natural features, as Wittenoom’s work demonstrates. Mount 
Eliza in Perth and Arthur Head in Fremantle offer sites and symbols for prospective outlooks 
and, in turn, Wittenoom’s choice of these elevated viewpoints allowed him to create temporal 
constructs using the specifically visual (pictorial) cues of the prospect. In Ogle’s book, 
Wittenoom’s sketches offer a visual survey of the physical development and growth of these 
towns by the end of the first decade. They also demonstrate the space afforded by these 
platforms for forward-looking and future-thinking. As well, his inauguration with the Perth 
sketch of a tradition of views from this vantage point historicises the landscape in a way similar 
to the measurement of change over time via the lists of improvements to specific settler 
allotments. In Perth, the view from the mount to the town and the distant Darling Scarp is 
easterly so, although in other ways this was the ‘land looking west’, from this vantage point one 
sees the sun rise over the city each morning: an appropriate motif of birth and rebirth for a city 
that has had many lives in its short existence. The mount thus enables a two-way glance, into the 
future and over the past. It supports a projective as well as an historical reflex, aligned with the 
drive of progress.  

 Melbourne’s views are, however, executed in sketch techniques more closely aligned 
with those of Swan River, while the Sydney images (as observed in Chapter Three) demonstrate 
a neo-classical preoccupation with detailed foreground, painterly contrast and smoothness of 
line. In the simplest of terms, images of Sydney show prospect but little sketch quality; those of 
Melbourne are more sketch-like but of diminished prospect. Neither set optimises the combined 
prospect-sketch approach evident at Swan River. 

Wittenoom directly reverses the prospect in Sketch of Perth and Melville Waters with 
Mount Eliza, again depicting the instrumental relationships between mount, town and river (Fig. 
6.3g). Here, the mount becomes a prominent aspect and vertical counterpoint to the undulating 
horizontality of the settlement, a natural foil for the town’s cleared and constructed surfaces and 
buildings, and a backdrop for the river in the middle ground. In these two sketches, Wittenoom 

                                                 
17 G. Davison, ‘The Picture of Melbourne 1835-1985’ in A.G.L. Shaw (ed), Victoria's heritage: lectures to celebrate 
the 150th anniversary of European settlement in Victoria, Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1986, pp. 12-36. 
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shows evidence that Stirling’s choice of location for the capital supports Paul Carter’s theories 
relating to the differentiating role of natural landscape features (notably mounts and rivers).18

Casey describes the role in landscape painting of ‘elemental factors’: light, water and 
earth.

 
The rivers (Swan, Canning, Helena and others) were instrumental to the siting of towns, for 
agricultural, navigational as well as aesthetic reasons. The Swan in particular is the focus of the 
Colony: a means of communication, a source of sustenance as well as of aesthetic interest, a key 
generator of the plan layout for Perth. In conjunction with Mount Eliza and the saddle formation 
of the topography between the river and swampy country to the north, the river provided clear 
natural boundaries and edges to define the settlement. While this was generally in line with 
British planning policy, it also corresponds with pictorial theory as described by Casey. 

19 With light ‘the great organizer’, water he calls the ‘in-between’ of landscape elements 
and it is precisely in this way that the basin of Perth Water at the foot of Mount Eliza affords a 
reflective mid-ground in most early colonial images of the settlement, including Wittenoom’s. 
With regard to notions of aspect and prospect, Mount Eliza and the Swan River fundamentally 
underpin the design and appreciation of the colonial setting. The approach to Perth via the Swan 
River, for instance, provided an important place from which to witness the literal and figurative 
unfolding of the town (occurring in real time as one travels upstream, and over time as the 
settlement evolves). In turn, the river yields a picturesque or prospective outlook from many 
buildings in Perth, one also valuable in terms of real estate. Finally, the development of a 
prospective planning approach was reinforced by the topographic character of the Perth site in 
particular, largely characterised by the adjacency of the mount to the relatively flat town site.20

Picturing a suburban morphology 

  

In spatial terms, Wittenoom’s Perth sketch is especially interesting. The mount delivers a sense 
of infinite extension across the foreground (landscape) and mid-ground (the river and flats) to 
the background (scarp, horizon and sky). The town at the foot of the mount is situated as a key 
component in what is at once a spatial, pictorial and narrative construct of the settlement 
expanding through space and time. In short, the prospect afforded by Mount Eliza, as projected 
by Wittenoom, represents the Colony’s position, progress and promise. No wonder Stirling had 
initially considered Mount Eliza as a possible site for his Government House, or that Roe 
reserved and protected it as a ‘place for the people’ from 1831.21

                                                 
18 P. Carter, The road to Botany Bay: an essay in spatial history, London; Boston: Faber and Faber, 1987, pp. 48-9. 

 It could be claimed on this 

19 Casey, pp. 32-7. 
20 This is perhaps not unlike the case in Holland, where the ‘flatness of the actual landscape conspired in [the] 
development’ of a ‘quasi-cartographic’ Dutch landscape painting, as discussed by Casey, p. 161. 
21 Stirling had considered Mount Eliza a possible site for a new Government House ‘overlooking the township’ until 
Roe convinced him of the difficulty of gaining access to it, in P. Statham-Drew, James Stirling: admiral and founding 
governor of Western Australia, Crawley, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 2003, p. 256. See also Extract 
from ‘Colonel Hanson’s Pamphlet’ (by Colonel Hanson, the Quarter Master General at Madras) in Perth Gazette and 
Western Australian Journal, 1(2): 12 Jan 1833: p. 7: ‘The Town of Perth is at present the capital of the Colony, and 
the site of it is well chosen – it is situated on the North bank of the Swan River, having a picturesque little mountain 
at its Western extremity, named Mount Eliza, upon which at some future period, it is proposed to build a Government 
House.’ The prospect of Mount Eliza clearly fulfilled promotional ends, hence the inclusion of C.D. Wittenoom’s 
sketch in Ogle’s Colony of Western Australia. However it satisfied local functions as well, affording settlers access to 
a vantage point from which to view the progress and promise of their town, as well as more simply to observe a 
picturesque scene or enjoy a social recreational activity. For reservation as a place for the people see D. Erickson, A 
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basis that the site for the capital was chosen by Stirling for more than its beauty or utility or 
strategic positioning: the enduring significance and popularity of the view from the mount 
points to this setting as the very symbol of the speculative settlement of Swan River.  

A central aspect of the speculative symbolism of the Perth setting is its distinctively 
sub-urban character. This is strongly captured by the conjunction of prospect and sketch 
aesthetics in Wittenoom’s view of Perth from Mount Eliza, for instance. Most immediately, 
suburban form is apparent in the ground-figure relationship. The predominantly low scale and 
significant separation of the buildings creates a distinctly dispersed non-urban setting. But if the 
town depicted by Wittenoom is not urban, neither is it a village in the traditional English sense. 
A grid plan and the regulations prescribing house position and form contribute to uniformity of 
building form and scale as well as regular fence lines, creating an orderliness typically not found 
in English villages. Not a village and not (as I explain shortly) an urban core radiating out to 
suburban hinterlands (as was the case in Sydney and Hobart by 1845 for instance): the town of 
Perth was planted as a suburban capital. In this way, Wittenoom accurately depicts the town’s 
particular and deliberate spatial organisation. His is a picture of the physical expression of 
suburban principles.  

Wittenoom’s image additionally captures the sensibilities underlying the physical 
expression of suburban form. First, it is a clear expression of romanticism’s creative 
ambivalence. This is partly an outcome of the hybridity or superimposition of the prospect 
stance and the sketch form.22

With respect to suburban sensibilities, Wittenoom secondly captures qualities of 
modesty, openness and continuity. Partly because of the diminished scale of the distant town 
viewed as a prospect, partly because just ten years had elapsed since foundation (and some 

 From the crest of the Mount his view of Perth is entrenched in the 
masculine prospect tradition of Caspar David Friedrich for example, which claims high ground 
as a vantage point for surveying (indeed, constructing) the landscape below and beyond, as 
territory but equally as a picture. At the same time, however, the amateur connotations of the 
image’s topographic sketch technique compromise the authority of the prospect tradition. The 
ambivalence is a product of numerous other dualities as well. One exists in the monumental 
spread of this modest settlement. While the settlement does not actually extend to the limits of 
the picture, the blurring of edges between built environment and landscape infinitely extends its 
potential claim. Another lies in the coexistence of openness and enclosure as qualities as well as 
definitions of space that are fundamental to the suburban typology. This gives rise to another 
possible interpretation of the location duties that settlers had to perform in order to secure 
ownership of their land, as discussed in Chapter Five. The approved activities, including 
building, clearing, gardening, fencing and so on, contribute to the creation and control not only 
of enclosure but also of openness, critical for cultivating the continuity of settlement in physical 
and aesthetic terms. (We could also suggest that this cultivated a cultural continuity with 
Britain: maintaining memories of Home).  

                                                                                                                                               
Joy forever: the story of Kings Park and Botanic Garden, Western Australia: Botanic Gardens and Parks Authority, 
2009, p. 31. 
22 C. Jordan, Picturesque pursuits: colonial women artists & the amateur tradition, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne 
University Press, 2005, discusses the hybrid nature of amateur art and romantic sketches. 
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would claim because of the Colony’s lagging development, central to the ‘lost paradise’ lament 
discussed in Chapters Two and Three), the settlement described in Wittenoom’s 1839 view is 
modest. This modesty is substantially, I suggest, by design: this was the blueprint for the capital, 
for the Colony’s future as a dispersed, pastoral, suburban community. It had been envisaged as 
such by Stirling and Garling in 1827 and it is the same quality afforded by the prospect from 
Mount Eliza that has been the city’s postcard image ever since. My earlier comparison with 
sketches of colonial Sydney and Melbourne not only highlighted the relatively modest scale of 
settlement at Swan River, but also, through the prospect-sketch modes of representation, 
demonstrated that modesty was a desired quality. Wittenoom underlines the effect of modesty 
via a number of pictorial techniques, including those of elongation and the oblique, which I 
discuss later in this chapter.  

Enhancing the effects of the angled position (adopted in all his views) are the principles 
of breadth and connection. My understanding of these terms derives from John Macarthur’s 
explanation of ideas emanating from Sir Uvedale Price’s Essay on the Picturesque of 1794. 
Breadth, Macarthur explains, ‘means that a scene forms into general areas rather than the 
“broken and disjointed” form of a hill planted with poorly scattered clumps and single trees’ and 
allows the eye to enjoy “one broad, connected whole”. Breadth refers to the graduation of light 
and shadow to ‘avoid sharp contrasts and form wholes’: “it connects what was before scattered; 
it fills up staring, meagre vacancies; it destroys edginess”. Significantly, ‘the “connection” that 
this breadth effects is not only visual but also an emblem of social harmony’, ‘as much to do 
with socio-political matters as painting’.23 In a similar way, Wittenoom controls the receding of 
lines and detail, the fading of tone and thinning of texture to achieve a graded effect within his 
sketch. These pictorial techniques create an effect of harmony as well as indeterminacy and 
indeed, an organic, harmonious landscape seems the intended object of Wittenoom’s sketch. 
The spatial and architectural qualities of Wittenoom’s built setting correlate strongly with the 
kind of social space Stirling had contrived to create and which, for Lewis Mumford and Graeme 
Davison, also underpin the democratic and speculative logic of the grid plan.24

The powerful conjunction of the prospect-sketch paradigm is not confined to 
Wittenoom, or to this early colonial period, as illustrated in Seddon and Ravine’s comparison of 
an 1888 view from Mount Eliza with an 1801 View of Trieste (Fig. 6.4). The authors explain the 
similar oblique prospect viewpoint as partly ‘an accident of topography, but also, in part, the 
outcome of a tradition that determines the ideal vantage point and the manner of rendering the 

 The social 
ambitions for harmony and uniformity and the aesthetic desires for openness and continuity 
appear closely related. 

                                                 
23 J. Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities (The Classical tradition in 
architecture), London; New York: Routledge, 2007, pp. 47-48. 
24 Graeme Davison, Lewis Mumford and Paul Carter variously cited by R. Freestone in Urban Nation: Australia’s 
planning heritage, Collingwood, Vic.: CSIRO Publishing, 2010, p. 48: for Davison the grid was ‘a testament “not so 
much to the aesthetic poverty of the planners and surveyors who drew them up, as to a deep-seated fear of disorder on 
the part of the parliaments and municipalities who paid for them”.’ For Mumford the grid was “a speculative ground 
plan”, for Paul Carter “a container for real estate” which for Leonie Sandercock ‘readily appealed to the speculative 
nature of Australian urban development’. 
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view, derived from a well-defined European image of the city’.25

Multi-dimensional planning 

 What their comparison 
overlooks, however, are the distinctly different images of the cities depicted. Beyond 
geophysical and structural similarities (not least the similarly shaped esplanade), objects of the 
views are otherwise different. Where one shows detail and particularities of buildings (and 
ships) the other outlines essentially generic buildings. One describes a dense urban civilisation, 
the other a landscape setting punctuated by modest detached buildings. One is clearly a 
European image of a European city; the other is not. These and other nineteenth century images 
of Perth from Mount Eliza project a landscape with qualities distinct in important ways from 
those of the English experience, for example. It represents the inception of a specific kind of 
space, an Australian sub-urban landscape. On this basis, Wittenoom’s sketching of the 
prospective view of the capital was both (i) substantiating the prefigurative visions and events 
leading to settlement and (ii) prophetic of what was to become a lasting impression of the city. 
His approach to the sketch and the prospect, while in many ways conventional, was also (and 
most particularly in their use together) distinctively and intimately connected to the 
materialising of this settlement as a new speculative suburban landscape, particular to this 
colonial circumstance.  

Wittenoom’s sketches additionally help explain the confluence of multiple factors in the design 
of the principal towns and especially the capital. In addition to incorporating the temporal 
properties of prospect already discussed, it is my belief that Perth was planned in relation to 
three main elements: (i) elevation (height obtained from the eminence of Mount Eliza), (ii) 
elongation (such as afforded by the extensive roadstead of Perth Water) and (iii) the oblique 
(especially generated by the slanting relationship of observer to object: in this case the angled 
view from Mount Eliza). While these terms were not especially current in the early nineteenth 
century26

Wittenoom’s sketch is oriented almost due-east across Perth Water to the town, offset 
from North at an angle of approximately 20 degrees. In trigonometric terms, the oblique vantage 
point establishes an optimal relationship of height to length to depth. The town’s location 
maximises the effect of elongation from the prospect of Mount Eliza, a place I have noted was 
dedicated from 1831 to public use and thus providing ready access to this prominent view. In 
addition, the elongated nature of the town would have been experienced by those approaching 
Perth by boat, partly because the verticality of the mount would have provided strong contrast 

 and have not before been used by architectural/urban historians in the manner in 
which I use them here, they are useful for the purpose of meaningfully explaining early 
nineteenth century ideas and practices and to interpret the planning of Perth. It is my contention 
that these concepts emphasise aspects of early nineteenth century colonial urban design and 
aesthetics that have not before been recognised. I introduce them briefly here before further 
discussing elongation and the oblique in later sections. 

                                                 
25 G. Seddon and D. Ravine, A city and its setting: images of Perth, Western Australia, Fremantle, W.A.: Fremantle 
Arts Centre Press, 1986: see caption to Fig 3:18, p. 44. 
26 See however my discussion of ‘Building the oblique’ in Chapter Seven for reference to the term ‘oblique’. 
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(see E.Y. Henderson view 1862 Fig. 6.527

My interpretation of the prospective approach to design informs my claim that 
principles of elongation and the oblique have organised and characterised the Swan River 
settlement (later Perth) since European colonisation. Elongation and dispersal are effectively 
outcomes of the prospect and sketch aesthetics in the following ways. Prospective thinking has 
underlined (i) the assessment, representation and claiming of a far greater extent of territory 
than was actually explored in 1827; (ii) the choice of site for the capital adjacent to Mount 
Eliza; (iii) the motivation of settlers to arrive early with the resulting innovation of strip lots; 
and (iv) the configuration of the plan of Perth, elongated as I will show to maximise its impact 
from Mount Eliza and Perth Water. Elongation and dispersal have been significant spatial and 
cultural outcomes at the Swan River Colony of speculative thought and prospect-sketch 
aesthetics. 

) and partly because the entrance to Perth Water, like 
the Mount Eliza vantage point, yielded an oblique view across the town’s river frontage or 
roadstead. From both vantages (mount and river approach) the siting, orientation and footprint 
of the town amplify the spread of settlement. 

6.2 Drawn and drawn out: patterns of elongation and dispersal 
In this section I examine the notion that the towns, and settlement as a whole, were planned 
following principles of elongation and dispersion. Again, I examine the ambiguous role of 
disegno – to mean drawing, as well as the drawing forth of ideas – in the representation or 
enhancement of the principles and effects of elongation. Discussed here and in Chapter Seven 
are several manifestations of elongation that range in scale from region, to town, to allotment 
and building. These are illustrated in the pictorial essay at Figure 6.6. 

Drawn out 
At the broadest level is the elongated nature of the region, a consequence of its geomorphic 
constraints. At 50 kilometres wide, the narrow stretch of the Great Plain of Quartania (now 
known as the Swan Coastal Plain), bound to the west by coast and to the east by scarp, is 
highlighted in Stirling’s 1827 Chart of Swan River (Fig. 6.6a).28

                                                 
27 The image Perth Western Australia 1862 by E.Y.W. Henderson highlights the contrast of vertical and horizontal, 
although the artist has significantly exaggerated the verticality of the mount. 

 That this chart from the outset 
intentionally represented an extensive territory beyond the immediately explored vicinity of the 
Swan River locale is an assertion of imperial control. But this ambitious claiming of ground 
speaks not only of possession. It is, in addition, an envisaging of the capacity of this vast 
corridor to support occupation, based on actual assessment of a proportionally small strip of 
terrain. It is the speculative nature of this imperial claim that is interesting for the thesis. The 
annotating of the charts – through textural hatching, textual inscription and place-naming – 
symbolically stakes the claim to territory but, in addition, is a literal drawing forth of a corridor 
form of settlement. In this way it is possible to suggest that the notion of an elongated 
settlement was set in place in 1827 and has been maintained as Perth’s urban image and 
footprint since. This can easily be seen in comparison of the 1827 charts with an 1836 plan of 

28 The distance from the coast to Mundaring on the scarp is approximately 50 kilometres. 
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main regional roads, the 1963 Metropolitan Region Scheme (MRS, developed from the 1955 
Stephenson-Hepburn Plan for Perth), and 2004 Network City framework (Fig. 6.7). The extent 
of Perth’s 2004 metropolitan area (approximately 5400 km2, stretching 90 kilometres north-
south29

The Swan and Canning Rivers further underlie the elongated nature of the settlement 
within the more immediate bounds of the Colony. As previously discussed, the water courses 
provided locations for principal towns as well as navigable access to fertile lands. Hence, for 
pragmatic reasons as well as aesthetic (enjoying the prospect of a river view) the settlers 
congregated along and extended outwards from these routes. Comparison of the maps showing 
the first districts to be settled alongside the distribution of main roads by 1836 highlights the 
formative role of the rivers in rapidly pegging out an attenuated metropolitan area. As well, the 
positioning of port and capital created the entrepôt which in itself powerfully manifests a 
stretched and dispersed settlement. The locating of Perth in particular accentuates the elongated 
nature of the settlement. The reasons for its position (such as adjacency to Mount Eliza) have 
been previously discussed in this thesis. However it is worth emphasising that this site on the 
Swan River marks a mid-point between the port of Fremantle and the agricultural land on the 
upper Swan, centred on the town of Guildford where, as Bolton has noted, Stirling and other 
wealthy agriculturalists had selected large locations of farming land.

) had been visualised in 1827. Figure 6.8 shows that Garling’s View across the coastal 
plain can be virtually mapped onto the view-shed on Stirling’s 1827 chart (and this in turn onto 
the 1963 MRS). Within a decade the main regional roads had inscribed indelibly the 
settlement’s outer limits which today remain virtually unaltered. Evident in this comparison is 
an early and longstanding aspiration for elongation and its accompanying dispersion. 

30 The central location of 
the capital supports the outwards expansion of settlement in all directions much more 
effectively than would a coastal capital. As Stirling had foreseen, this strategic move rapidly 
achieved the occupation (albeit thinly spread) of the entire ‘useful district’ stretched between 
Fremantle and Guildford.31

Stirling’s innovation (what some might call improvisation) of strip lots bordering the 
rivers is another key factor underpinning and is itself an expression of the elongated settlement. 
In allocating large grants of land (earned in proportion to value of imported capital) to the early 
settlers (private settlers in the colony numbering only 135 by the end of September 1829), 
Stirling divided the extent of desirable river frontage between 21 grantees, ensuring, for them at 
least, equitable access to the more fertile land.

 

32

                                                 
29 The distance from Yanchep in the north to Rockingham in the south is approximately 90 kilometres. 

 In addition, a river frontage was considered 

30 Bolton, ‘Perth: a foundling city’, p. 144. 
31 Stirling cited by Pitt Morison in ‘Shaping of early Perth’, p. 46. 
32 J.M.R. Cameron, ‘Patterns on the land, 1829-1850’, in J. Gentilli (ed), Western Landscapes, Nedlands, W.A: 
University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee of the 150th Anniversary Celebrations, 1979, p. 
205: ‘All the good land Stirling had seen on the Swan in 1827 had been given to twenty-one grantees in the last three 
days in September. … As no accurate map of either [Swan or Canning] river existed, Stirling personally marked the 
frontage to each grant, a practice which was repeated in most other districts open for settlement, and left it to Roe, the 
Surveyor-General, to produce the maps and fit in the other boundaries. This gave rise to grossly elongated allotments 
at right angles to major rivers, … and left an enduring legacy in the road pattern of modern Perth.’ At the time, 
however, Captain Frederick Irwin described this as a ‘judicious arrangement on the part of the Governor, restricting 
the river frontage of the grants to a seventh or an eighth of what it would have been, had they been given in squares; 
and as, for the convenience of water carriage, and from the superiority of the land, all erected their dwellings on the 
banks of the rivers, the settlers were thus brought as near each other, as if the grants had been reduced to the square of 



Sketches in the sand 

212 

desirable for the prospect that it offered landowners in terms of visual outlook. The strip lots 
thus came about for economic and agricultural reasons but we can assume also an aesthetic 
interest. Given the large land areas granted to settlers, the result of limiting lot frontage was 
excessively stretched lots that spread the settlement across an extensive territory. As Cameron 
has observed, the ‘enduring legacy’ of the strip lot initiative exists today in the alignment of 
many of the street blocks in Perth’s metropolitan area, as mapped by Margaret Pitt Morison 
(Fig. 6.9). At the regional and metropolitan scales, therefore, elongation and dispersion have 
characterised the layout of the settlement since 1827.  

Let us now see the extent to which elongation characterises the layout of Perth city. As an 
expression of imperial authority, land regulations and topographic constraints, the planning of 
Perth has been extensively addressed in local and national histories of planning and 
settlement.33 Various claims exist in relation to the genesis of a ‘plan’ for Perth. Markey 
suggests that Perth, like Fremantle, Guildford and Augusta, had been ‘built to a plan’ in 
accordance with directions from Sir George Murray, making them ‘strikingly different from 
most of the other towns developing at that time in the other Australia colonies’. Berry likewise 
suggests that the plans for these towns had been ‘predetermined’.34 Citing Poole (after Dennis 
Jeans), Berry sees the regulations ‘which were the basis for subdivision of the new town sites 
[and] provided to Lieutenant-Governor Stirling before he left England’ (in the form of 
Instructions from Murray) as ‘typical of instructions handed to colonial governors in the New 
World for a hundred years or so previously’ and that ‘these regulations, together with those that 
followed, … shaped the early towns of WA’.35

not known whether there was a pre-arranged plan for the layout of Perth, or by whom it 
may have been designed, but records suggest that the survey proceeded, as time allowed, to 
meet demands following a scheme decided on site, possibly in mutual conference by 
Stirling, Roe and perhaps H. W. Reveley, the civil engineer.

 In terms of a planning paradigm, the regulations 
and instructions have been seen as a primary determinant of the surveying and laying out of the 
town sites, leading inevitably to a town plan. Pitt Morison has argued however that it was  

36

 
  

Here she usefully hints at the distinction between planning and a plan as a model of urban 
development. In relation to both process and form, there are three ways in which the planning 

                                                                                                                                               
this narrow frontage on the rivers’. See F.C. Irwin, The state and position of Western Australia: commonly called the 
Swan-River settlement, London: Simpkin & Marshall, 1835, p. 46. 
33 See M. Pitt Morison, ‘Settlement and development: the historical context’ and M. Poole, ‘Town planning’ in M. 
Pitt Morison and J. White (eds), Western Towns and Buildings, Nedlands, W.A: University of Western Australia 
Press for the Education Committee, 150th Anniversary Celebrations 1979; D.C. Markey, ‘Pioneer Perth’, in Western 
Landscapes; P. Statham, ‘Western Australia becomes British’ and G. Bolton, ‘Perth: a foundling city’ in P. Statham 
(ed), The origins of Australia’s capital cities, Cambridge [England]; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989; 
C. Berry, ‘The evolution of local planning in Western Australia’ in D. Hedgcock and O. Yiftachel, Urban and 
regional planning in Western Australia: historical and critical perspectives, Perth, W.A.: Paradigm Press, 1992; H. 
Proudfoot, ‘Founding cities in Nineteenth Century Australia’ in S. Hamnett and R. Freestone (eds), The Australian 
metropolis: a planning history, St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, c.2000; and most recently R. Freestone, Urban 
Nation. 
34 Markey, p. 351, Berry, p. 18. 
35 Berry, p. 17; Freestone in Urban Nation p. 49 cites D.N. Jeans ‘The impress of central authority upon the 
landscape: South-eastern Australia 1788-1850’, in J.M. Powell and M. Williams (eds), Australian space, Australian 
time: geographical perspectives, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1975, pp. 1-17; and Poole, ‘Town Planning’ in 
Western Towns and Buildings.  
36 Pitt Morison, ‘Settlement and Development’ in Western Towns and Buildings, p. 13. 
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and plan of Perth typically have been discussed: through reference to the grid type, 
topographical constraints, and the resultant linear form. 

Perth belongs to the family of grid-plan Australian towns. Indeed Markey suggests that 
in the Australian context Perth was the inaugural grid-plan town. J.M. Freeland called these the 
‘Darling towns’: those developed in accord with the regulations introduced in 1829 under 
Darling’s governorship of NSW. The origins of the Australian grid plan have been extensively 
researched and discussed by others, most recently in Robert Freestone’s Urban Nation.37 
Darling’s regulations and the resultant town plans, suggests Helen Proudfoot, also reflect the 
influence of ‘the “Grand Modell” put forward … for the colonies in Ireland and America’ based 
‘even further back, on Roman and Greek colonial models in the Mediterranean, which relied on 
the symmetry, proportion and regularity of the grid layout’.38 Brand and Freestone respectively 
have listed the main components of the ‘Grand Modell’ approach to colonial settlement and 
planning. These included a policy favouring deliberate urbanisation over dispersed settlement; 
distribution of land in a combination of town, suburban and country lots; the laying out of towns 
in advance of settlement; geometric street grid formation, ‘usually on an area of one square 
mile’; public squares; spacious rectangular lots of standard size; reservation of some lots for 
public purposes; and a physical distinction between town and country, ‘usually by common land 
or an encircling green belt’.39 These principles saw ‘the most complete realisation’ as a ‘colonial 
town planning model’ in the plan for Adelaide.40 More generally, Miles Lewis has summarised 
what were by the mid-nineteenth century the main elements of Australian town layout. In 
addition to accommodating the Darling regulations in the delineation of allotment and street 
dimensions, these elements include the situating of town reserves on rivers, the reserves being 
typically three miles by one mile with considerable allowance for future expansion; provision 
within the reserves for public buildings and other purposes; rectangular grid layout adjusted to 
suit topography; incentives to build on town lots and to discourage land speculation; and, 
beyond the town reserve, the sharing of river frontages in long strip allotments.41

The basic framework emerging from the summaries by Brand, Freestone and Lewis 
applies in many ways to the division and layout of Perth and Fremantle town sites (Fig. 6.10).

 

42 
This distinguishes them, along with the plans of Goulburn, Melbourne and Adelaide, for 
example, from that of Sydney (Fig. 6.11). Comparison with Sydney’s plan clearly shows the 
greater control and uniformity achieved in the regulated layout of these later towns, though local 
topography exerted far greater pressures in Sydney’s case than in the other cities. Freestone 
suggests that the regularity and relative uniformity of Australia’s grid plan towns has produced 
a ‘remarkable homogeneity of urban form’.43

                                                 
37 Freestone, Urban Nation, p. 111, citing J.M. Freeland ‘People in cities’ in A. Rapoport (ed) Australia as Human 
Setting, Sydney: Angus and Robertson 1972.  

 Within this sameness, however, close study of 

38 H. Proudfoot, p. 13. 
39 Brand, ‘Sketches and Surveys’, pp. 154-155; Freestone, Urban Nation, p. 50. 
40 Freestone, Urban Nation, p. 51 citing R. Home, Of Planting and Planning: The making of British colonial cities 
1997. 
41 Freestone, Urban Nation, pp. 51-2 citing M. Lewis, Melbourne: the city’s history and development, 1995.  
42 These can be seen outlined in the ‘Additional Regulations relative to Town Lots in Perth and Fremantle’, 25 
August 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 129. 
43 Freestone, Urban Nation, p. 111. 
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Swan River’s urban form reveals notable departures from the set of principles listed above. At 
Swan River dispersal rather than concentrated urbanism was a prominent characteristic, towns 
were not laid out in advance of settlement and there was a notable absence of public squares. As 
well, realms of town and country were not clearly demarcated in any formal way. Further 
expressions of distinctiveness are described below with respect to the town of Perth in 
particular. 

What Markey noted as the ‘unusual’ linearity of Perth’s layout is evident in plans of 
1829 and 1832 and appears significantly a function of its grid form.44 Most obvious on 
examining the early plan is, first, its division into ‘almost two towns side by side with sharply 
differentiated functions’ or what Markey had earlier identified as ‘three distinct zones’: the 
commercial sector to the west of Barrack Street, the government domain in the middle third, and 
a residential area to the east.45 All accessed river frontage, with the government domain and 
residential land set back from a promenade-like strip bordering and overlooking the river. 
Second is the elongated dimension of street blocks (Fig. 6.12). In this respect, the significantly 
attenuated nature of Perth’s plan is underlined by Freestone’s summary of Arnis Siksna’s 
analysis of the morphology of colonial urban settlement patterns in Australian towns.46

The linearity widely recognised as distinguishing Perth’s grid form is commonly 
explained on the basis of topography or precedent influence. Markey’s claim that ‘topography 
dictated an initial linear development’ is typical of explanations that identify the river to the 
south and swamps to the north as constraints on the original town plan, determining its 
stretching in an east-west direction between Mount Eliza and Point Fraser, parallel with the 
river.

 Only 
Adelaide’s block size of 523 x 131 metres exceeds Perth’s average of 300 x 130 metres; those in 
other capital cities often shorter in both dimensions. In Perth this was a product of extra wide 
allotments (1½ chains or 30 metres) in blocks averaging ten lots. Third then is the elongated 
nature of the lots themselves, in Perth proportionally 1½ to 6 chains (120 metres long). This is 
proportionally similar to the lots in Melbourne and many later NSW towns (excluding Sydney) 
but greatly stretched compared to Adelaide and Brisbane. Perth’s town lots were the longest of 
any capital city or town in Australia (Melbourne’s at 95 metres the second longest in a capital 
city) and at 3600m2, (9/10 acre or 0.4 ha) second only behind Adelaide’s (4225m2) as the largest 
lots. Finally is the stretched form of the plan which in 1832 was only three street blocks deep, 
about half the depth of Melbourne’s and a third as deep as Adelaide’s plan (see comparative 
diagrams Fig. 6.13).   

47

                                                 
44 Markey, p. 346. 

 Within these topographic confines, Pitt Morison and later Freestone look at Edinburgh 
New Town as a likely precedent for Perth’s plan. This is based on their similarly proportioned 
street grids (see Fig. 6.14) and the fact that Stirling’s Scottish background makes it likely that he 
was familiar with the city, though no historian has investigated this in detail.  

45 Freestone, Urban Nation, p. 85; Markey, p. 357. 
46 See Table 4.1 in Freestone, Urban Nation, p. 111. 
47 Markey, p. 351. 
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Lines drawn and drawing forth 
It is my contention that the distinctions are less specifically related to the grid plan itself as 
much as the processes underlying (or the additional implications of) the planning, which is also 
designing. In explaining Perth’s linearity I refer here to (i) the manner and sequence in which 
the grid was laid down, as well as (ii) the broader functions of topography in relation to urban 
form.  

On the first point, notwithstanding the practicalities of topographic constraints and the 
prescribed three mile town limit, Perth’s street blocks were laid out first along one main street 
(‘Front Street’) running almost the entire length of the ridge (2.5km) linking Mount Eliza to 
Point Fraser.48

The second point concerns the influence of topography on Perth’s town layout. 
Comparison with the urban settings of Goulburn and Melbourne are useful again here. These 
three towns are structurally alike, laid out in street blocks averaging ten lots in width. Though 
Goulburn had been originally surveyed in 1828, Goulburn and Melbourne were both laid out by 
surveyor Robert Hoddle with square street blocks of similar overall dimension, though 
Melbourne’s grid is the most uniform. Melbourne’s is also most urban as a result of the smaller 
secondary street system running parallel to the river bisecting the main street blocks, and the 
significant emphasis on corner lots edging the streets perpendicular to the river. In terms of 
setting, Goulburn and Melbourne are, like Perth, towns beside a hill and fronting a river. 
Overlooking the Yarra, Melbourne’s plan climbs the eastern side of Batman’s Hill; Goulburn on 
the banks of the Mulwaree (sited at its confluence with the Wollondilly River) is draped across 
the higher ground. However, being sited so close to (even upon) their anchoring hills, neither 
Melbourne nor Goulburn have the prospect advantage gained at Perth by the distance between 
town and mount. In other words, topography was a critical influence at Perth, but less as a 
constraint on plan form than a liberator of urban design thinking. In other words, I am claiming 
that the town of Perth was firstly located and then laid out in response to site morphology and 
especially in accord with the prospect afforded from Mount Eliza (Fig. 6.16). 

 This laying down of St Georges Terrace seems crucial in signalling the 
aspirations for an elongated plan. In other words, the gradual evolution on the ground of the 
original town plan over a period of about three years did not follow an outwards concentric 
extension from a core, nor the growth of a consolidated core along a westerly and/or easterly 
axis but a layering northwards and southwards in a series of linear strips parallel to the main 
street and the river. It can thus be seen that Perth was designed as a linear city, starting only one 
block deep and substantially remaining so through built form proportions to this day. Not until 
the twenty-first century has the single block depth of the CBD been challenged by new 
developments such as 140 William Street by Hassell Architects (completed 2010), extending 
high-rise development north of the original zone. Such pervasive linearity has sustained an 
iconic image of the city when seen from South Perth and especially Kings Park (Fig. 6.15). This 
returns to my argument that this latter view is not simply the result of a linear plan, but indeed 
an important driver of it. 

                                                 
48 Markey, p. 352 and B.J. Shaw, ‘The evolution of Fremantle’ in Western Landscapes, p. 333. 
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Perth (and its metropolitan area more generally) seems to fit Arnis Siksna’s 
characterisation of Australian grid towns in relation to a ‘general feeling of spaciousness’ and a 
‘neutrality lacking … clear focus because of the “egalitarianism” enforced by the grid’. This is 
evident in the tripartite structure of its town plan, absence of a conventional core and lack of a 
central parkland, parkland system or wrap-around parkland in the manner of Sydney, Melbourne 
or Adelaide. However, contrary to Siksna’s suggestion that Australian towns possess a ‘floating 
spatiality which neither contains nor connects to the surrounding landscape’ the planning of 
Perth town shows a strong aesthetic integration of built environment and landscape setting.49

This image emphasises the extended footprint of Perth’s plan, stretched along the 
roadstead bounded by Mount Eliza to the west and Point Fraser to the east (the bookends 
depicted by Garling in 1827). The elongated nature of the plan is accentuated by the relative 
proportions of length to depth (roughly 5:1), coupled with the low scale of buildings set well 
apart from one another (as prescribed by building regulations) in a landscape gridded by lines of 
trees. Underpinned by knowledge of the evolution of Perth’s plan along one main street, it 
seems reasonable to suggest that this effect of elongation was intentional on the part of those 
laying out the town plan (probably Roe and Stirling), and that Wittenoom selected his spot 
deliberately in order to sketch its attenuated form. The elevated viewing position from Mount 
Eliza enhances the effect of elongation, as does the fading out of lines and detail as the 
settlement recedes into the distance of the picture plane’s surface. Wittenoom’s romantically 
inspired sketch seems compelling testimony to the fact that the town was planned in prospective 
view. The town seems designed to be seen – and probably its future imagined – from the 
elevated platform of Mount Eliza. The elongated plan form most effectively delivers the fullest 
sense of prospect stretching into the hazy distance, across the reflective surface of the river. The 
possibility that pictorial thinking was partly responsible for the siting and layout of the town of 
Perth challenges conventional explanations that Perth’s plan was driven predominantly by 
regulations or plan precedents. It also returns us to the possible conflation of pictorial and 
planning paradigms discussed earlier in this chapter with respect to topographic art. In 
Representing Place, Edward Casey distinguishes between maps and paintings. If we accept that 
the elongated plan form of Perth was at least partly motivated by the effect that would be 
experienced from Mount Eliza, we can argue that its design evolved through a process between 
planning and representation, between the plan and the prospective sketch.  

 
Here, it seems, is a town that was not designed in relation to a model plan (such as Adelaide’s 
parkland) but in accord with pictorial, spatial and social values. This is best demonstrated by 
returning again to Wittenoom’s sketch of Perth (overlaid on the 1832 plan of Perth, Fig. 6.17).  

6.3 The oblique angle 
Alongside elongation, the oblique is another important element influencing the prospective 
approach to the design and planning of the settlement. ‘Oblique’ is an inherently relational term, 
defining an association between things or an attitude towards something which in either case 
implies a slanted or sometimes unclear or indirect position relative to what is otherwise 

                                                 
49 Freestone citing Arnis Siksna in Urban Nation, pp. 110-11. 
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considered normal (customary, regular or orthogonal). In specifically formal and spatial terms, 
oblique refers to a line, plane or surface that departs from the orthogonal order. It also describes 
an angled relationship between objects (buildings, say) or the slanted position of an observer 
relative to an object: again, the angle is evident by its departure from the geometric normal (or 
right angle). The oblique is also an outcome of projection. In Drawing distinctions: the varieties 
of graphic expression, Patrick Maynard suggests that the projective presents ‘several-sided 
situations’ in which topological attachments of sides of objects or shapes to other sides invoke 
the edges or corners of objects, ‘where two or three sides meet’. He claims that what is 
important here is ‘not a matter of giving a sense of space or depth, but rather of working out 
some simple topology – that is, of continuity’.50

The oblique especially accentuates surface: of objects, ground and even picture plane. It 
emphasises breadth and connectedness over the illusory depth of perspectival vanishing, 
asserting an interest in the spatial as much as the pictorial. Moreover, because it is essentially 
less reliant on rigour or accuracy in its construction (and hence on artistic expertise) the oblique 
diverts attention from amateur/feminine versus professional/masculine dichotomies in art. At a 
fundamental level, it offers a way of perceiving, knowing, thinking about and representing 
objects relative to a given context and therefore has an epistemological dimension. Here it is 
helpful to recall Panofsky’s famous essay on perspective, which links methods of representation 
and ways of thinking about the world. In discussing the spatial and artistic consequences of the 
pictorial invention of perspective, Panofsky touches on what he calls the ‘triad of forms of 
representation – “high space”, “near space” and “oblique space”’. Importantly, this triad 
‘expressed the view that space in an artistic representation is determined by the subject’, that 
space, in other words, is an ‘image of a worldview’. The oblique worldview Panofsky identifies 
as common in the Trecento, ‘governed by a coordinate system whose axes no longer even 
appear objectively in the work, but rather exist only in the imagination of the beholder’. The 
absence of ‘frontals and orthogonals’, the emphasis on a ‘turning movement’, the eccentricity of 
the oblique viewpoint all emphasise ‘the impression of a representation determined not by the 
objective lawfulness of the architecture, but rather by the subjective standpoint of a beholder’. 
In contrast with the mathematically rigorous convergence of the perspective view, perfected in 
Italy, for example, Panofsky identifies the ‘ancient Near East, classical antiquity, the Middle 
Ages and indeed any archaizing art’ (as well as Expressionism) as forms rejecting perspective, 
albeit for different reasons.

 This topologic function of the oblique 
underpins a sense of the typical, which is also to say the preservation of type.  

51

The appearance of oblique space in the representations of Swan River interests me 
precisely because of the possibility that it symbolises a particular worldview. While historical 
records of the Swan River Colony reveal no explicit articulation of topological or oblique 
principles, the latter was a term with some currency, as is evident in Peter Nicholson’s work in 

  

                                                 
50 P. Maynard, Drawing Distinctions: the varieties of graphic expression, Ithaca and London: Cornell University 
Press, 2005, p. 79. 
51 E. Panofsky, translated by Christopher S. Wood, Perspective as symbolic form, New York: Zone Books; 
Cambridge, Mass: Distributed by the MIT Press, 1991, pp. 68-71 (my emphasis). 
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the 1830s on ‘skew’ arch and oblique bridge design.52

At Swan River, I focus initially on the oblique as pictorial device because the patterns I 
observed in sketches informed my speculations on the oblique principles in architecture. Later I 
discuss the aesthetic and social implications of the oblique depiction of buildings, towns and 
settings. I have already touched on the elements of elongation and the oblique in Wittenoom’s 
1839 view of Perth from Mount Eliza. This was the first to immortalise what has since become 
the vantage point from where to capture the meta- and macro-view of the city and surrounds. 
Wittenoom’s oblique stance is a persuasive accentuation of the encircling yet not fully enclosing 
arm of Point Fraser in the middle distance and the Darling Scarp beyond, which suggest 
containment and extension at the same time. In this way, and because of its prominent opening 
position in Ogle’s Colony of Western Australia, this image can be seen as a symbolic welcome 
to prospective emigrants. Seen in this image is the combination of an  oblique view and a 
horizontal or lateral emphasis that is an extraordinarily consistent pictorial approach at Swan 
River, the combination leading the eye continually across a picture and outside its frame. In 
displaying a lateral extension beyond the picture’s frame, this image offers an interesting 
variation on the picturesque which was consistently predicated on placement within the frame. 
We could thus suggest that it points to the emergence of a ‘post-picturesque’ phenomenon at 
Swan River.  

 My use of the oblique illuminates early 
nineteenth century approaches to the design and depiction of the settlement that have not 
previously been recognised. For instance, the sketches of Swan River (and other colonies too) 
that have traditionally been described (and often dismissed) as topographic might be better 
understood because of their oblique preoccupations as topological. By this I mean that the 
sketches show an emphasis on typicality and continuity. The oblique point of view literally and 
metaphorically provides another way of analysing and explaining colonial imagery. This does 
not preclude conventional art-historical study of perspectival composition, topographic 
description or narrative content but adds an alternative to these methods of pictorial analysis. As 
will be seen, the oblique dominates views and images of Swan River, and turns out to be a 
primary form of pictorial expression and spatial invention. 

This accent on the horizontal or transverse is especially interesting. Not only does it 
reinstate the subjective coordinate system that Panofsky sees exemplified in the oblique 
worldview of the Trecento; in addition, it parallels new ways of viewing and seeing that 
Jonathon Crary has identified as emerging in the decades of the 1820s and 1830s. Of particular 
note is Crary’s discussion of the paradigm shift in theories of the nature of light, in which the 
‘notion of a rectilinear propagation of light rays on which … in part, the science of perspective 
was based’ was made obsolete by the conclusion that ‘the vibrations of which light consisted 
were entirely transverse’.53

                                                 
52 See P. Nicholson, The guide to railway masonry: containing a complete treatise on the oblique arch, in four parts, 
with an appendix, London: E. & F.N. Spon, 1839. 

 The oblique-transverse combination features in other views of Perth 
from this spot, such as Horace Samson’s Perth 1847 (Fig. 6.18b). Before Wittenoom’s it was 

53 Jonathon Crary discusses this paradigm shift, and its impact on ‘nineteenth-century culture as a whole’, in his 
chapter on ‘Subjective vision and the separation of the senses’ in J. Crary, Techniques of the observer: on vision and 
modernity in the nineteenth century, Cambridge, Mass: M.I.T. Press, c.1990, p. 86. 
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strongly apparent in Frederick Garling’s 1827 View across the coastal plain (see Chapter Three, 
Fig. 3.2). As well as displaying the same ‘post-picturesque’ horizontal emphasis, these images 
all adopt the prospect-sketch aesthetic in which romanticism and speculative thought were 
manifest at Swan River.  

Wittenoom’s reverse prospect – Sketch of Perth and Melville Waters with Mount Eliza – 
shows the mount viewed from the town. Being a corner site, this should reveal a capacious view 
down the street corridor to the river, but with the spectator positioned to the far left, the street to 
the right of centre quickly disappears obliquely behind dense foliage. Thwarting the potential 
dominance of the street, this composition accentuates the integration of built and natural 
environments in a manner entirely consistent with the prospect views from Mount Eliza. A 
continuous band of elevated land frames the expanse of Perth and Melville Waters to the south-
west, with Mount Eliza penetrating the frame in the middle distance. This and other similar 
projections into the river accentuate the horizontal movement that works alongside the oblique 
approach to shift the focal point way outside the picture plane to the left before swinging the eye 
back again to the right. The fading of lines in the distance and the absence of enclosing land on 
the left side (east) of the picture enhance this lateral rhythm. Again, there is the balance of 
openness and enclosure, containment and infinite extension. An 1850 view by Alexander Taylor 
is remarkably similar in composition and approach although the buildings in the foreground are 
given greater attention. Both views are projected obliquely across the town grid, appearing 
rather to be focused along the course of the Swan River in a south-westerly direction towards 
Fremantle (Fig. 6.19). It is impossible to determine the intent behind this orientation. 
Nevertheless, these views are graphic illustrations of the concepts described in Chapter Five – 
the land looking west, the colony as entrepôt, the elongated nature of the settlement – and as 
such reflect the symbolic and aesthetic considerations that influenced Stirling’s 1827 
observations and 1829 selection of this site for the capital. 

Views of Fremantle similarly display the oblique as well as prospect-sketch paradigms 
(Fig 6.20). Depicting the embryonic port town from almost identical locations (and both dated 
1832) are Jane Currie’s Panorama of the Swan River settlement and Richard Morrell’s View 
from Church Hill (East). Both are from high ground to the east, looking obliquely south-west 
across the main axis of High Street that terminates at the distant eminence of the Fremantle 
Gaol crowning Arthur Head. Directly returning the gaze is Wittenoom’s 1839 Sketch of the 
town of Fremantle from the Court House - Arthur's Head, looking north from the elevated 
vantage point along the skewed axis of High Street. In each case, the Gaol overlooks a group of 
buildings presenting oblique faces. But the Gaol does not in fact arrest or dominate the views 
despite being the only really substantial and most prominently sited building in Fremantle (and 
in the entire Colony) at that time. Most interesting about these views is the constant deferral of 
focus from building to setting. In Wittenoom’s view, the buildings form a collective ordered by 
fence lines and roads, the whole framed by sea and scarp. While perhaps the most strongly 
perspectival of his sketches, he has again avoided a classical axiality by standing to the side of 
the Gaol. In so doing, he looks obliquely across the town and maximises the opportunity for 
exposure of building faces, thus depicting the breadth and spread of settlement. In the Morrell 
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and Currie examples, the oblique view of the town and the multi-faceted Gaol directs the eye 
away from the building in a flow of oblique and transverse lines across the surface of the 
images.  

In all these images the setting is dominant and the numerous individual figures of 
buildings and other objects are secondary to the whole. This is particularly so in Currie’s 
panorama. Despite the cropping of this image in Western Towns and Buildings to frame and 
thus emphasise the Gaol, her view is actually far more expansive and comprehensive. At just 
under three metres long (only 27 centimetres high) the image spans four sketchbook pages, as if 
simulating the undulating and elongated coastal setting of Fremantle in which the building is a 
small though commanding figure to the left of centre. Hers is a narrative of life in the colony 
and the sweeping view is symbolic of the breadth of her attentions: note the washing hung out to 
dry and the figures going about daily activities.54

Comparison with other Australian examples highlights the centrality of the oblique 
approach to an understanding of Swan River’s built environment. Rarely are buildings at Swan 
River depicted frontally, even when image structure and object position warrant it. This is 
significant when compared with John Eyre’s 1806 View of Sydney from the West Side of the 
Cove, or Major James Taylor’s A Panoramic View of Sydney from 1823 (Fig. 6.21). Each of 
these mainly shows buildings obliquely but nonetheless situated within a conventional 
perspectival framework, dominated by dramatic vanishing of lines and elements. Furthermore, 
what appear to be important buildings appear in frontal view. Such flatness contrasts with the 
surrounding three-dimensional objects and effectively arrests the eye. Placement at focal points 
further frames prominent buildings. Eyre’s is an intricately layered scene framed by dark rocky 
ground and a group of Aboriginal bystanders, contrasting with the smooth whiteness of the 

 Like Wittenoom’s, Currie’s panorama defies 
perspectival conventions. Although gradual diminution of elements conveys a sense of depth, 
this is far less significant than the sweep of the setting defined by the layered contours of the 
sand dunes and captured by the oblique stance. While portraying the dominant siting of the Gaol 
the structure of this panorama suggests that Currie (as with the colonists generally) was 
interested less in framing special singular buildings than representing the character and scale of 
the settlement at large. Further underlining the emphasis on setting is a sense of movement 
across the surfaces of depicted objects and picture plane alike. Because the oblique is always 
turning corners, exposing edges, it shows ‘objectness’ as well as spread. Departing from the 
ideal perspectival ordering of space, the oblique offers instead a mobile experience (what 
Panofsky terms ‘turning movement’) that underlines the spatial potential of the image. Features 
such as asymmetrical composition, off-centre focal points, and diagonal movement across the 
picture plane are of course consistent with picturesque convention and it is important to note 
again here the influence of these principles at Swan River. At the same time, however, the 
evidence of oblique (and transverse) applications in Swan River imagery, such as underlined by 
the emphasis on surface and setting, points to concerns that literally move ‘outside the frame’ 
towards a post-picturesque expression.  

                                                 
54 C. Jordan, Picturesque pursuits: colonial women artists & the amateur tradition, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne 
University Press, 2005, p. 69, also makes this observation. 



Chapter 6 Realising prospects 

221 

buildings in their foreground. In the middle distance just to the right of centre, the town of 
Sydney is a focal point by virtue of perspectival depth and flattening of key buildings. Again 
this is an arresting mechanism, though more subtle than Taylor’s. By contrast, images of the 
Swan River Colony do not depict even prominent buildings such as the Fremantle Gaol or old 
Government House in this way. At all times they appear in the round (note the plan form and 
common naming of Fremantle Gaol as the Round House) and do not terminate the eye or 
prioritise individual buildings over a broader sense of setting.  

Given that any oblique view of a town would inevitably reveal a many-sided reading of 
most of the buildings, is the oblique anything other than a pictorial effect? Does the preceding 
pictorial analysis reveal anything about the approaches to the colony’s architectural or spatial 
design, such as a shift from frontality, for example? An initial response to these questions turns 
to the dual reading of the oblique as (i) an alternative or indirect attitude and (ii) a skewed or 
angled topological or formal manifestation. Both infer the existence of an edge. This edge 
condition I see as being relevant to discussions of colonial architecture at Swan River in relation 
to (i) cultural or social attitude (at the margins of architecture, for example); (ii) the topological 
nature of form (the meeting of surfaces); and (iii) contextual position or orientation (at the outer 
limits of a place). 

My contention is that the sketches of Swan River describe buildings and settings that 
are ‘on the edge of architecture’ in several ways. This is not least, as discussed in earlier 
chapters, because a design professional (Civil Engineer Henry Reveley) was included in 
Stirling’s civil establishment only at the last minute, and the Colony in fact did not have a 
position entitled ‘Colonial’ or ‘Government Architect’ until late in the nineteenth century.55

                                                 
55 The first to receive the title ‘Colonial Architect’ in 1896 was George Temple Poole. 

 In 
addition, first, apart from select government works (and even sometimes in these cases) 
buildings were generally the work of amateurs though, as evidenced in sketches and letters, 
there was considerable architectural interest and awareness amongst the colonists. Second, the 
Australian architectural histories have unintentionally cultivated ambiguity around the aesthetic 
of simplicity, which either has gone virtually unrecognised as a design approach or been 
subsumed in presentations of an unself-conscious (and implicitly morally superior) vernacular. 
The result is a prevailing uncertainty in Australian circles about what is and is not ‘architecture’. 
Third, buildings at Swan River are not obviously or conventionally urban, civic, or institutional 
and they are not monumental in a neo-classical sense – instead they are modest, speculative, 
provisional. Fourth, Swan River buildings are on the edge of architecture because they 
constantly refer and defer to their settings, an approach consistent with picturesque principles. 
As seen in sketches and to be further discussed, this is reflected in the oblique’s emphasis on the 
edges of objects. The edges are the seams which define descriptively, topologically and 
symbolically the connectivity of buildings to their towns and landscapes. Finally, the edge 
condition seems especially descriptive of the morphology of the principal towns of Perth and 
Fremantle, effectively planned without traditional centres. Instead, a series of edges, both 
natural and artificial but often necessarily indeterminate, order the towns. Such indeterminacy 
allowed for future expansion but also invoked the sense of the infinite so persuasively sketched 
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by Wittenoom for example. As shown in the next chapter, the oblique underpins not only the 
representations of the settlement but also the placing and design of its buildings and settings, 
thus linking aesthetic intent, pictorial space and architectural form.  
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7 Building settings  
On the edge of architecture 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7.1 Building sketches 
The previous chapter explored the oblique as an idea and a technique linking the representation 
and planning of the settlement. I now aim to demonstrate that the oblique principles used in 
sketches are also evident in the design of buildings and settings at Swan River. To this end I 
examine the reciprocal relationships between images and buildings, and the processes of 
designing, sketching and building. Throughout the thesis I have highlighted the frequent and 
diverse use by the colonists of visual and verbal imagery for what I broadly consider 
architectural purposes. That is, many images are not simply descriptive but projective of ideas 
about and approaches to settlement design in terms of architecture, landscape and social space. 
A number of images have provided links between image and object, between depiction and 
projection, and across the scales of settlement in ways that illustrate my argument for the design 
of buildings and settings at Swan River.  

Throughout the thesis the term ‘design’ has been used to denote intent and to 
encompass noun and verb forms of the word which refer to (i) the object or project (‘the 
design’) that is a manufactured outcome of (ii) the ideation process, the speculative act of 
designing (projecting or planning). In the creation of the settlement’s built fabric can be seen the 
prefigurative and formative grounding of the settlement. This includes the prospective visions 
and representations of James Stirling, Charles Fraser and Frederick Garling; a shared romantic 
sketch aesthetic; the synergistic imperatives of movement and settlement; the prefigurative 
tropes of garden and clearing; the sense of duality (romanticism’s two-way glance) influencing 
the colony’s layout; and the mechanisms for preparing the ground, laying the foundations. The 
following discussion extends this intellectual and cultural grounding of the settlement, through a 
focus on two linked propositions. One is that the design of buildings and settings shows an 
engagement with the oblique paradigm. This gives rise to expressions of openness, continuity 
and harmony that resonate with romantic aesthetics and which represent pictorial, architectural 
and social aspirations. The second and related proposition is that the low scale but vast reach of 
the settlement, which was at once modest and monumental in form and impact, shows strongly 
suburban characteristics in its design. 

In Chapter Six I discussed the importance of the oblique at the larger scale to the actual 
layout of the town of Perth. This was seen particularly in the positioning of the town site and 
grid-plan relative to Mount Eliza and Perth Water (and the lengthy roadstead of the town’s river 
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frontage). The angled or skewed relationship of these site elements optimally enhances the 
elongated nature of the town plan and thus the effective spread of settlement. Qualities of 
dispersal and openness are, as discussed earlier, pictorial effects but they are also actual spatial 
outcomes of this site composition, and characteristic of Swan River’s built environment more 
generally. The possible reasons for this are many and some have already been touched upon in 
the thesis. On the one hand, distance between properties (especially in more rural settings) was 
considered important to ensure the agricultural prosperity of the colony. There was also the 
pragmatic need in urban areas to have buildings detached to secure the colonists’ safety (from 
fire in particular) and privacy. On these grounds detachment and openness was largely a 
functional outcome of pragmatic concerns. On the other hand, the dispersion seems a product of 
psychological and aesthetic as much as imperial needs, to counteract (in Robin Boyd’s terms) 
the vast scale and horizontality of the landscape: this is the elongation argument again that 
justifies the colonisation of an extensive surface in order more comprehensively to settle the 
region.1

The open character of the built environment supports my theory that an oblique 
sensibility was instrumental to the spatial and architectural organisation of the colonial settings, 
which featured apparently contradictory characteristics of continuity and separateness. An 
appreciation of this paradox helps us to understand the special pictorial as well as architectural 
achievements at Swan River. Many sketches, for instance, emphasise the separateness of 
detached dwellings and, at the same time through continuity of building types and materials, the 
connectedness of the setting. To explain this further: the many-sided nature of each object 
highlights the connectedness of surfaces in each individual case but, or as well, relies upon 
separateness of objects from one another and openness of landscape as preconditions for the 
legibility of the topological nature of the individual buildings. In order to be seen ‘in the round’ 
detachment from other objects is essential. This separateness allows too for visible similarity or 
consistency in building type, scale and material that enhances the continuity of the setting. So 
the effects of continuity are evident within individual buildings/objects with self-similar sides, 
and within a group of like buildings/objects physically detached from one another but 
thematically, materially or stylistically linked. Conjoining elements such as surfaces, fences and 
landscapes blend figures with ground, further counteracting the separateness of buildings. In 
this way, although the majority of Perth buildings sit regular to the town grids and so in reality 
would offer a topological experience only via movement around them, the settings would in fact 

 These forces are not opposing: rather they work towards a common end, together with 
the emergent romantic sensibility, to create a kind of democratic environment. By this I mean 
one built around principles of uniform dispersion rather than concentration or centralisation; 
emphasising edges rather than centres; ambivalently sub-urban rather than traditionally 
(classically, monumentally) urban in intent and execution. This seems an eminently appropriate 
model for a free-enterprise establishment substantially built by private investment, and settled at 
a time when the suburban was strongly emerging in Britain and the United States as a desirable 
lifestyle choice.  

                                                 
1 I am grateful to Conrad Hamann for his observation about the similarity here to the aesthetic affecting the US 
Prairie state settlements after 1865. 
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possess the qualities of openness, dispersion and continuity otherwise conveyed by the images’ 
oblique viewpoints. 

If, at the macro-scale, the oblique underlies the relationship between major site elements 
and the dispersion of the Colony’s built environment, at the more intimate scale it is apparent in 
the topology or formal characteristics of individual buildings and objects. Moreover, it works to 
highlight both the commonality of the main stock of buildings as well as the distinctiveness of 
select buildings. In general terms the depiction of many-sidedness accentuates the typicality of 
objects and thus the collective experience of settings. This is evident in many of the sketches 
discussed so far as well as in a particular group of images that have been equally useful in 
interpreting and explaining the aesthetic underpinnings at Swan River. These are a set of very 
small sketches found on the cover notes of a few letters found in the Colonial Secretary’s Office 
Records (CSR). At one level, these images are incidental and belong (with the pointing fingers) 
to the history of marginalia that I touched upon in Chapter Five. Yet these apparently 
insignificant drawings first led me to speculate on the influence of the sketch aesthetic on 
architecture and settlement at Swan River (Fig. 7.1). Dating from 1830, they are simple outlines 
of modest buildings of generic colonial type – the single-storey gabled or hipped roof form. 
Most convey the sense of the buildings as three-dimensional objects, but described through the 
oblique technique. I have not attempted to identify the buildings they describe, nor their 
authorship. (It is interesting to note, however, that as the sketches effectively overwrite the 
inscriptions on the cover notes it is likely that their author was someone within or with access to 
the Colonial Secretary’s Office, an official hand in other words.) Rather, I am interested in what 
the sketches might contribute to an understanding of colonial architecture at Swan River.  

It is my contention that these CSR sketches conflate the functions of representation and 
projection (or description and design). Moreover, despite being divorced from setting and other 
contextual clues, they provide a link between the scales of the collective and the individual 
object. First, it is possible that some at least are of proposed buildings and the evidence for this 
is in one example in particular. Figure 7.2 shows the cover note of an 1830 letter featuring a 
sketch of an elongated building, beside which is another of an exposed roof structure.2

                                                 
2 Cover note, Capt. Meares to Colonial Secretary, 28 Aug 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 8, Fol 117. 

 These 
appear to be exploratory or speculative studies of anticipated building forms. As such, one can 
say that these along with the other CSR images are expressions of intent. Moreover, the generic 
building outline repeated in each of the sketches underlines a desire for uniformity of type in the 
pursuit of a cohesive environment, and suggests that the simplicity, modesty and typicality 
expressed by building outline and composition is by design. Second, the outline form of the 
buildings in these drawings is entirely consistent with those in the various sketches of the 
settlement by Wittenoom, Currie and Morrell. In the CSR sketches is an early and essentially 
identical iteration of the generic form, modest scale and oblique view that characterises 
subsequent larger works. Although by different hands, for different audiences and different 
purposes, the various sketches show the same figurative building elements. All project the 
principles of elongation, detachment and commonality that have powerfully shaped the 
appearance of colonial buildings and settings at Swan River. Recognition of the similarities 
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between these different sketch types problematises the simplistic classification of topographic 
artwork as ‘descriptive’ (and also that of colonial buildings as ‘vernacular’) and indeed points to 
the aesthetic aspirations of much amateur colonial art. The linking of these sketch types testifies 
to the projective capacities and aesthetic intent of the colonists that underpinned the 
representation and design of buildings and settings at Swan River. 

In a different way, the oblique serves to highlight the distinctiveness of key buildings. 
The importance in the colonial setting of government and other public buildings owes 
considerably to their function of course, though in many instances building scale, materiality or 
style enhances their status. Siting in relation to context is another indicator of their ‘position’ in 
the community and here I am interested in the topological or oblique aspects of the Fremantle 
Gaol (1830, extant) and old Government House in Perth (1835, demolished) in particular. The 
Colony’s Civil Engineer, Henry Reveley, designed both as well as the Court House (1836-7, 
extant) and Public Offices (1839, demolished) in Perth. Relative to their functions and contexts 
my focus is on the siting of the buildings because it is in this regard that the oblique principles 
are especially pronounced. Siting is also a significant indicator that setting was an important 
aspect of design. As I demonstrate below, the study of siting provides evidence of aesthetic 
intent and romantic influence – forces usually denied in discussions of early colonial 
architecture and settlement, not least at Swan River.  

Building the oblique 
Evident in the oblique principles informing the siting and impact of Reveley’s buildings is a 
picturesque influence, expressed most visibly in the emphasis upon the design of architecture in 
relation to an environment, the integration of architecture with natural settings, and the 
incorporation of a sense of movement in the design of form and setting. Among the many 
historians and theorists of the picturesque, Middleton and Watkin write about the significant 
invention via the English picturesque, in particular, of a whole environment approach in which 
architecture was ‘placed’ in relation to physical as well as historical settings. As a result, 
architecture ‘came to be regarded as possessing evocative narrative or literary powers’.3

Preceding discussion in this and earlier chapters has underlined the extent to which 
sketches from the late 1820s and 1830s represent romantic aspirations to openness, detachment 
and continuity in colonial settings, and in Reveley’s buildings can be seen an amplification of 
such values. As with the general stock of buildings, his were designed to be seen in the round 
and as such required distance from neighbouring buildings. In each case, their detachment and 
orientation resulted from a combination of pragmatic and aesthetic imperatives, as I will shortly 

 At 
Swan River, architecture’s narrative powers were focused especially upon the new colonial 
environment, with an interest in the prospective rather than in historical settings. The placing of 
buildings relative to settings interests me here for two reasons. The first is that the siting, 
positioning or orienting of a building in relation to its natural, artificial and historical settings 
contributed to the making of a place. The second, more specifically, is that this placing and 
place-making at Swan River occurs most powerfully through the mechanisms of the oblique.  

                                                 
3 R. Middleton and D. Watkin, Architecture of the Nineteenth Century, Milan: Electa Architecture, c.2003, p. 35. 
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demonstrate. Likely indication of Reveley’s aesthetic tastes is found in his close involvement 
with the Byron/Shelley/Keats circle of Romantic poets (via the literary and activist career of his 
mother, Maria Gisbourne).4 As well, some of Reveley’s buildings show influence of the advice 
published in An Architectural Dictionary, containing a correct nomenclature and derivation of 
the terms employed by architects, builders, and workmen by Scottish architect, engineer and 
educator, Peter Nicholson.5

Most dramatically sited is the first permanent and oldest surviving public building, the 
Fremantle Gaol (1831); also the most unusual of the early colonial buildings due to its twelve-
sided plan enclosing an inner court (Fig. 7.3). There has been much speculation about the debt 
that Reveley owed here to his architect father, Willey ‘Athenian’ Reveley, from whom he 
acquired knowledge of both European classical architecture and Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon 
prison design. But it is interesting to note the degree to which Reveley’s design corresponds 
with recommendations from Nicholson, who identifies the ‘principal properties in the 
construction of a prison’ as ‘strength … to prevent the escape of the prisoners; and convenience, 
to promote their health’. Regarding the ‘situation of prisons’ Nicholson suggests that they 

 This reference text contains technical information relating to 
geometry and construction, but as well includes excerpts from William Gilpin and other authors, 
thus embedding within it picturesque principles. Though Western Australian architectural 
historians have not previously mentioned the influence (or even existence) of this book, its 
relevance to early Perth buildings will become clear through this chapter. One can assume that 
Reveley was familiar with this and other texts included in the first shipment of books to Swan 
River in 1829 (see Chapter Four). Reveley’s buildings seem to reflect Nicholson’s advice 
relating to the siting of public buildings, for example, as discussed below. 

“be built on a spot that is airy, and, if possible, near a river, or a brook. I have commonly 
found prisons situate near a river, the cleanest and most healthy … 

“If it not be practicable to build near a stream, then an eminence should be chosen: for as 
the wall round a prison should be so high as greatly to obstruct a free circulation of air, this 
inconvenience should be lessened by rising ground, and the prison should not be 
surrounded by other buildings, nor built in the middle of a town or city. 

“That part of the building which … contains the men-felons’ ward, may be …raised on 
arcades, that it may be more airy, and leave under it a dry walk in wet weather. 

“Every court should be paved with flags, or flat stones, for the more convenient washing 
it…”6

 
 

Reveley’s gaol closely matches these principles of strength and convenience: construction and 
courtyard paving were of cut stone blocks, while inside ‘the Walls [were] built of rough quarry 

                                                 
4 Reveley’s parents were ‘friends of such intellectual liberals as Jeremy Bentham, Thomas Holcroft, William Godwin 
and his wife Mary Wollstonecraft. When the last-named died soon after giving birth to a daughter, her infant was 
brought up for some years in the Reveley’s home. This child later became the second wife of the poet Percy Shelley 
and author of the novel Frankenstein’. After the death of his father, Willey, in 1799, Henry and his mother moved to 
Italy, where he graduated as a civil engineer from the University of Pisa and became a close friend of Shelley, ‘whom 
he saved from drowning in the River Arno in 1821’. See R. Oldham, ‘Reveley, Henry Willey (1788 - 1875)’ in 
Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 2, Carlton, Vic: Melbourne University Press, 1967, pp. 376-377. 
5 Peter Nicholson, An Architectural Dictionary, containing a correct nomenclature and derivation of the terms 
employed by architects, builders, and workmen, 2 vols, London: J Barfield, 1812-1819. As noted in Chapter Six, 
Nicholson later published The guide to railway masonry: containing a complete treatise on the oblique arch, in four 
parts, with an appendix, London: E. & F.N. Spon, 1839. This reflects his architectural as well as mathematical 
interests, but also point to the currency of the term ‘oblique’ in the context of architectural technology in the early 
nineteenth century. 
6 Nicholson, Architectural Dictionary, p. 578; and quoting a ‘Mr Howard’ on prison design, pp. 578-9. 
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stones’ and later plastered at Reveley’s request for the convenience of the prisoners.7 However, 
the siting is of special interest here for it is at once functional, strategic and aesthetic. It is 
functional and strategic as per Nicholson, occupying an eminent, airy spot beside the sea, not 
(then) surrounded by other buildings, and not in the middle of town but on the western-most 
outcrop of Arthur Head. Moreover, beneath the main floor of the building is a tunnel connecting 
Fremantle’s High Street to the beach behind the cliff, elevating the building ‘that it may … 
leave under it a dry walk in wet weather’. The siting is also fortuitous inasmuch as tenders from 
the builder showed that construction would cost less on the headland (£18.4.0) than on the plain 
(£18.9.11), probably owing to the limestone immediately available on the Arthur Head site.8

Most importantly for the thesis, however, its siting and design seem equally motivated 
by aesthetics. I make this claim on the basis of the siting strategies and oblique principles 
apparently influencing its design, especially in relation to its multi-faceted plan form. Long 
known as the Round House, this was the ultimately isolated object terminating the main axis of 
High Street. Then a prominent symbol of imperial authority, it remains today an historic urban 
marker (Fig. 7.4). Beside its unique footprint and obvious formal significance, much of its 
grandeur and memorability stems from the building’s resonance with its artificial and natural 
setting. Constructed of chiselled face limestone with the flat roof concealed by parapets, the 
building merges with as it emerges from the rocky cliff at Arthur Head. No matter that the flat 
roof leaked within two months of completion (and then not yet winter), the building design 
emphasises the walled enclosure and thus accentuates the primacy of the physical, aesthetic and 
cultural context.

  

9

The old Government House in Perth demonstrates a different though equally masterful 
merging of building and setting through application of oblique principles. Replacing the 1832 
‘framed and boarded’ timber ‘House and offices for the temporary residence’, which was 
always ‘provisional only, being wholly unfit for the Governor’s future residence’, the 1834 
building was modest for its purpose (and already too small when completed).

 The extent to which building and setting were extensions of one another is 
illustrated perfectly in Currie’s panorama: colour, light and texture harmoniously blend the 
limestone walls with the rocky outcrop of Arthur Head. As well, its faceted profile contributes 
to a permanently oblique reading of this building, and contiguity of the limestone material 
across building and site extends the building’s limits, as does the elevated, symmetrical and 
axial nature of its positioning. 

10

                                                 
7 Excerpt from letter, H.W. Reveley to CSO, 10 May 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 15, Fol 73. 

 The story of its 
procurement, however, is fascinating (and has already been touched on in the thesis). Pamela 
Statham-Drew recounts that, after toying with the notion of a floating residence on board ship, 
Stirling considered the spectacular option of ‘erecting a house on the crest of Mount Eliza 
overlooking the township’. Geographically, this would have further dispersed the town’s civic 
functions and cemented the oblique relationship between Mount and town in a most direct way. 
His desire seems additional evidence of the aesthetic values underpinning his choice of town 

8 Tender from R. Lewis, 6 August 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 8, Fol 64. 
9 See the following letters from CSR Acc 36: (i) H.W. Reveley, 18 Jan 1831, Vol 12, Fol 84; H.W. Reveley, 31 
March 1831, Vol 13, Fol 219; H.W. Reveley, 23 April 1831, Vol 14, Fol 106. 
10 General Statement of Public Works submitted by the Civil Engineer’s Office, 12 March 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 
13, Fol 121. 
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site and town plan. However, he was persuaded against this option on grounds of inaccessibility. 
No money was reserved for a new Government House and there was no better site in the town 
than the one on which the temporary timber building had stood, so in an enterprising move, 
Stirling proposed to purchase that piece of ‘prime river frontage’ and on it erect at his own 
expense ‘an imposing building’. He would then possess the ‘only suitable residence for a 
Governor’, which the authorities would be virtually obliged to buy at Stirling’s price. When 
asked “whether it would be advisable or not for the Public Interest that he should assume 
possession of the Ground and proceed to the Erection of a Residence” Stirling’s councillors 
made no objection.11 Indeed Stirling was, ‘the artificer of his own fortune’.12

Stirling orchestrated the location and position of the building to enhance the worth of 
the site and, as well, the building’s status. Despite its relatively small floor area, the siting of the 
building augmented its scale in another important way. Plans and published tender documents 
show that the building was three rooms deep on the east side but only two deep on the west 
(Fig. 7.5).

  

13 The longer north and east elevations are prominent in sketches and photographs that 
almost exclusively capture the three-quarter view of the building from the north-east direction 
of the main approach. If anything, the photographic view in Figure 7.6 lengthens the front 
further.14 It is possible that there was a concerted effort to have visitors and spectators view the 
building from this angle to amplify its size and effect of grandeur. As described in an 1834 
Perth Gazette, ‘The design for the Building ... at a comparatively moderate expense, will 
present the elevation of an edifice of considerable size’.15 The oblique view effectively stretches 
the building in the horizontal dimension and, as well, enhances the layered effect, exaggerating 
its spread. However, this was not only an outcome of pictorial license: based on views and an 
1834 plan of the Government Garden (Fig. 7.7), the building (as well as the first temporary 
Government House of 1829 and other buildings in the Garden) was oriented due north, oblique 
to the street grid.16

                                                 
11 P. Statham-Drew, James Stirling: Admiral and founding Governor of Western Australia, Crawley: UWA Press, 
2003, p. 256. 

 In other words, the three-quarter view favoured in images of the building is 
what would actually have been experienced from Perth’s main street and along the path towards 
the building’s main entrance. Whether this was Stirling’s or Reveley’s idea is difficult to 
determine, but this deliberate oblique positioning moderates the building’s formal (neo-
classical) urban or civic presence, accentuating instead its informal and romantic garden setting.  

12 G.F. Moore, Diary of Ten Years of an Early Settler in Western Australia, Facsimile edition, Nedlands: UWA Press, 
1978, p. 117. 
13 ‘Tender by John Morrell to execute Masons work to wings of Building now in progress for His Excellency Govr 
Sir James Stirling at Perth’, CSR Acc 36, Vol 38, Fol 180. 
14 See for instance Government House, Perth, Western Australia, 1859, by Henry Wray, after R.W. Clarke. Also 
photographs from the later colonial period (see Fig. 7.6 a, b, c). 
15 Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal, 2(95): 25 Oct 1834: p. 379: ‘The foundation stone of the Building 
about to be erected on the site of the old Government House, and which is to be the future residence of His 
Excellency the Governor, was laid on Monday last, by Lady Stirling. The design for the Building, which will be of 
faced stone, is extremely chaste, as well as appropriate to the situation, and at a comparatively moderate expense, will 
present the elevation of an edifice of considerable size’. 
16 This is evident in the drawing at Figure 7.7. The original plan and survey of the Government Garden is contained in 
a letter from J.S. Roe, H.C. Sutherland and H.W. Reveley to the Colonial Secretary, reporting on a survey of 
boundaries of the Government Garden, Perth 30 Sept 1834, CSR Acc 36, Vol 34/51-4. 
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Notable at both the Gaol and Government House is their peripheral siting, underlining 
the importance of the edge as an urban force at Swan River.17

The romantic aesthetics informing the siting of Reveley’s government buildings are 
evident in other aspects of building design. Consistent with the language customarily reserved 
for Australia’s early colonial architecture Reveley’s buildings have been described as ‘chaste’, 
‘simple’, ‘utilitarian’, ‘unselfconscious’, ‘vernacular’ – even ‘gallant’: terms taken to imply an 
absence of contrivance or artifice.

 Both stand relative to and as 
markers of edges, particularly near water: the Gaol terminates Fremantle’s main street and 
marks the outermost edge of (significantly, too, the point of arrival at) the Colony; Government 
House anchored the Government Garden bordering the river. More urban than most of the early 
colonial buildings, the Court House fronted Pier Street close to the river’s edge. Apart from the 
identification of high ground for religious buildings (which in Perth is relatively central to the 
town plan), such emphasis through key public buildings of the town limits reinforces the 
absence of a traditional urban centre.  

18

7.2 The contrivance of simplicity: Reveley’s romanticism 

 This reflects the didactic essentialism that is a persistent 
theme in Australian architectural writing. As discussed in Chapter One, such descriptors derive 
largely from the stripped back neoclassical style generally associated with early colonial 
architecture across Australia. Though this classification is superficially effective, its narrowness 
does not account for broader aspects of design in which romantic values are in fact present if not 
predominant, as just seen with respect to siting. A comparative exploration of the balance of 
neoclassic and romantic values, embedded in a variety of ways in Australian colonial 
architecture and settings, would provide insight into the social, cultural, political and intellectual 
contexts surrounding the emergence and development of the colonies as well as the more 
specific concerns influencing architecture at different times and in different places. To explore 
these issues in detail here would be to write a different thesis: I point to them mainly to 
highlight potential avenues for future research. My interest instead is in the coexistence of 
neoclassical and romantic values in Swan River’s early colonial built environment. 

At Swan River, as with most early colonial architecture in Australia, the neoclassical is manifest 
chiefly through the adoption of Greek Revival and other similar architectural styles. This was 
seen by the modernist architectural historians as a singular expression, however I am interested 
in exposing the concurrent romantic traits and the existence of artifice underlying much early 
colonial architecture. A key objective of this thesis has been to expose simplicity as a 
contrivance and an aesthetic choice, rather than the inevitable outcome of circumstance. Study 
of the visual sketch form is again pertinent here. Discussed earlier in the thesis is Richard Sha’s 
observation that much of the power of the sketch, for instance, lies in its ability to conceal the 

                                                 
17 This peripheral siting is also evident for instance in Francis Greenway’s 1817 Fort Macquarie at Bennelong Point, 
on what is now the Sydney Opera House site. 
18 See J. White, ‘Building in Western Australia 1829-1850’, p. 85, and M.U. Beasley, ‘Architectural Styles and their 
sources since 1831’, p. 193  in M. Pitt Morison & J. White (eds), Western Towns and Buildings, Nedlands, W.A: 
University of Western Australia Press for the Education Committee, 150th Anniversary Celebrations 1979; R. & J. 
Oldham, Western Heritage: a study of the colonial architecture of Perth, Western Australia, Perth: Lamb 
Publications, 1967, 2nd ed, pp. 13, 23-6. 
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artifice and emphasise the apparent naturalness and truthfulness of its construction. What Sha 
calls the ‘rhetoric of denied rhetoricity’ seems applicable to the interpretations of neoclassical 
architecture by Australia’s twentieth century historians: it is a style often seen as something 
other than itself, as astylar, as unselfconscious and therefore virtuous and honest.19 In this way it 
provides an ethical precursor for orthodox modernism. It is important to underline here that 
when it comes to the moral associations between simplicity and neoclassic architecture, the 
conceit lies especially with those in the twentieth century who have constructed Australian 
architecture’s foundational narrative, who clearly equated contrivance or artifice with 
complexity (or the unessential additions to external form). Reveley himself was forthright in his 
aesthetic desires for ‘uniformity’ (especially of materials) and ‘neatness’: ‘[i]n regard to the flat 
Roofs in general I beg further to state that their introduction is desirable as well from neatness 
of appearance as from motives of economy’.20

Necessity was not the main imperative for Reveley. His buildings belong to the 
neoclassical oeuvre but far from showing absence of artifice, uniformity was a deliberate artistic 
expression of simplicity and utility. Further challenging simplistic classifications is the fact that 
proponents of the picturesque valued uniformity as well as symmetry and other purportedly 
neoclassic characteristics. William Gilpin made this clear in the following two passages cited in 
Nicholson’s Dictionary. First: 

  

Those objects are most properly denominated picturesque, which are disposed by the hand 
of nature with a mixture of varied rudeness, simplicity, and grandeur. … “The idea of neat 
and smooth (says Mr Gilpin), instead of being picturesque, in fact disqualify the object in 
which they reside from any pretensions to picturesque beauty.”21

 
 

And second: 
Besides magnitude a considerable degree of elegance is required to produce grandeur. 
Sameness of surface, without diversities of figure symmetrically disposed, will not raise 
any pleasure in the mind. But, when parts of an edifice follow each other alternately, or 
repeat a series of symmetrical portions in succession, the combination is easily understood, 
and the imagination pleased with the uniformity and variety of the compositions.22

 
 

Reveley’s buildings are broadly neoclassical in style, but also align with some of the 
picturesque qualities outlined by Gilpin above. Even his interest in neatness is to achieve 
simplicity of form, uniformity and grandeur rather than smoothness. His buildings are all of 
stone construction in accord with their importance and intended permanence within the colony 
and he baulked at what he saw as the detrimental effect of timber upon the uniformity of a stone 
building.23

                                                 
19 R.C. Sha, The Visual and Verbal Sketch in British Romanticism, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1998, p. 1: ‘since simplicity and authenticity are requisite to Romantic aesthetics, this ideological rhetoric of denied 
rhetoricity makes the sketch truly artful to the emerging middling classes of Romantic readers. By situating the 
sketch’s aesthetic and ideological powers in this powerful rhetoric of denied rhetoricity [Sha emphasizes] its 
conflicted rhetorical character’. 

 Reveley used stone in ways that highlighted the roughness and variety of the 

20 H.W. Reveley to CSO, 20 June 1835, CSR Acc 36, Vol 40, Fol 159-60 (my emphasis), referring to the leaking roof 
of the new Court House at Fremantle. 
21 Nicholson, quoting William Gilpin, Architectural Dictionary, pp. 515-6 (my emphasis). 
22 P. Nicholson, The New Practical Builder and Workman's Companion, containing a full display and elucidation of 
the most recent and skilful methods, pursued by architects and artificers, London: Printed for Thomas Kelly, 1823 
[i.e. 1825], p. 448 (my emphasis). 
23 See letter from Reveley regarding the detrimental effect upon the uniformity of a stone building of 
weatherboarding and shingling to improve its weatherproofing: Reveley to CSO, 12 March 1836, CSR Acc 36, Vol 
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material and formal properties of the buildings, and in direct correspondence with his siting 
strategies. Currie captured this roughness exquisitely and in clear contrast to the neoclassical 
smoothness of Eyre’s whitewashed Sydney buildings. The simple and even austere effect of the 
Gaol, for instance, is an outcome of style, materiality, plan form and siting. It is minimal in 
expression, neatly concealing its flat roof behind a stone parapet. But there is also variety here, 
and modest decorative effect derives from its faceted stone profile as the parts ‘follow each 
other alternately’ around its small girth. We can see in this building the first instance of a kind 
of big-smallness or small-bigness that I suggest is characteristic of Reveley’s buildings as well 
as responsive to the overall modest-yet-vast scale of the Colony.24 Reveley’s buildings are 
notably small in stature, yet each attempts to overcome its diminutive scale through deployment 
of aesthetic or other strategies to accentuate effects of simplicity, austerity or authority.25

Government House likewise displays the ambiguous big-smallness of a building that is 
monumental in scale but not in dimensions. Like the Round House, it is fundamentally a stone 
building. Here, an exterior of face stone coupled with plastered verandah and interior surfaces 
results in a variety of rough and smooth finishes. It is rather more mannered than the Round 
House: still concerned with an overall appearance of simplicity but less robust in expression and 
materiality. In style, form and setting there is again a ‘mixture of varied rudeness, simplicity, 
and grandeur’.

 In the 
Round House, minimal detailing impedes an accurate assessment of size and effectively 
amplifies the scale of the building to monumental levels.  

26 It features qualities of restraint and modesty but also authority. Especially 
interesting are its formal composition and stylistic range, making it perhaps the most explicitly 
romantic of Reveley’s buildings. (It also shows affinities with colonnaded cantonment 
bungalows in India, though Reveley’s possesses more monumental presence.) It comprises an 
elongated single storey that envelops a central orthogonal double volume, reflecting what 
Bernard Smith would call an ‘additive mode of creation’, and to which he attributed a romantic 
inclination.27 Its impression or outline seems again consistent with Nicholson, who suggests that 
‘though definite rules cannot be laid down for the formation and contours of buildings, yet the 
centre parts ought to assume commanding features, and the grand outlines of the entire should, 
generally speaking, approach to those of the pyramidal forms’.28

                                                                                                                                               
45, Fol 67-8: ‘In consequence of bad stone and rather indifferent workmanship the building [Court House, Fremantle] 
has settled, and perhaps the best plan would be to weather board and shingle it, which could be done by the Prisoners 
under the care of the Jailor and Mr Birch, if the materials are supplied, at little or no expense. The uniformity of the 
Building however would be destroyed.’ 

 Accordingly, the stretched 
ground floor that contains the re-entrant verandah emphasises horizontality; vertical 

24 This is not unlike the scalar ambivalence of Robert Venturi’s Vanna Venturi House of 1962. Venturi describes this 
as “big as well as little, … a little house with big scale” in S. von Moos, Venturi, Rauch & Scott Brown: Buildings 
and Projects, New York : Rizzoli, 1987, pp. 244-246. 
25 This would appear to be an early step in the great Australian tradition of ‘a grandeur and intensity of gesture that 
conspicuously outruns its financial, material and even programmatic resources’, as discussed by Conrad Hamann in 
his catalogue essay for the Australian exhibition at the 2008 Venice Architecture Biennale: ‘Patterns, Translations, 
Narratives – Australian architecture: themes in a diverse culture’,  Abundant: Australian Pavilion 11th International 
Architecture Exhibition la Biennale di Venezia 2008, Barton, ACT: Australian Institute of Architects, 2008, p. 33. 
26 Nicholson, quoting Gilpin, Architectural Dictionary, pp. 515-6. 
27 See the chapter ‘Comments on Style Change and Criticism in Sydney in 1947’ in B. Smith, The Antipodean 
Manifesto: Essays in Art and History, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1975, p. 55. In explaining the nature of 
the Gothic, Ruskin also aligned an additive mode of creation with romantic inspiration. 
28 Nicholson, New Practical Builder, p. 449. 
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counterpoints exist in the Doric colonnade, central double volume and, to the east, a lesser 
vertical extrusion with a visible skillion roof. The re-entrant verandah also generates diagonal 
readings. The result is a building that is deceptively long and low as well as tall. The horizontal 
predominates, however, owing to the setback of the central volume. Integration of building and 
setting is again carefully considered: Henry Wray’s sketch for instance shows that horizontal 
striations of river and landscape reiterate those of the building (Fig. 7.6a). Flat roofs over the 
verandah and central volume, concealed in each case behind parapets, reinforce horizontality 
(and neatness). Like the Round House, this is a romantic building in neoclassical dress. Its 
romantic qualities are evident in its oblique siting, in its aggregated, additive, pyramidal 
composition and in its stylistically mixed references. While the Doric colonnade proclaims neo-
classical heritage, the Regency mouldings to the cornice and parapets are only a step away from 
the neo-gothic crenellated profile seen at Francis Greenway’s Government House Stables of 
1817. This is not the place for an extended discussion of colonial Government House buildings, 
but Reveley’s and Greenway’s buildings inspire interesting comparisons in their overt romantic 
aspirations, stylistic juxtapositions and garden settings (Fig. 7.8). 

In contrast to the rather obvious contrivances underlying the conception and 
representation of Government House, nowhere is the image of restraint more pronounced than 
in Reveley’s Perth Court House (1837), even to the more urban siting close to the river and 
bordering Pier Street (Fig. 7.9). It is one of his last buildings in the Colony, and is probably 
regarded (perhaps because still extant) as Western Australia’s ‘typical’ colonial architectural 
expression due to its apparent simplicity and its use of proportions, language and materials. For 
Michael Beasley  

a simplicity which implies strength was a quality of … Reveley’s work. Nothing could be 
simpler nor more suitable for a lock-up than the Round House… Such too is the quality of 
the old Court House [which is] yet another simple Georgian box, with a porch of pre-fifth 
century columns of the Greek Doric order.29

 
  

For John White, it ‘epitomizes the modesty’ that characterises Swan River architecture into the 
1870s ‘but at the same time it is a reminder that the architecture of that early period was inspired 
by Greece and Rome, rather than medieval Europe’. White aptly recognised that the appearance 
of simplicity in the Court House is largely due to Reveley’s preference for neo-classicism, but 
White also betrays his own aesthetic tastes here: ‘Sensibly he avoided the more extreme forms 
of revival style current in England’ and instead designed in ‘a simple manner reminiscent of 
Georgian architecture, but with Italian overtones perhaps remembered from his youth in Italy’.30

That Reveley chose the Doric order again here is significant: I am aware of at least one 
building designed by him in Cape Town in which he used Ionic columns for example.

 
On closer inspection, however, this building is somewhat eclectic – if restrained – featuring 
Venetian shutters, Greek Doric columns, ‘Colonial’ roof form and, inside, a local jarrah 
mezzanine.  

31

                                                 
29 Beasley, ‘Architectural Styles’, in Western Towns and Buildings, p. 193 (my emphasis). 

 His 

30 J. White, ‘Building in Western Australia 1829-1850’, in Western Towns and Buildings, pp. 85, 82.  
31 From 1827 Reveley was based in Cape Town as Colonial Civil Engineer for a short period before relocating at 
Stirling’s request to Swan River in 1829. See R. Oldham, ‘Reveley, Henry Willey (1788 - 1875)’ in ADB, Vol 2, pp. 
376-377. 
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choice for the Court House (and equally Government House) may partly be explained by 
reference to Nicholson’s New Practical Builder which presents the evolution and characteristics 
of the orders in terms of what Ernst Gombrich, after Vitruvius, would suggest are ‘expressive 
features’: the Doric ‘compared with the beauty of the stocky male body, the Ionic [with] the 
proportions of the female body’.32

…is of a grave, robust, or masculine, aspect… Being the most antient [sic] of all the orders, 
it retains more of the primitive hut style in its form than any of the rest …The Doric 
columns are often seen in antient works, executed without bases, in imitation of trees: and, 
in the primitive buildings, without any plinths to raise them above the ground. … it 
succeeds best in the simple regularity of its proportions.

 As Nicholson explains, the Doric Order 

33

 
 

Vitruvius had argued in ancient times that the range of orders was ‘available for the architect’s 
choice, according to the character of the building’.34 Reveley clearly determined a fit here 
between stylistic order, building form and type, social context, colonial setting and the range of 
functions the Court House was to serve. From the outset, this building was designed to 
accommodate multiple temporary functions simultaneously, including court house, church, 
school house and theatre/concert hall; later it served as immigration depot, Supreme Court and 
store. At face value, the simplicity of the stuccoed stone construction, Doric porch and temple-
like form befits a building in which were delivered the tradition-laden and morally upright 
functions of the law, education, and religion. But it is also suitable as a general purpose, what 
Reveley would have called ‘utilitarian’, building which wonderfully exemplifies the 
provisionality so pervasive in colonial Perth. No flat roof here, but a more accommodating 
hipped shingled roof. Perhaps to suit its multiple provisions, the Court House is not so much 
austere as ‘orderly’ in expression. Indeed, a visiting Quaker missionary described it in the late 
1830s as a ‘neat building with white calico in place of glass in the windows’. It obviously struck 
him as a contrast to the rest of the town which ‘he portrayed as having a slight appearance of 
decay, with few big houses, streets of sand mixed with soot from frequent burning, some picket 
fences in disarray, and many gardens overgrown and neglected’.35

The artifice of this imposition of ‘order’ is also quite literal, evident in the over-scaled 
and crowded porch of Doric columns of a deliberately archaic type, showing a compression of 
elements within a single building similar to that seen in the old Government House. Consistent 
with what J.M. Crook describes as the ‘simplicity, strength and vastness’ of the Doric order, the 
entrance porch possesses a strange sense of bigness and smallness: the girth of the columns is 
overly large for their short stature, yet the absence of bases (courtesy of Nicholson) seems to 

 Thus the Court House 
accentuated the roughness of the surroundings; in turn the setting enhanced the building’s 
expression of order. It is reasonable to claim that the artifice of this building lies partly in its 
attempt to impose ‘order’ or orderliness on a setting (and in a situation) that was characterised 
rather by an absence of such precision.  

                                                 
32 E.H. Gombrich, The preference for the primitive: Episodes in the history of western taste and art, London; New 
York: Phaidon Press, 2002, p. 29. 
33 Nicholson, New Practical Builder, p. 453 (my emphasis). 
34 Gombrich, Preference for the Primitive, p. 29 (my emphasis). 
35 Statham-Drew, James Stirling, p. 342. 
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optimise their height.36 The bigness and smallness relates also to the whole composition: the 
porch is large relative to the diminutive building, the height of which appears compressed by the 
eaves of its hipped roof. With the shadow line of the eaves further reducing the evident height of 
the walls, the porch increases in stature. The choice of the stylistic and scaling devices for the 
design of the porch accentuate the appearance of simplicity and order so necessary to the 
symbolism of the building’s many functions. This is really a portico-decorated shed of sorts: its 
portico challenging the shambolic streetscape and neglected gardens facing the street.37

My focus on Reveley’s buildings has highlighted that the romantic inflections they 
display as a group match the aesthetics involved in the envisaging, planning and sketching of 
settlement. In other words, Reveley’s buildings and the sketches of Swan River emerge from 
and demonstrate a core set of aesthetic values centred on prospective and pictorial thinking. In 
their siting, the buildings preserve qualities of detachment, openness and continuity. Their forms 
show preoccupations with topologic continuity characteristic of the oblique paradigm, as well as 
romantic expressions of uniformity and variety. Their materials convey qualities of simplicity 
and roughness that are central to the romantic sketch aesthetic. In each case, finally, is a subtle 
though powerful manipulation of scale that underpins a sense that these buildings are at once 
modest and monumental: they are little houses with big scale, in the manner of Robert Venturi’s 
1962 Vanna Venturi House in Philadelphia. The fact that these buildings and settings are (in 
Venturi’s terms) ‘both-and’ rather than ‘either-or’, attests to the ambivalent romantic ideals 
underwriting the Swan River settlement: both permanent and provisional, urban and pastoral, 
civic and domestic.

 Again, 
we see here the self-conscious contriving of appearance, the artifice underlying the aesthetic of 
simplicity. 

38

7.3 Modest and monumental: scales of colonisation 

 An important social dimension to this aesthetic sensibility was the 
aspiration for harmony and uniformity. This found expression in the widespread ubiquitous 
house form and the space of the suburb. These singular and collective expressions of a modest 
domestic aesthetic have together created monumental and lasting visions of Western Australian 
urban experience. 

The modest yet monumental accomplishment of colonisation at Swan River was well 
appreciated by Stirling. In his Statistical Report to the British Government in 1837 he noted that 
‘the scale on which colonization has been attempted here is limited to very narrow bounds, and 
the whole affair is unimportant in numbers and in means’. Yet given that, among other 
indicators of health and wellbeing, ‘each colonist, on average, possesses a considerable amount 
of property in land, buildings, and cultivation’, he asked ‘in what other colony are the colonists, 
on an average, in a more prosperous condition than in this, or in possession of larger means for 

                                                 
36 Beasley, ‘Architectural Styles’, p. 192 (quoting J.M. Crook from The Greek Revival 1972). 
37 My description of this as a ‘portico-decorated shed’ is an adaptation of the ‘decorated shed’, a term describing the 
embodying of iconography in built form, coined in R. Venturi, D. Scott Brown, and S. Izenour, Learning from Las 
Vegas, Cambridge, Mass: M.I.T. Press, 1972 (rev. 1977). 
38 R. Venturi, Complexity and contradiction in architecture, New York: Museum of Modern Art, c.1966. 
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future welfare?’39 In his report, Stirling listed for a population of 2,032 (including military) the 
construction of more than 650 houses in the Colony, 1,232 town allotments granted, buildings in 
towns valuing £93,050, and land alienated totalling 1.5 million acres.40 As an indication of the 
Colony’s progress and relative wealth, he converted aggregate into ‘average share for every man 
in the colony’.41 For each of the 750 men (women not normally property holders), he calculated 
2,032 acres, 1.64 town allotments and town buildings worth £124. We can further calculate that 
every man, woman and child in the Colony occupied 750 acres of land and (assuming an 
average of four rooms per house) at least one room.42

The issue of scale is worth underlining. What can best be described as the domestic 
scale of the settlement pertains to not only size and type of buildings, but equally the kind of 
operation procuring settlement. The massive speculative undertaking to form by private 
enterprise a colony on the other side of the globe was followed by an extraordinarily domestic 
operation on the ground. By this I mean, for example, the piecemeal applications from the 
various civil departments for items of furniture, stationery, equipment and so on,

 This is a clear example of the division and 
domestication – which is actually to say suburbanisation – of the Swan River landscape.  

43

In terms of the process and impact of colonisation, the modest and monumental nature 
of the settlement at Swan River is underpinned by the house in several ways. The domestic type 
itself is generally of small scale, conventional construction, and often unassuming appearance. 
That it dominates the built fabric during Swan River’s first decade is, in itself, unremarkable, 
given the relatively simple undertaking of this type of building and the need to rapidly 
accommodate the community. What is remarkable at Swan River, however, is the prevalence of 
the house form and the suburban ideals it represents, not only in the first decade of settlement 
but well beyond. Furthermore, Middleton and Watkin explain the rising importance of the house 
as a building type as partly a phenomenon of the nineteenth century picturesque. The thesis has 
so far presented sufficient evidence for the influence on Swan River’s settlement of nineteenth 

 but as well, 
the powerful securing of this colonial project by the domestic detached house. The house is 
especially characteristic of the speculative impulse underlying the origins of the Swan River 
Colony and which found expression through the pervasive sketch and prospect aesthetics. Its 
widespread application makes problematic the notions of ‘architecture’ and authorship, 
professional and amateur, building and setting that constitute dilemmas at the core of 
Australia’s twentieth century architectural narrative. My interest in the domestic typology and 
its dominance at Swan River rests on the intersection of its speculative associations, formal 
characteristics, widespread application and symbolic potential. It is, I believe, evidence of the 
aspirational and aesthetic drive of the settlers for a suburban environment embodying romantic 
values.  

                                                 
39 ‘Extract of a despatch from Governor Sir James Stirling to Lord Glenelg, enclosing Statistical Report’, in British 
Parliamentary Papers, Colonies, Australia, Vol 5, Sessions 1837-40. Stirling’s Statistical Report upon the Colony of 
Western Australia, drawn up at the conclusion of the Quarter ending June 1837, pp. 250 and 242 (my emphasis). 
40 These figures in the report are given for Perth and Fremantle only. 
41 Stirling, Statistical Report, in BPP, Vol 5, p. 241. 
42 I have calculated this average based on the evidence of numerous descriptions of houses for sale or lease in this 
early colonial period in the Perth Gazette. 
43 See for example Currie to CSO, 1 Dec 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 11, Fol  3; Surveyor General’s Office to CSO, 13 
Dec 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 11, Fol 46. 
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century aesthetic thought to claim that the colonists would have brought with them an increased 
interest in the house type. The ‘strong emphasis that the Picturesque theory of the eighteenth 
century placed on domestic architecture led, in the nineteenth century, to a … preoccupation 
with the house as a building type’ and even, Middleton and Watkin suggest, to ‘an almost moral 
seriousness in the approach to house design after 1850’.44

At Swan River, the preoccupation with the house further arose from circumstances 
peculiar to the Colony’s founding as a free-enterprise establishment by private individuals. The 
speculative nature of Swan River’s development impacts across all forms and scales of activity. 
If, as discussed in Chapters Four and Five, the major incentive driving the mostly young urban 
male population to emigrate from Britain was land, its obtainment was significantly enhanced 
by the erection of a house.

  

45 Upon arrival, value of household goods, materials and even 
prefabricated houses earned their owners pro-rata allocations of land. Only after the satisfactory 
completion of location duties, including house building as a major component, did settlers 
acquire full ownership of land. (Indeed settlers had been advised to build small cottages that 
would later serve as outbuildings to larger permanent residences and in this way meet their 
obligations towards improvement and optimise their capital returns.46

Those responsible for creating, housing and representing the Swan River settlement 
shared the spirit of speculative thought and the prospective vision for their new home(s). The 
settlement builders were artificers, artisans, labourers (including bricklayers, carpenters and 
painters) and mechanics, titles that point to concerns with the art and craft as well as techniques 
of building. At the same time, the nomenclature establishes a distinction between the creative 
and practical aspects of building and thus underlines the existence of design thinking at Swan 
River. As well, Stirling’s comments underline the value of artificers not only in the construction 
of the settlement but as colonists of edifying character.

)  

47 The records of the Civil Engineer’s 
Office, for example, clearly distinguish the groups of ‘Artificers’, ‘labourers’, and ‘Men’.48 The 
‘men’ were often soldiers, seamen and mariners: troops from the 63rd Regiment executed a good 
deal of early building work. The Statistical Report shows that ‘the arts connected with building, 
and agricultural implement making, employ a considerable portion of the workmen of the 
settlement; and it is, in consequence, better provided with the products of the first-named of 
those arts, than is usual in countries so recently occupied’.49 Of the 914 men (over age 14) 
employed at Swan River (in 1837), approximately ten percent were involved in various aspects 
of building.50

                                                 
44 Middleton and Watkin, p. 58. 

 As well, the settlement builders were sometimes syndicates, undertaking ‘building 
by subscription’. Such a method emerged in part to offset minimal government funds, but it had 

45 On the incentive of land, see Moore, Diary, preface p. vi. 
46 Stirling, Statistical Report, in BPP, Vol 5, pp. 233-251. 
47 Stirling, Statistical Report, BPP, Vol 5, p. 240: ‘Being usually superior in education, and in steadiness of conduct, 
to labourers in general, the class to which [artificers] belong is one of the most valuable in colonies, and therefore it is 
not to be regretted that a very large sum has been invested in buildings, by the outlay of which they have been 
induced to settle in this country’. 
48 See for example letter to Peter Brown, 24 June 1829, supplying names of artificers and labourers, Acc 36, Vol 1, 
Fol 57; and H.W. Reveley to Stirling, ‘Diary of work performed by the Artificers and Men attached to the 
Department of the Civil Engineer in June 1829’, June 1829, Acc 36, Vol 1, Fol 76. 
49 Stirling, Statistical Report, BPP, Vol 5, p. 240. 
50 Stirling, Statistical Report, BPP, Vol 5, p. 238. 
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the benefit of involving private individuals, through financial investment, in the building of the 
settlement.51

For the most part, however, the settlement builders were amateurs who regarded 
themselves and each other, as noted in Chapter Four, as ‘artificers of fortune’ and ‘enterprising 
projectors’.

  

52 The prominence of the amateur at Swan River is anticipated by the British 
Government’s decision not to appoint a Public Works official (or equivalent) as part of Swan 
River’s founding civil establishment (remembering that it was Stirling who personally enlisted 
Reveley at Cape Town).53 The importation of pattern books and building manuals from 1829 
further entrenched the place of the amateur in the activities of building and sketching. Inherent 
in this ‘do-it-yourself’ model of settlement building is the levelling function of amateurism, 
where nobody and everybody is an expert. For example, in his request to the Colonial Secretary 
for a labourer, Captain Ellis asked for ‘one who has been used to farming business and will 
engage for reasonable wages, a man who has a knowledge of rough carpentry work would be 
desirable but not a regular carpenter’.54

Beyond its obvious dwelling function, the house most interestingly satisfies provisional 
and multifunctional needs. In Chapter Four we saw that provisionality was underscored at Swan 
River in many ways, including this sense of making-do in buildings of generic and especially 
domestic type. This in itself is not unique to Swan River, but is especially consistent with its 
founding and character, and it is worth reiterating here the strong correlation between romantic 
aesthetic desires for variability and changefulness, such as found in the sketch, and the 
changeability brought about through the flexible, efficient and utilitarian multi-purpose or 
‘provisional’ building.

 If the practice of speculative building was partially 
motivated by the spirit of free enterprise, it was also supported by the capacity for buildings to 
be multi-functional and together these incentives contributed to the expansion of settlement.  

55 In the early decades, houses functioned as offices, hotels, schools, 
stores, coffee rooms, liquor shops and ferry stations.56

                                                 
51 In a prominent example, Surveyor General J.S. Roe chaired a Select Committee of the Legislation Council 
appointed “to take into consideration a Memorial for the erection of a Gaol at Perth, and for raising the necessary 
funds for the same by loan”. Roe suggests that ‘[t]he mode of raising this loan in a manner the most feasible and 
satisfactory, your Committee conceive to be by Debentures of £20 or £25 each, payable at the end of 10 years; or 
sooner at the option of the Executive Government or application of the holders, or on giving six months notice of an 
intention to call them in. The Debentures to be advertized for in Government Gazette and other public prints of the 
Colony, and to be chargeable with interest not exceeding 7 percent per annum, payable quarterly to bearer on 
application to the Collector of Revenue’. See CSR Acc 36, Vol 11, Fol 145. 

 In some cases, houses built as residences 
subsequently absorbed these additional non-domestic programmes as need arose. In other 
instances, settlers built houses as investment properties (for sale or lease, partly to fulfil location 

52 Reveley described as an ‘enterprising projector’ in Perth Gazette, 1(7): Saturday 16 Feb 1833: p. 26; Moore, Diary, 
p. 117, used the expression ‘artificer of his own fortune’. See thesis Chapter Four. 
53 P. Statham, ‘Western Australia Becomes British’ in P. Statham (ed), The origins of Australia's capital cities, 
Cambridge [England]; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989, p. 137. 
54 Capt. Ellis to CSO, 20 Oct 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 9, Fol 90.  
55 This is a tradition that in Western Australia has persisted into the twentieth century in outlying areas, such as the 
multifunctional buildings designed by Monsignor Hawes for the Catholic Church. 
56 Numerous references to such examples are found in CSO records and the Perth Gazette. See for example (i) T. 
Puckrin to Colonial Secretary, 5 July 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 7, Fol 130, requesting permission to open a dwelling 
house for the sale of liquor; (ii) I. Jecks to Colonial Secretary, 28 Aug 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 8, Fol 113, applying to 
license his house for the sale of spirits as well as for the establishment of a ferry; (iii) J. Bateman to Colonial 
Secretary, 9 Oct 1830, CSR Acc 36, Vol 9, Fol 48, requesting permission ‘to open a Hotel or Tavern at … 
Fremantle’, to be accommodated in a ‘good stone House of four rooms on the ground floor with Bedrooms above’; 
(iv) Deputy Harbour Master Pratt to Colonial Secretary, 14 April 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 14, Fol 62, suggesting that 
stores in the Gaol could be situated in a hired property, such as Mr Lewis’ House ‘which he rents for £35 per annum’. 
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duties) knowing that in the near future they would be needed for accommodation but which in 
the short term could also be used solely for commercial or public activity. So houses 
accommodated a variety of tenants: some solely residential; some mixed residential and non-
domestic; some entirely non-domestic. The commercialisation of the domestic, or conversely 
the domestication of the commercial, reflects the particular nature of Swan River’s suburban 
environment. In contrast to the physical and conceptual separation of the realms of work and 
home in Britain, Swan River’s suburban experience newly superimposes the speculative, 
commercial, pastoral and domestic.  

The conflation of realms also affects the public domain at Swan River in what could be 
called the domestication of the civic. Public buildings were often domestic in type and size, and 
especially houses by name. As Allan Greenberg has pointed out, in the American context but 
applicable to Swan River, when the domestic type began to house civic functions it assumed 
symbolic status.57 Reveley’s Government House and Court House are key examples adopting 
the symbolic nomenclature of ‘house’: the first providing an official ‘home’ for government, the 
latter a place in which to uphold law and order. The government house building type is a hybrid 
of residential and civic functions (and invariably coupled with gardens and lawns) and in 
Australia continued to straddle these roles until quite recently.58

The Court House is a more directly civic building, but fascinating for its numerous 
incarnations. From the outset, it was to accommodate multiple temporary functions 
simultaneously alongside that of court, including church, school and theatre/concert hall; later it 
served as immigration depot, Supreme Court, and store. Reveley’s adoption of the generic 
colonial plan form, colonial hipped roof and predominantly neo-classical features was a clever 
response to contingency, on the one hand, and a utilitarian aesthetic on the other. This was the 
ultimately flexible public space, and hence always provisional, but across its many uses was 
conveyed a consistent civic sensibility markedly different from that of Government House, the 
Public Offices or Fremantle Gaol. This was a building to house the town’s important 
community functions and it was dressed and positioned accordingly. If nothing else, the over-
scaled Doric entry porch underlined the gravitas of this building compared with the slighter 
colonnades featured at Government House and the Public Offices. For the Public Offices 

 There is not the space here to 
explore this in detail, but in the case of Swan River it is significant that its first permanent 
Government House was a modestly scaled, stylistically mixed building, obliquely sited in 
accord with picturesque principles in a garden setting beside the river. Commanding the 
Government Domain, it is the aristocratic symbol of government yet also exemplar of the 
suburban aesthetic and values shared by civil and ordinary residents at Swan River. Its 
ambivalent monumentality is an apt reflection of its mixed functional and symbolic status as the 
‘House’ and a home. By contrast, the Fremantle Gaol is not domestic in appearance or type, 
perhaps deliberately so given its purpose, for why should criminals enjoy domestic familiarity? 
However, as a home for miscreants, the Gaol became commonly known as the Round House.  

                                                 
57 See discussion of the American house in A. Greenberg, The architecture of democracy: American architecture and 
the legacy of the Revolution, New York: Rizzoli, c.2006. 
58 Judith Elen writes about Australia’s Government Houses, noting that Sydney’s was still used as a residence for the 
governor until 1996. See ‘Order in the house’, The Weekend Australian, 5-6 Sept 2009, p. 3. 
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Reveley likewise adopted the generic colonial plan, but in this instance formed a ‘U’ shape to 
the street, running a verandah around the internal perimeter. This was the most directly domestic 
in type, probably because it was the most non-specific in function. It was a building purpose-
made for offices, but seemingly made on purpose to resemble a house converted to offices. 
Apart from minor additions, this building remained in use as offices largely unmodified for 
many decades.  

Other non-residential buildings observed the symbolic naming rights, including public 
houses, school houses and ferry houses. Many of these were domestic by type as well, for in the 
early years at least these were the functions provisionally accommodated in houses. It begs the 
question as to whether flexibility or symbol came first: there is expediency here, of course, but 
also a strong desire for uniformity and continuity in the repetition of familiar types across the 
landscape. The availability of local materials along with a limited palette of paint colours 
(mainly white, green and black59

Apart from the symbolic force of the house, the other most compelling application of 
domestic language in the public sphere is the play with scale or size. This is one of the most 
significant innovations at Swan River and captures what I have continued to argue is the 
aesthetic of ambivalence underlying the formation of the settlement. I refer here to what I 
crudely labelled earlier the ‘big-smallness’ or ‘small-bigness’ of buildings and settings at Swan 
River. Reveley’s buildings are especially interesting in this regard, for they introduce the 
confusing of scales evident in the work of later colonial architects such as Richard Roach Jewell 
(in his Perth Town Hall) and notable colonial buildings such as the 1859 Government House 
(extant). Relative to British and New South Wales examples, for instance, Reveley’s appear 
diminutive or distorted: they are modest and domestic (in scale as well as resources), and further 
confirm the establishment and development of Perth as the suburban capital of Australia.

) contributed to the creation of a harmonious built environment.  

60

Because of its relative flexibility in accommodating diverse functions, the house achieved 
widespread adoption as a form and as a symbol. The resulting built landscape was characterised 
by low scale as well as uniform character and (owing partly to land and building regulations, 
discussed in Chapter Six) dispersion. Herein is the paradox of modesty: nowhere more than in 
the repetition and spread of houses was the Swan River settlement so visibly extended and 
secured. Here we see the real impact of the domestic type in terms of ubiquity and volume. At 
Swan River, the ubiquity of the house stems from its satisfaction of a pragmatic need, its 
flexibility, its economic value and its symbolic force. As a result, the house is perhaps the key 
institution of colonisation. Central to its practical and symbolic functions are matters of 
accommodation, ownership and appropriation, but equally edification, cultivation and 
aesthetics. Another example from Stirling’s 1837 Statistical Report usefully underlines these 
dimensions of the house as institution. Responding to the extensive dispersion of the Colony, 
Stirling had proposed a system of many ‘separate and distant’ military stations at strategic 

  

                                                 
59 This is evident in the CSO records in the many requests from Henry Reveley in the Civil Engineer’s Office for 
these paint colours. 
60 Indeed, Perth was in a very real sense established as a suburban capital from the outset with references to the 
selection of ‘Suburban Allotments’ made as early as 1829. See Colonial Secretary to J.S. Roe, 29 August 1829, CSR 
Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 131. 
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points across the colony (eight principal stations further devolved into 20 sub-stations) to 
protect settlers, on the one hand, and Aborigines on the other.61

At each of the principal stations indicated, a government resident or inspector of the natives 
should be established, having under him a small party of mounted constabulary, not 
exceeding four men. Around these posts, settlers would congregate and form towns and 
villages, and would thereby tend to the cultivation, and improvement of the surrounding 
country. By proper escorts, communication might be kept up, surveys might be extended, 
the mails transmitted, and the peace of the country preserved. 

 In this way would the settlers be 
‘secured in the quiet enjoyment of the lands assigned to them, or bought by their outlay’ and by 
which they would be enabled to ‘fulfil their location duties [and make] progress in the extension 
of the settlement’. Such a system of military stations is an additional manifestation of the 
division of the earth’s surface. Necessitated by the openness (or at least extensiveness) of the 
settlement, the stations were a means of effecting containment or closure, which enabled 
performance of the location duties leading to acquisition of a full Title: here we see the spatial 
ambivalence of the suburban typology. Stirling was of the view that his strategic initiative to 
increase military coverage would effectively contribute to the urbanising, cultivating and 
civilizing of the country:  

 

The natives, instead of being aggressors on the lives and property of the whites, would see 
the danger and impracticability of outrage, and learn to accommodate themselves to the 
instructions of the proper authorities, in the advancement towards civilization, and the 
whole colony would be bound together in a chain of mutual support, and combined effort.62

 
 

Here Stirling directly articulates his vision for a harmonious community, connected through 
common endeavour, shared values and by the domestication and division of the landscape. 
These aspirations for harmony and advancement, which are at once social and aesthetic, are 
strongly pre-emptive of the vision we see expressed in Wittenoom’s 1839 sketches, for 
example.  

For the reasons discussed above, the house at Swan River stands as a unit of civilisation. 
In this is captured its value as an individual object and a collective symbol. Richard Twopeny in 
1883 and Robin Boyd in 1952 both pointed to the house as an indicator of advancing 
civilisation. Twopeny identified ‘log-hut’, ‘weather-board cottage’, ‘brick and stucco’ and 
finally ‘stone building’ as the inevitable periods of ‘growth of towns, as well as … progress of 
individuals and institutions’.63

His first house was of wattle and daub, his second pisé, his third of bark sheets, his fourth a 
log cabin, his fifth of axed slabs. Then the nails and sheets of iron and glass began to arrive 

 Boyd described a similar transition in ‘the white man’s order of 
structural progress’:  

                                                 
61 This protection of the Europeans Stirling saw as equally ‘necessary to the security of the aboriginal race; if not 
given, a constant state of warfare and violence between the two must follow’. Stirling, Statistical Report, BPP, Vol 5, 
pp. 245-246. The strategic positioning of military detachments across the colony effectively closes the country to the 
original inhabitants while preserving its accessibility for the Europeans. While the settlers cultivate and build on their 
properties (performing their location duties and effectively ‘locating’ themselves), the same land is unattainable to the 
indigenous group: they are ‘dislocated’. As a corollary of this, alongside death or injury of settlers, destruction and 
desecration of houses most forcefully challenged colonial confidence and authority. For the indigenous communities, 
settlers’ houses offered valuable targets for retaliation in response to the enormous dispossession they had suffered. 
Thus, an object of great significance to the individuals and families building and living in them (and at the larger 
scale to the security and legibility of the colony), the house was potentially, through damage or loss, a source of much 
unsettlement. In this can be seen the persistent pairing of building and erasing, which in colonial life is a permanently 
shifting gestalt. 
62 Stirling, Statistical Report, BPP, Vol 5, pp.245- 246 (my emphases). 
63 Twopeny, Town life in Australia, p. 30. 
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from England or from a previously settled colony. Fully prefabricated houses came for his 
leaders. Bricks were made, stone was quarried, cement, steel, pulpboards and plastics 
followed each other from overseas.64

 
 

Many visitors to Swan River in the 1830s observed either the absence or surprising presence of 
such signs of civilised society. Not only materials, size and value of houses but also their 
numbers signified progress, as seen earlier in Stirling’s report. Historically houses have been 
quantified as a key statistic after population as an indicator of the Colony’s security and 
success.65

Making a home 

 In material terms then, the house was both an object of speculative enterprise and 
measure of colonial achievement. In conventional postcolonial thinking, the house exemplifies 
inhabitation and ownership, appropriation and oppression. At the same time, however, it is an 
expression of domesticity, modesty, uniformity and harmony and as such is central to the 
aesthetic and suburban ideals shaping Swan River’s environment. It is a symbol of home, and a 
home for a wide variety of activities; it underpins the establishment of a sense of continuity and 
community, meeting the desire to feel ‘at home’ and perhaps to remember (or forget) ‘Home’.  

If the house en masse was a measure of the spread and securing of the Swan River enterprise, its 
singular form indicated the success of individuals in earning entitlements to land and identity. 
At the scales of both Colony and individual, the house was an expression of the multiple 
aspirations for beauty, utility, comfort and security. It symbolised ownership and identity, and 
signified the fixing in (and of) place that was insinuated in the notion of location, and in the act 
of undertaking location duties. The house stands in many ways as a microcosm of the colonial 
process at Swan River and also of the Colony at large. This is not least in the prominence of the 
garden as a space and image of cultivation, imbued with references to home (Britain) as well as 
to romantic destinations such as the Mediterranean, linking back to the notion that the Swan 
River Colony was originally conceived by Stirling in both historical and prospective terms as a 
garden with aesthetic and productive potential. Evidence for this claim can be found in two of 
the earliest Swan River houses: one, Alpha Cottage, so named because it was the ‘first house 
built in St George’s Terrace’ (and first permanent dwelling in Perth) 66; the other, Civil Engineer 
Henry Willey Reveley’s own house. While these are houses of relatively wealthy settlers and 
thus not representative of the larger settler population, there is sufficient consistency in attitudes 
and values towards houses and homes to make these worthy of study.67

These two houses are illustrative of the early colonial period in Australia (1780 to 
1840), exhibiting the requisite stylistic and material characteristics, plan and roof forms and 
absence of applied ornamentation. Mainstream Australian architectural historians have aligned 
the apparent lack of stylistic pretension and visual simplicity of early colonial houses such as 
these with moral virtue. That the historians have often justified the appearance of simplicity or 
austerity on economic grounds (though for others it was the crossing of hemispheres that 

  

                                                 
64 Boyd, Australia’s Home, p. 124. 
65 See J. White, ‘Building 1829-1850’, pp. 78-80. 
66 R. and J. Oldham, Western Heritage, p. 5. 
67 Evidence of these shared attitudes can be found in sketches, letters and diaries from this period. 
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washed away the superficiality of British historicist urban architecture68

Alfred Stone’s watercolour plan of his house, Alpha Cottage, is a pictorial narrative of 
colonial life and values (Fig. 7.10). Although a two-dimensional image, it evokes a third 
dimension in the modelling of furniture in the rooms and plants in the garden: chairs, for 
instance, are all drawn in pictographic mode with legs visible. Stone emphasises a whole 
environment: house and garden equally constitute the domestic domain which occupies the 
entire allotment. No space is left unused or uncultivated.

) has only enhanced the 
significance of the moral lesson being delivered to twentieth century readers. It is my 
contention, however, that through a foregrounding of the aesthetic values prevalent in the early 
nineteenth century these two houses illustrate alternative interpretations of colonial architecture 
and urbanism. My interest in these two houses is particularly because each is the subject of a 
detailed visual image capturing many of the threads discussed in the thesis so far. Above all, 
these houses reveal that settlement at Swan River was focused upon the design of settings, in 
which buildings and landscape were integrated. 

69

Stone’s meticulous annotating of spaces and items within the house and garden suggests 
that there is great value in the things that make up daily domestic life. He identifies his wife’s 
spaces – ‘Maria’s Flower Garden’ – and names the miniature territories of his children’s beds 
and each family member’s place at the dining table. At this level it is a highly personal 
description of family life. This seems counter to the observation by architectural historian John 
White that ‘[o]f private building, one gets the impression that it was a necessary component of 
living, but one that was not worth making too much of a fuss about.’

 The house and outbuilding are linked 
by a covered way but offset from one another with the effect that the buildings extend almost 
the full width of the lot: here in miniature is the elongation principle that I discussed earlier with 
respect to the layout of Perth, maximising the claim of ground and amplifying the spread of 
settlement. 

70 Especially interesting is 
Stone’s representation of both masculine and feminine concerns: the garden is productive as 
well as ornamental; the house and outbuilding contain purely functional spaces as well as rooms 
designed for show. In this environment can clearly be seen the two sides of the romantic 
aesthetic: the utilitarian and the beautiful. This is the same pairing of values that underpinned 
Stirling’s choice of location for the town of Perth, for example. At another level, Stone’s is an 
account of the larger colonial experience. His garden, like many others in the Colony, is stocked 
with all kinds of imported and exotic plants, ranging from bananas to mulberries to vines.71

                                                 
68 J.M. Freeland, Architecture in Australia: a history, Melbourne: Cheshire, 1968, p. 72, suggested that when the 
architecture of Georgian England was ‘transported across the oceans even the remaining vestiges of superficiality 
were washed away’. 

 As 
well, his image depicts the location duties that underscore the colonial process, including the 
activities of clearing, bounding, fencing, planting and building. (Note the frequent reference to 
the three foot deep trenches in the garden, for instance.) While a regulated requirement for land 
ownership, these are the location duties central to the core activity of making a home at the 
individual and, via the replication of this by all settlers, at the collective scales. 

69 This anticipates the general suburban emphasis on assigning a purpose to every square metre of a suburban site. 
70 J. White, ‘Building 1829-1850’, p. 80. 
71 There are frequent references to plant types noted by settlers in CSR correspondence. 
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In a similar way, Reveley’s watercolour My house and garden in Western Australia, 
September 1833 is a visual narrative of one individual’s endeavours to satisfy his location duties 
in the improvement of his allotment. At the same time it is possible to infer from this image the 
impact of the performance of location duties at the macro scale (Fig. 7.11). Comparison with 
John Glover’s 1835 A View of the Artist’s House and Garden, in Mills Plains, Van Diemen’s 
Land is helpful here. Produced two years apart, the images are similarly titled though Reveley’s 
without the nomenclature of ‘view’. Despite the obvious likeness of subject matter, however, 
the differences between the two are enlightening. Aside from the professional-amateur division 
and the dramatic difference in size – a likelihood when contrasting a professional oil painting 
and an amateur watercolour painted on the back of a letter – other factors point significantly to 
Reveley’s greater emphasis on the complex aesthetics of this colonial setting.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, given his vocation, Reveley has attempted to picture an idea 
about the ‘architecting’ of settings and settlement. His slightly elevated (if perhaps improbable) 
viewpoint along with the oblique portrayal of the buildings affords the viewer a prospective and 
comprehensive overview. From this vantage, we see his allotment laid out in relation to the 
cleared land beyond and, barely visible in the far distance, the line of bush bordering the extent 
of settlement. Reveley depicts the clearing, fencing, draining, cultivating, gardening and 
building activities that underlie the improvement of an allotment, converting it into property 
with value. But he does not simply illustrate the economic conditions of land ownership: there is 
a utilitarian aesthetic on display here describing the deliberate way in which this colonial setting 
was designed for dwelling. We see at once the use (and usefulness) of the improved land and its 
buildings, along with the orchestrating of the relationship of the parts: the house occupying the 
higher ground and thus afforded optimal river views – ‘prospects’ – to the south across the 
rationally compartmentalised garden sections. The house and mill buildings are neatly 
composed in what would be seen as conventional colonial style, each symmetrical in itself but 
distinct from one another in the composition of a domestic domain. 

By contrast, Glover’s low viewing point places his house in the mid-ground beyond the 
finely detailed floral landscape in the foreground, and all but conceals evidence of paths cleared 
to the house. His is an Arcadian image in which unbounded garden is more or less 
indistinguishable from wilderness, the house situated between and hence blurring the edges of 
these worlds. Glover’s as well is a much grander abode, in the manner of the country house, 
though the painterly treatment of light, texture and colour sees the house blend into its 
landscape. Glover’s is a painting of what appears to be an established house and garden: this 
setting is made to appear natural or at least organic. Reveley’s, on the other hand, is an explicit 
account of the contrivance of the house-and-garden setting in this particular colonial context, 
complete with sand and scrub, chickens, ducks, dog and vegetable patch. This is a place-in-the-
making. In this regard it is interesting to note the observation made by Watkin and Middleton, 
that  

the most striking architectural impact of the Picturesque was the new emphasis it placed on 
architecture as part of an environment [interpreted] so as to refer not merely to the physical 
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setting, whether rural or urban, but also to the historical setting. Architecture, in other 
words, came to be regarded as possessing evocative narrative or literary powers.72

 
  

It is my assertion that the narrative power seen in Reveley’s watercolour is focused not so much 
on describing or alluding to an historical setting (as perhaps Glover’s does) so much as a 
prospective one. Not concerned with naturalism or realism, this is an aspirational image that 
situates domestic and suburban values at the heart of this new settlement. 

Reveley’s image confirms the emphasis on setting, even within the scope of the single 
dwelling. Despite the fact that this image is of a very different scale to Jane Currie’s expansive 
panorama of Fremantle (see Chapter Six), and although Reveley’s shows some detailed 
treatment of building materials and components, he depicts what is clearly an assemblage of 
buildings and gardens which, framed by fences and clumps of remaining trees, is all about 
setting. It is about the building of settings, about the settings for buildings, about the setting out 
of boundaries and lines of fencing, about the settings and accommodations for colonial life. The 
image features the careful insertion of the occluded domestic scene favoured by romantic artists 
(such as Gilpin for example) into what is otherwise a deceptively expansive landscape. Here is 
the invoking of dual picturesque landscapes as discussed by Carter.73

Alternatively, we may see this as the representation of a post-picturesque setting. This 
one image captures the particular qualities of the Swan River environment: openness, secured 
by enclosure (chiefly through clearing and fencing), the bleaching effect of the sunlight, and the 
emphasis on ground and surface rather than figure. As well it is a picture of the making of this 
settlement, and is organised around the elevated vantage point that achieves the preferred 
prospective and oblique view as well as the countering of vanishing lines (and thus perspectival 
depth) with transverse lines which amplify the horizontal spread and flatness of the landscape, 
favouring breadth over depth. It is, in simple terms, a sketch of one man’s and a Colony’s 
prospects. If Reveley’s image seems to suggest a ‘scrabbling’ on the surface (to recall Boyd’s 
lament from Chapter One) it is because this is where the settlers (and indeed Australians have 
since) found the substance that is the real heart of Australia’s built environment. It is because, 
as Casey explains it, “the depths are on the surface”.

  

74

 
 

 
  

                                                 
72 Middleton and Watkin, Architecture of the Nineteenth Century, p. 35. 
73 P. Carter, The road to Botany Bay: an essay in spatial history, London; Boston: Faber and Faber, 1987, p. 236-8. 
74 E.S. Casey, Representing place: landscape painting and maps, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
c.2002, p. 16, quoting Ludwig Wittgenstein. 
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Conclusion 
Speculations on a suburban aesthetic  
 
 
 
 
 
 

… the past no less than the present changed. This is always the case in history. A new 
concept opens our eyes to aspects of past experience that had temporarily dropped out of 
focus.1

 
 

In response to the need for an interpretative framework for architecture in Western Australia, a 
major objective of this thesis has been to articulate an aesthetic theory for the founding and 
formation of the Swan River Colony. I have shown that the settlement at Swan River was 
designed, which has also been to make a claim for the colonists’ aesthetic agency. That settings 
and buildings were designed with aesthetic intent has often been overshadowed either by 
determinist explanations privileging necessity as the basis for colonists’ approaches to and 
actions upon the built environment, or by elitist interpretations of architecture and design. The 
latter have emphasised an ‘unself-conscious’ approach to architectural design, and at the same 
time have overlooked a fuller range of intentions, contributions and processes generating the 
ordinary fabric of the urban environment. These are some of the limitations of the foundational 
narratives of architecture in Australia and settlement in Western Australia, introduced in 
Chapter One, which my thesis has attempted to redress, not least through exposing their shared 
Nineteenth Century influences.  

The overarching framework for my interpretations and discussion has been the 
phenomenon of speculative thought, manifest in the early nineteenth century through an 
increasingly powerful alignment of romantic aesthetics and colonial economics. This pairing of 
values found direct expression at Swan River in a range of speculative practices, coalescing 
around the paradigms of the prospect and the sketch in particular. The preceding chapters have 
examined the ways in which these aesthetic imperatives and processes significantly motivated 
and shaped the settlement. In concluding, I return to the central proposition of this thesis to 
claim that the speculative mindset and romantic aesthetic interests motivating the planting and 
design of settlement at Swan River were associated with aspirations for a suburban environment 
and lifestyle. 

Swan River’s colonisation in 1829 makes its suburban development virtually inevitable. 
The context for this assertion was presented in Part One, which discussed the emergence of the 
suburban phenomenon in Europe, America and Australia in the early decades of the nineteenth 
century representing a new model for land distribution, a new aesthetic, and a new social 
construct and lifestyle. It was acknowledged as a ‘state of mind and a way of life’ signified by 
‘domesticity and the cult of the home as the centrepiece of family life’ as well as the ‘cult of 

                                                 
1 V. Scully, Modern architecture: the architecture of democracy, New York: G. Braziller, 1974, Rev. ed. p 53. 
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gardens’.2

In her study of Australia’s founding cities, Helen Proudfoot suggests that the 
prioritising in British colonisation policy of the establishment of a ‘planned, orderly, principal 
town’ amounted to a ‘deliberate policy of urbanisation’.

 American historian Kenneth Jackson dates the modern American suburb to 1815, and 
Robin Boyd noted the appearance in the 1820s of the suburb in New South Wales, 
contemporaneous with the 1820s and 1830s rise of the suburb and the suburban garden in 
Britain. In Britain and the United States, the suburban phenomenon was especially underpinned 
by pressures on infrastructure through overcrowding of cities and advances in transportation 
(particularly rail). Movement between the various domains of one’s existence (home and work) 
promised the prospect of a healthier way of life, and formed a new conception of an inhabited 
landscape. The complex relationship in this era between suburban aspirations and advances in 
travel, and a possible linking of the new experience of the journey between work and home with 
the surging interest in local and global tourism are beyond the scope of this thesis but intriguing 
avenues for future research. The early Nineteenth Century European suburban interests would 
have significantly shaped the attitudes of those colonising Western Australia. However, at Swan 
River (as with Australia generally) neither congestion nor rail appeared until some decades after 
colonisation and in Western Australia the geographical separation of home and work belongs 
more to the twentieth century, and by then enabled more by car than rail. Here, suburban 
development was concurrent with urban and rural sectors.  

3 Yet from urban beginnings, Graeme 
Davison asserts that Australia ‘quickly grew suburban’.4 This evolution Miles Lewis claims (in 
the context of Melbourne) ‘was in a sense a mistake’ resulting from the alienating of large tracts 
of land ‘too close to the town centre, thus constraining its later growth’ and producing the 
hierarchical pattern of town, suburban and country lands.5 Davison’s view, however, is that 
‘from the outset, Australia’s founders anticipated a sprawl of homes and gardens rather than a 
clumping of terraces and alleys’. Davison identifies ‘four great contemporary ideologies’ as key 
influences on the suburban development of colonial Australia: ‘Evangelicalism, Romanticism, 
Sanitarianism and Capitalism’. These underpinned aspirations central to the ‘suburban idea’ 
(such as ‘decency, good order, health and domestic privacy’) which had been, Davison notes, 
embodied in Governor Arthur Phillip’s regulations for New South Wales, even though he 
nowhere used the word ‘suburb’.6

                                                 
2 F.M.L. Thompson, The rise of respectable society: a social history of Victorian Britain, 1830-1900, London: 
Fontana Press, 1988, pp. 173-175. And interesting to note also the suburban retreats featured in Charles Dickens’ 
Nicholas Nickelby (1839) and in Great Expectations (1862) that are set against London’s East End. 

 Importantly, direct reference to ‘suburbs’ appears in Stirling’s 
Regulations relative to town and suburban allotments in Western Australia, published in the 
Perth Gazette in 1833, but which had been drafted and communicated to settlers as early as 

3 H. Proudfoot, ‘Founding cities in nineteenth century Australia’ in S. Hamnett and R. Freestone (eds), The 
Australian Metropolis: a planning history, St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, c.2000, p. 12. 
4 G. Davison, The past and future of the Australian suburb, Urban Research Program Working Paper No 33, January 
1993, Series editor, R.C. Coles, Canberra: Urban Research Program, Research School of Social Sciences, Australian 
National University, 1993, p. 2. 
5 M. Lewis, Suburban Backlash: the battle for the world’s most liveable city, Victoria: Bloomings Books, 1999, p. 
23. 
6 Davison, Australian suburb, pp.2-3 (my emphasis). 
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August 1829.7

Challenging the argument for accidental or incremental suburban growth is the fact that 
Perth, like Adelaide, featured suburban allotments from the outset of settlement.

 In relation to Davison’s claims, it has been my observation that the Swan River 
Colony’s suburban formation was inspired by speculative thought which found primary 
expression through romanticism and capitalism. The thesis has explained how the aesthetic or 
philosophical dimensions of the speculative sensibility both complemented and were guided by 
economic considerations, and how together they influenced the mechanics of Western 
Australia’s colonisation in the first place, as well as the processes leading to settlement and its 
resultant physical forms. 

8 Although by 
1837 suburban allotments near the town of Perth officially numbered only 15, this plus the 
embedding of suburban attitudes in the land and building regulations Stirling received from the 
British Government is evidence that such development was intended.9

I have already noted that the suburban phenomenon was not only a physical 
manifestation but equally (even firstly) a sensibility or mentality, with significant aesthetic as 
well as social dimensions encompassing attitudes to space, form and lifestyle. These dimensions 
and their aesthetic and social impacts have been persistent concerns for many twentieth century 
Australian architectural historians. In Chapter One I exposed the profoundly entrenched 
disappointment in Australia’s suburban character permeating the histories, especially those by 
Robin Boyd. Alongside a mythologising of the colonial period, the historians have 
misrepresented the suburban setting, being unanimously entranced by the former and dismissive 

 In other words, suburban 
development at Swan River was neither an evolutionary outgrowth of concentrated urban 
origins, nor an accidental outcome of short-term planning, but an instantaneous planting of 
ideals, spatial concepts, land-use patterns and building types. The Colony’s suburban formation 
was comprehensive and instilled through regulations, across all scales of development. On this 
basis, it is possible to claim that Swan River was already suburban well before the closing of 
the first decade of European settlement, and in fact was destined to be suburban even prior to 
settlement, based on the intellectual and cultural context at the time.  

                                                 
7 The conditions for granting lands in the Colony were outlined in a letter from the Colonial Secretary to Surveyor 
General Roe on 29 August 1829, CSR Acc 49, Vol 1, Fol 131. The letter relates to the permission required by settlers 
to select ‘Town Allotments, Suburban Allotments or Land in the Settlement as large’ and transmits the ‘conditions on 
which the Lieut Govr is disposed to grant Leases in the Towns of Perth and Fremantle’. These conditions with slight 
modifications were produced for publication by the Surveyor General’s Office in April 1833, and published in the 
Perth Gazette and Western Australian Journal. The ‘General Conditions’ appeared first, as a Government Notice in 
Perth Gazette, 1(16): Saturday 20 April 1833: p. 61; followed by ‘Conditions relative to Perth’ and ‘Fremantle’ (as 
well as Guildford, Kelmscott, Kingstown, Albany and Augusta) in Perth Gazette, 1(17): Saturday 27 April 1833: p. 
65. The reference to ‘suburbs’ was made expressly in relation to the ‘Conditions relative to Kingstown’, for example: 
‘The whole part hitherto surveyed is to be considered within suburbs, and belonging to government, except where 
granted. A location of ten acres may be obtained in these suburbs, without the limits of the town-site’. The Surveyor 
General had also received a letter from Stirling in December 1831, enclosing an extract from His Majesty’s 
Instructions regarding the surveying of Western Australian Territory (which as discussed in an earlier chapter was 
supposed to have been received at the outset of settlement). This document specifically refers to the classes of town 
allotments as ‘Special Allotments’ (usually in the town centre); ‘Acre Allotments’ and ‘Four acre or Suburban 
Allotments (in outlying regions). See Stirling to Surveyor General, 31 Dec 1831, CSR Acc 36, Vol 19, Fol 61-74. 
8 See T. Denholm, ‘Adelaide: a Victorian bastide?’ in P. Statham (ed), The origins of Australia's capital cities, 
Cambridge [England]; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp.181-5. 
9 The number of 15 suburban allotments is listed in ‘Extract of a despatch from Governor Sir James Stirling to Lord 
Glenelg, enclosing Statistical Report’, in British Parliamentary Papers, Colonies, Australia, Vol 5, Sessions 1837-40. 
Stirling’s ‘Statistical Report upon the Colony of Western Australia, drawn up at the conclusion of the Quarter ending 
June 1837’, p.236. 
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of Australia’s suburban environment as well as tastes and lifestyles of ordinary Australians. At 
the same time however, and somewhat ironically, many found an identifiable Australianness in 
the nation’s domestic architecture and suburban environments. Boyd, for example, located 
original (and contrasting) contributions to civilization in Australia’s vernacular house form 
(especially of the colonial and functionalist periods) and its suburban culture, highlighting the 
centrality of house and suburb in the Australian setting and psyche.10

Following the study in Part One of aesthetic, social and moral issues underpinning the 
foundational narratives of architecture and settlement, subsequent thesis chapters explored in 
detail the intellectual, cultural and environmental factors contributing to the planting and 
development of Swan River as a settlement strongly influenced by romantic aesthetics and 
suburban aspirations. Critical appreciation of the historical factors influencing development 
across the scales from colony to house has been important to the understanding and exposure of 
influences, prejudices and gaps within the foundational narratives, and to an understanding of 
present-day urban patterns and issues in metropolitan Perth. 

 

The thesis has shown that the Swan River Colony’s distinctly modest yet monumental 
suburban landscape was equally a product of sensibility and physical expression. The second 
part of the thesis (Chapters Two to Four) showed, firstly, that a suburban sensibility influenced 
the conceptualising of space in response to Western Australia’s natural environment. European 
minds alert to romanticism appreciated the aesthetic value in the subtle undulations of the 
topography and infinite extent of the landscape. For many (including Stirling) these site 
qualities contributed to the much-noted openness of the land and the park-like landscape setting 
which were important prerequisites for the suburban experience in Western Australia. The 
openness and indeterminate qualities of the site (including the ever-moving surface of sand) 
enhanced the sense that the settlement occupied a liminal zone embracing old and new, urban 
and rural worlds. Properties of the liminal – the in-between, both-and, on edge – are evident in 
numerous ways at Swan River, not least the symbolic and actual grounding of the Colony on a 
‘bed of sand’.11 (The liminal exists also in the many instances in which Swan River’s 
architecture and built settings are effectively ‘on edge’, seen in Chapters Six and Seven in 
discussion of the oblique.) The liminal finds further expression as ambivalence. As seen in its 
metaphoric and literal organisation around two cities and a host of other dualities, the Colony is 
between two worlds, sometimes simultaneously two worlds. In this regard, ambivalence might 
equally be an outcome and a driver of the decision to locate two principal towns.12

                                                 
10 Generally see R. Boyd, Australia's home: its origins, builders and occupiers, Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University 
Press, 1987, New ed.; The Australian Ugliness, Ringwood, Vic.: Penguin Books in association with F.W. Cheshire, 
1968 Rev. ed.; The walls around us, London; Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1982, Rev. and updated; Living in 
Australia, Rushcutters Bay, N.S.W: Pergamon Press, Australia, 1970; and The great great Australian dream, 
Rushcutters Bay, N.S.W.: Pergamon Press Australia, 1972. 

  

11 From an account of the Swan River republished from the Hobart Town Courier in Perth Gazette, Public Records 
Office, CO 22/1: 1(2): 12 Jan 1833: p. 5. The ‘culture of the beach’, notes Stephen Turner, is also ‘suburban’ – see S. 
Turner, ‘Settlement as forgetting’ in K. Neumann, N. Thomas and H. Ericksen (eds), Quicksands: foundational 
histories in Australia & Aotearoa New Zealand, Sydney: UNSW Press, 1999, pp. 31-2. 
12 In the context of the thesis, ambivalence is understood as an intellectual belief in choice, duality, flexibility and the 
indeterminate. These values are central to speculative thought and the romantic aesthetic values that prefigured 
settlement at Swan River. Ultimately, these same values influenced its formation as a suburban capital, characterised 
by speculative and provisional development and decentred town planning.  
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The Colony’s suburban origins are apparent, secondly and most directly, in its dispersion, 
its planning around principles of elongation and provisionality, in land and building regulations, 
and the granting of suburban allotments, all discussed in Part Three (Chapters Five to Seven). 
The remarkable and almost immediate dispersion of the settlement is often seen as the result of 
accident or inadequate planning. It is true, as seen in Chapter Five, that the initial allocating of 
large land grants close to the principal towns ‘scattered’ Swan River’s population across a ‘very 
wide extent of country’, as Stirling himself suggested in an 1837 report. He identifies the causes 
of dispersion as ‘in the first place, the annexation of the settlement at King George’s Sound, 
and, in the second place, the mode in which lands were granted to the colonists’. It was ‘further 
increased by the nature of the country, in respect of its general inferiority of soil, or the absence 
of water in certain localities’.13

an instance of surprising success, considering what it had to struggle with. Its stability and 
progressive prosperity are now secured, especially within the last year; and how? Why, by 
that very course which they seem so anxious to avoid, namely, by driving the population 
out of towns and concentrated places, and scattering them over the face of the Country as a 
pastoral people.

 However, dispersion was not necessarily accidental or 
considered detrimental to the Colony’s development. Letters, reports and journal articles from 
the first decade show that an optimistic view countered every critical one. In his Diary, George 
Fletcher Moore challenges the argument for concentrated settlement proposed for Adelaide, 
citing Swan River as 

14

 
  

This ‘scattering’ along with the orchestrated development of towns and outlying areas following 
principles of dispersion, detachment and uniformity resulted in a distinctive spatial morphology 
consistent with the conceptualising of space in romantic terms. As shown in Figure 6.7, by 1836 
settlement had extended beyond the Darling Scarp in the north-east to the Avon Valley (where 
towns included Toodyay, Northam, York and Beverley), and to the south along the Murray 
River at Pinjarra and the Williams River.  

The final expression of suburban intent is evident in sketches of the Colony as well as in 
buildings themselves. In the fabric of settlement can be seen the balance between garden and 
city that occurs at macro and micro scales, and the physically modest yet ultimately 
monumental impact of the widespread iterations of the ubiquitous house type. The provisional, 
flexible, multi-purpose capacities of colonial domestic buildings represents in microcosm the 
speculative impulse and aesthetic inclinations of settlement at Swan River; the house and garden 
symbolic of the prospects for individuals and the colony at large. 
 

                                                 
13 Stirling, Statistical Report, in BPP, Vol 5, p. 245. 
14 G.F. Moore, Diary of ten years eventful life of an early settler in Western Australia, and also a descriptive 
vocabulary of the language of the Aborigines, Nedlands, W.A.: University of Western Australia Press, 1978, 
Facsimile ed, p. 299 (my emphasis). A ‘pastoral mentality’ has been seen in an American context by Michael Ebner 
to epitomise the ‘longstanding ambivalence of Americans towards their cities’. He claims that the resulting emphasis 
on the artificial improvement of the natural landscape ‘was undeniably of English origins [which] in the United States 
… manifested itself in the guise of rural cemeteries and then urban parks as precursors of the suburb.’ See M.H. 
Ebner, ‘Re-reading suburban America: urban population deconcentration, 1810-1980’, American Quarterly, 37(3): 
1985: p. 372. As suggested by James Schmiechen, these were some of the social and especially aesthetic responses to 
a newly urbanised and industrialised landscape, as discussed in Chapter One of this thesis. See J.A. Schmiechen, ‘The 
Victorians, the Historians, and the Idea of Modernism’. The American Historical Review, 93(2): Apr. 1988: pp. 287-
316. 
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A central motivation of the thesis, outlined in the Introduction, has been comprehensively to 
investigate and explain the impact and influence of the historical context from which Perth’s 
modern urban characteristics and footprint have evolved. The thesis has asserted that a primary 
innovation at Swan River was the emphasis upon setting, and it is with the future design of 
settings – especially in relation to the monumental proliferation of the detached house – that our 
design and construction industries should be concerned. To this end, the thesis has accounted 
for the suburban origins and formation of the Swan River Colony in particular, with relevance 
for Australia more generally. As well, the thesis has shown that romanticism’s aesthetic 
interests in variety and changefulness coupled with early Nineteenth Century society’s desire for 
movement, mobility, change and novelty provided great impetus for settlement at the Swan 
River Colony. The consuming interests of the British middle-class in speculation (through 
travel, tourism, property, investment and capital) found expression in the rubric of romanticism 
(as in the escape to nature or to a golden age) and in the suburban phenomenon. In this way, 
aesthetic, social, political and economic drives legitimated one another. 

I have argued in this conclusion that the Swan River Colony was inherently, always, 
already suburban in sensibility and form. This is not simply by virtue of the original (though 
minimal) regulating for suburban allotments in the planning of Perth. Nor is it the outcome of 
evolution, a radiating outwards from an urban core (or a de-concentration of urban form). 
Instead, the settlement at Swan River was from the start a designed expression of strategic, 
social and aesthetic desires emanating from speculative, romantic and provisional origins. 
Suburban form was a strategic spatial mechanism to secure not only the agricultural prosperity 
of the fledgling colony but a sense of claim over the ground in a psychological and artistic 
counteraction of the scale of the region. A suburban sensibility is especially evident in the 
spatial, liminal and domestic qualities that from the outset have distinguished Perth’s built 
environment. The spatiality results from the detached, dispersed and open character of the built 
and natural environments and as well was inherent within many individual buildings. It is an 
outcome of the principles of elongation, manifest not only as actual spread on ground but 
through the pictorial and architectural expressions of the oblique as a romantic (almost post-
picturesque) integration of built settings into the surrounding landscape. The liminality is a 
product of the state of being on the edge, in-between, a combination of dualities. It is an 
expression of the speculative nature of development, of the persistent cycle of building and 
erasing, and at the same time embraces the ground-figure balance between garden and city that 
provides an iconic image for Perth. Finally, the prevailing domesticity is evident in the 
ubiquitous house type characterised by modesty, ordinariness, provisionality and flexibility. 
These qualities have together contributed to a suburban aesthetic marked by a modest 
monumentality (or better a monumental modesty) that has persisted throughout Perth’s urban 
history. Confirmation of a long-standing belief in these forms and values is evident in the 
imprinting in twentieth century plans for metropolitan Perth (the Metropolitan Region Scheme) 
of the spread of settlement by the end of the 1830s. In designing to accommodate Perth’s 
projected population explosion over the next few decades, it would pay to be mindful of the 
sensibilities and patterns emerging in the founding decade and cemented since. 
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Appendix 1 
List of correspondence between the submission of the 1827 Expedition report 
and the 1829 departure for the colony 
 
DATE CORRESPONDENTS SUBJECT 
15 May 1827 Gov. Darling (NSW) to 

Under Secretary Hay 
Enclosure from Stirling requesting that he be assigned leadership 
of the Colony at Swan River: ‘The Part, which the performance of 
my duty induced me to take in the Exploration of those Shores, 
and the successful result of the investigation these effected, 
emboldens me to apply to your Lordship and to solicit, in the 
Event of an Establishment being formed on that territory, the 
honor of its Superintendence and Government.’1

13 Oct 1827 
  

Darling to  
Viscount Goderich 

Urging the ‘expediency of Swan River being settled, as, from the 
favourable nature of Captain Stirling’s Report … it is not 
improbable that it may attract the French to settle in that part’.2

6 Nov 1827 
 

Hay to Darling Approving Stirling’s request for a grant of 2,560 acres.3

29 Nov 1827 
 

Under Sec. Stanley to 
Stirling 

Advising that ‘as it is not the intention of His Majesty’s 
Government to form an Establishment on Swan River, it is not in 
his power to comply with your wishes’ for superintendence.4

28 Jan 1828 
 

Right Hon. W. Huskisson 
to Darling 

Objecting to proposed settlement at Swan River on grounds that 
distance from Sydney and England, uncertainty of passage 
through Basses’ Strait, and necessity of requiring all the 
machinery of a distinct government ‘render it extremely difficult to 
form and keep up an establishment there’. He concludes with a 
promise to advise the East India Company of the circumstances 
in the event that they should desire to ‘make any Settlement 
there; but I am not aware of any sufficient motive to induce them 
to embark in an undertaking of this nature’. 5

30 July 1828 
 

Stirling to Hay Reiterating advantages of Swan River district for Settlement and 
outlining a new ‘Plan’: the ‘cheap and simple Mode of forming [a 
Settlement] by the Employment of a Vessel of War there, and by 
placing every Individual Settler for a certain time under the control 
of Naval Discipline’ by which ‘many of the Inconveniences 
attending the Early Stage of all Settlements would thereby be 
obviated. By such a proceeding, Possession might be taken of the 
Country, Its locality might be explored, And all the necessary 
regulations enforced by the Authority of her Officers without the 
necessity of applying to Parliament for particular enactments.’6

31 Aug 1828 
 

Stirling and Major Moody 
to Hay 

Another strategy: Asking whether ‘any objection would be made 
to the unsupported employment of Private Capital and Enterprise 
in the occupation and improvement of that territory; and whether 
we may be permitted to form an Association, with a view to obtain 
a proprietary Charter, upon principles similar to those formerly 
adopted in the settlement of Pennsylvania and Georgia’.7

31 Oct 1828 
 

Commander Gardiner to 
Sir George Murray 

Understanding that ‘His Majesty’s Government have 
determined upon forming a Settlement at Swan River’ he 
offers his services to explore the coast or interior.8

7 Nov 1828 
 

Mr J. Barrow (Admiralty 
Office) to Under Sec. 
Twiss 

Communicating ‘immediate Orders’ from Sir George Murray that 
one of the Ships of War at the Cape of Good Hope be dispatched 
to the ‘Western Coast of New Holland, with directions to take 
formal possession of the Western Side of New Holland in His 
Majesty’s Name’.9

13 Nov 1828 
 

Barrow to Twiss Advising that the ‘“Sulphur”, Bomb Vessel at Chatham [is] to be 
brought forward with all dispatch for the Service of conveying 
Settlers to the Western Coast of New Holland’.10

 
 

                                                 
1 HRA Series 1, Vol 13, p. 307. 
2 HRA Series 1, Vol 13, p. 550. 
3 HRA Series 1, Vol 13 p. 597. 
4 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, Vol 6, p. 584. 
5 HRA Series 1 Vol 13, pp. 739-40. 
6 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 586. 
7 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 586. 
8 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 587. 
9 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 587-588. 
10 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 588. 
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14 Nov 1828 Mr T Peel, Sir F Vincent et 
al to Murray 

Memorial outlining proposal for settlement of Swan River by 
Association in return for large land grants.11

30 Nov 1828 
 

Peel to Twiss Advising of purchase of ship for the conveyance of settlers to 
Swan River, to the order of 10,000 over four years.12

2 Dec 1828 
 

Peel to Twiss Doubting the acceptance of proposals made by the Association.13

3 Dec 1828 
 

Lord Hill to Murray Notification of the ‘readiness for Embarkation to the Western 
Coast of New Holland’ of a military detachment.14

5 Dec 1828 
 

Colonial Office to Stirling Regarding conditions of settlement, government’s responsibilities, 
confirming Stirling’s appointment as Civil Superintendent15

6 Dec 1828 
 

Hay to Peel et al Acknowledging receipt of Memorial of 14 November 1828. 
Limiting extent of grants requested by members of the 
Association and outlining conditions attached to those grants. 
Enclosing ‘Conditions for Land Grants at Swan River’.16

11 Dec 1828 
 

Mr J. Stewart to Hay Notification of advance of 600 pounds to Capt. Stirling, ‘who has 
been appointed Civil Superintendent over the new Settlement at 
Swan River, to enable him to defray the expences (sic) of his 
Passage and other Charges incident to that Office’.17

15 Dec 1828 
 

Stirling to brother John 
 

Enclosing to John a copy of the letter from the Colonial Office 
(dated 5 Dec 1828: Regarding conditions of settlement, 
government’s responsibilities etc, and confirming Stirling’s 
appointment as Civil Superintendent of the Settlement): ‘… I am 
busy in filling up the outline and proceed very comfortably. I 
have nothing new to add except that we must start in early 
January and I therefore must have you here as early as you can, 
for you have much here to do’.18

18 Dec 1828 
 

Vincent, Peel and 
Schenley to Hay 

Reminder of their request for ‘priority of choice in the selection of 
our lands before all other settlers whatsoever, after the reserve of 
100,000 acres has been made to Captain Stirling’.19

23 Dec 1828 
 

Hay to Vincent, Peel and 
Schenley 

Concerning arrangement regarding selection of land by Capt. 
Stirling and members of the Association.  
      ‘It was proposed that Captain Stirling should at once be 
requested to point out on the Map the particular Quarter in which 
he wished his 100,000 Acres should be selected, and that it 
should then be competent to the associated Gentlemen to point 
out in the same way the Spot where Land to the Extent of 
250,000 Acres should be reserved for them. A Copy of the Map 
on which the Choice should be made to be given to each of the 
Parties, and Captain Stirling, if his Arrival should precede that of 
the associated Gentlemen, to take immediate Steps for delivering 
over to their Surveyor, who will probably accompany Captain 
Stirling to Swan River, the Block of Land which has been selected 
by them.  
      ‘In other respects the associated Gentlemen will be placed on 
the Footing of other Settlers’.20

23 Dec 1828 
 

Mr J Lachlan to Stirling  Offer of ship Parmelia for voyage to Swan River.21

24 Dec 1828 
 

Lord Somerset to Twiss Preparation of military detachment for embarkation to Swan River. 
26 Dec 1828 Stirling to Hay Notifying his selection of land: ‘Isle Buache, together with such 

Live Stock as may be found on it, the Produce of that which I left 
there in 1827. The Remainder of the Hundred thousand Acres … 
to be those which are situated nearest to Cape Naturalist in 
Geographe Bay…’22

 
 

 
 
 
                                                 
11 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 588-590.  
12 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 590-591. 
13 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 591-592. 
14 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 592-593. 
15 Battye Library, PRO WA MN 595 Acc 449A. 
16 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 593-595.  
17 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 595. 
18 Battye Library, PRO WA MN 595 Acc 449A, letter no 18. 
19 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 596 (emphasis in original).  
20 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 596-597. 
21 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 597. 
22 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 598. 
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28 Dec 1828 Stirling to Hay Objecting to new settlement as dependency of NSW; requesting 
title of Governor: ‘I beg further to suggest, if it is not finally 
decided that I am to be styled “Civil Superintendent”, that my 
influence would be much increased in the opinion of those around 
me by altering that Style and naming me “Governor”. There is a 
precedent in the case of Capt. Philip, who formed the Settlement 
on the other shore; and I should be much gratified by the 
alteration independent of the persuasion I entertain that my hands 
would be thereby strengthened.’23

29 Dec 1828 
 

Navy Commissioners to 
Hay 

Advising that the ship Parmelia has been engaged to convey 
passengers and stores to Swan River.24

30 Dec 1828 
 

Murray to Stirling Instructions to J. Stirling as Lieut. Governor, regarding formation 
of towns etc.25

31 Dec 1828 
  

Stirling to Hay Accepting appointment as Lieut. Governor.26

1 Jan 1829 
 

Hay to Stirling Conditions for grant of land selected by Stirling.27

12 Jan 1829 
 

Murray to Darling 
 

Murray successor to Huskisson, reversing Huskisson’s decision. 
Having initially relinquished ‘all idea of colonizing’ SR, 
‘Circumstances have since occurred to render the occupation of 
that position desirable, and an Expedition, under the Orders of 
Captain Stirling, who will upon his arrival assume the Title of 
Lieut. Governor, has therefore been fitted out, and is now on the 
point of sailing from this Country to form a Settlement as near as 
may be possible to Swan River.’28

13 Jan 1829 

 Swan River to be independent 
of NSW, obtaining supplies from the Cape (South Africa). 

 ‘Regulations for the guidance of those who may propose to 
embark, as Settlers, for the new Settlement on the Western Coast 
of New Holland’.29

21 Jan 1829 
 

Twiss to Vincent, Peel and 
Schenley 

Regarding allowance of land allowed for the importation of 
children to Swan River. Requesting a response to the subject of 
the ‘new line marked out on the Map describing the boundaries of 
your proposed grant’.30

22 Jan 1829 
 

Murray to Stirling Transmitting a copy of the Regulations issued for the guidance of 
Settlers embarking for Swan River. Communicating rules to be 
observed by Stirling in ‘carrying those Regulations into effect’:31

23 Jan 1829 
 

Vincent to Twiss Withdrawing from the Association ‘in consequence of the 
restrictions imposed by Government upon the original plan’.32

28 Jan 1829 
 

Peel to Twiss Forwarding resignation of Schenley from Association. Peel 
‘desirous of carrying on and completing the same Project by 
myself’.33

28 Jan 1829 
 

Twiss to Peel Accepting Peel’s proposal.34

29 Jan 1829 
 

Twiss to Peel Extension of time limit for landing of settlers and qualification of 
age limit of settlers.35

20 Mar 1829 
 

Commodore Schomberg 
to Secretary Croker 

Transmission of orders (enclosed) to Captain Fremantle of HMS 
Challenger, and departure of that ship from Cape of Good Hope 
on this day.36

 
 

  

                                                 
23 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 599. 
24 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 599-600. 
25 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 600-602. 
26 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 602. 
27 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 603-604. 
28 HRA Series 1, Vol 14, p. 610. 
29 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 606-608. 
30 HRA Series 3, Vol. 6, pp. 608-609. 
31 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 609-610. 
32 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, p. 610. 
33 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 610-611. 
34 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 611-612. 
35 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 612-613. 
36 HRA Series 3, Vol 6, pp. 613-614. 
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Appendix 2 
Proclamation by His Excellency James Stirling Esquire Captain in the Royal Navy 
and Lieutenant Governor of His Majesty’s Settlement in Western Australia  
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Appendix 3 
Commission of the Governor  
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Sketches in the sand Illustrations: Chapter 1 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
a. b. 

 

 
 

c. d. 
 

 
e. f. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Left: Sketches a. “Horsley” near Smithfield in New South Wales, c. “Riversdale” near Goulburn in New 
South Wales and e. “Clarendon” in the county of Cornwall, Tasmania 
Right: Houses b. Eryldene (1914), d. Purulia (1916) and f. Macquarie Cottage (1918) 
 
 
Figure 1.1 Comparison of sketches and houses by William Hardy Wilson 
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a.  b. c. d. 

 

 

 

  

e.  f. g. h. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sketches of Chinese architecture: a. Echo Temple at Peking; e. Doorway to the Temple of the Sleeping Buddha outside Beijing 
Identifying the oriental in Australian colonial architecture: b. The Verandah to Fernhill at Mulgoa in New South Wales; c. Fernhill at Mulgoa in New South Wales; d. The Gate Lodge at Winbourne, Mulgoa in New South Wales 
Projects fusing East and West: f. Courtyard West Gate of Celestion; g. Meeting of East and West; h. The Tea House at Eryldene 
 
 
Figure 1.2 ‘Meeting of East and West’ in Hardy Wilson’s sketches and projects 



1 

 
 

 
                       a. b. 

 
 

                                             c. 
 
 
Cover images capturing a. & b. the ‘visual squalor’ of Australia’s built environment and c. the 
‘arborophobia’ of Australians 
 
 
Figure 1.3 Covers of Robin Boyd’s The Australian Ugliness   
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a.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

b.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a. Sydney – centre of Australia’s universe 
b. Landscape myth 
c. Vernacular tradition 
 

 
c.   

 
Figure 1.4 Recourse to nature and the vernacular: Austral Eden: 200 years of Australian 
architecture   
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a.    
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

b.    
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

c.    
 
 
a. Desert 
b. Outback 
c. Beach 
 
 
Figure 1.5 Recourse to nature and the vernacular: Next Wave: new Australian architecture   
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a. b. 

  
c. d. 
 
 
 
 
 
Left: simplicity in a. Broceliande (1918) and c.Inglesby (1919) both by Harold Desbrowe Annear 
Right: b. and d. superficiality in advertisements at rear of Domestic Architecture in Australia 
 
 
Figure 1.6 Contrasting sensibilities: simplicity versus superficiality  
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                                                          a. 

 
                                                          b. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Morton Herman’s sketches of a. exterior and b. interior  
 
 
Figure 1.7 Blending of gothic and neoclassical architectures in Francis Greenway’s 
Government House Stables (1817)  



Sketches in the sand Illustrations: Chapter 1 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.8 Robin Boyd’s featurist couple  
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a.  

  
b. c. 
 
 
 
 
a. Collotype of Francis Greenway’s Burdekin House  (1817)  
b. Photograph and c. Linocut of Wilson’s Eryldene (1914) 
 
 
Figure 1.9 Hardy Wilson’s colonial reconstructions: motifs and materials 
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a. b. 

  
c. d. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
a. View from The Temple, Eryldene (1914) 
b. and d. The garden at Purulia (1916) 
c. The pergola, Macquarie Cottage (1918) 
 
 
Figure 1.10 Hardy Wilson’s colonial reconstructions: garden settings   
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a. b. 

  
c. d. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sketches by Hardy Wilson: a. Cottage in Macquarie Street, Parramatta, New South Wales and  
c. Accommodation House at Bothwell in Tasmania  
Sketches by Morton Herman: b. Cottage in Hunter Street, Parramatta and d.  Entrance to Willandra at 
Ryde  
 
 
Figure 1.11 Comparison of sketches by Hardy Wilson and Morton Herman  
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a.  

  

   

   

   
b. 
a. Cover of 1987 edition of Robin Boyd’s Australia’s Home: its origins, builders and occupiers  
b. ‘Major steps of stylism’: (1) Georgian Primitive; (2) Colonial Georgian; (3) Gothic Revival; (4) Italianate; 
(5) Boom Style; (6) Queen Anne; (7) Californian Bungalow; (8) Spanish Mission; (9) Waterfall Front; (10) 
Post-World War II Austerity; (11) L-shape. (Note the inclusion of objects within gardens and windows as 
well as the movement of ‘garden’ into the house: pot plants in windows (in 3, 4, 5) and (in 7) on verandah.)  
 
 
Figure 1.12 Robin Boyd’s ‘Major Steps of Stylism’  
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Figure 1.13 Promise and prospect in Walter Bunning’s aerial vision 
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           a. 

 
            b. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a. ‘Wicherina Catchment Area’ at ground level, 1961 
b. ‘The Wicherina Reservoir’ from the air, 1960 
 
 
Figure 1.14 A model of functionalism: Wicherina Reservoir, Geraldton Western Australia  
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Figure 2.1 Evaluation of Swan River by James Stirling and Charles Fraser, March 1827. 
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Figure 2.2 Sketch of the New Settlement on Swan River, map published in The Quarterly 
Review, January and April edition 1829 
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a. 
 

 
b. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a. Chart of the Swan River 1827   
b. Map ordered by the House of Commons, 13 May 1829  
 
 
Figure 2.3 Comparison of charts of Swan River 
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Painted during a two-day stop over while grounded on sand-banks 
on the flats. Zamia palm at left. (c. 10th March) 
  

From Stirling’s Expedition Report: ‘At daylight on the 11th March we 
were Sailing upwards through a beautiful reach of the River … At 7 
o’clock we entered a very long reach; the Sandy Hills we were to see 
lay on our left, the distant blue Mountains were before us, and the 
smoke from many fires was rising on different Points of view – At 
this place the river is not above 100 yards wide, and the Channels not 
more than 7 or 8 feet deep, the Water is still brackish, but no  longer 
Salt …’ (Quoted in B. Chapman, The Colonial Eye, p. 72) 
 

    
a.  b.  c.  d.  
e.  f.  g.  h.  

    
 

From Stirling’s Expedition Report: ‘Here then on a high bank we pitched 
our tent – the redness of the Soil, the bright foliage of the Shrubs, the 

majesty of the surrounding trees, the abrupt and red coloured banks of the 
River occasionally seen, and the view of the blue summits of the 

Mountains from which we were not far distant, made the scenery around 
this spot as beautiful as anything of the kind I have ever witnessed’.  

(Quoted in B. Chapman, The Colonial Eye, p. 74)  

 
‘This work depicts the upper reaches of the navigable part of the 
Swan River, probably looking westwards towards the sunset’. 
(Quoted in B. Chapman, The Colonial Eye, p. 75) 

 
 
 
a. Mount Eliza, 15 miles from the entrance of Swan River, Western Australia  
b. Swan River - View from Fraser's Point  
c. Bivouac on the Banks of Swan River; preparing for Supper  
d. View taken at the Commencement of the Fresh Water, Swan River (c. 11th March) 
e. Red Bank, 30 Miles up the Swan  
f. Swan River, preparing to encamp for the Night, 35 miles up  
g. Evening – near the Head of the River  
h. Encampment at the head of the river, 70 miles up 
 
 
Figure 3.1 Frederick Garling’s watercolour narrative of the 1827 exploration of Swan River 
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On reaching a point where the river was no longer navigable, Stirling explored the hills, reaching the summit about 
1200 feet above the plain at sunset, ‘the country to the Eastward was intercepted from our view by the Mountains in 
that direction, and the Sea was also rendered invisible either by distance of the ridge of Hills which skirts it; but 
although our expectations were disappointed as to the two objects just mentioned, they were more than gratified by 
the view which we contemplated beneath us – As far as the eye could carry, Northward, Southward, and Westward, 
lay extended an immense plain covered in general with Forest an varied by occasional eminences and glimpses of 
the River winding through it’. (B. Chapman, The Colonial Eye, p. 75) 
 

 
i. 
j. 

 
 
On the return leg of the exploration, sometime before or after the trip to Point Heathcote, ‘the party climbed a hill 
which Stirling named Mount Eliza after Lady Darling, wife of the Governor of New South Wales. Charles Fraser 
later reported on the view: “The view from this point of the meanderings of the river and the Moreau, with the 
Surrounding country and distant mountains, is particularly grand”.’ (Citing Fraser in B. Chapman, The Colonial Eye, 
p. 76) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
i. View across the Coastal plain (c. 13 March) 
j. View from Mount Eliza (c. 16-18 March)  
 
 
Figure 3.2 Frederick Garling’s 1827 watercolour narrative: panoramic conclusions  
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                                                            a. 

 
                                                            b. 
 
 
a. Frederick Garling’s Bivouac on the Banks of Swan River; preparing for Supper 1827  
b. Augustus Earle’s Bivouac of travellers in Australia in a cabbage tree forest, daybreak c. 1838, London, 
from sketches in Illawarra, NSW, 1827 (Rectangle shows approximate size of Garling’s relative to Earle’s 
view) 
 
 
Figure 3.3 Comparison: apprentice and master  
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a. William Westall 1801 
Part of King George III Sound on the South 

Coast of New Holland, December 1801 
 

 
  

b. William Westall 1802 
Bay on the South Coast of New Holland, 

January 1802 
 
 
 
 
 

Relative size of Garling’s View from Mount 
Eliza. 

 
  

c. Louis Auguste de Sainson  
Vue du Port du Roi Georges 1833 

 
 
 

 
  

d. Frederick Garling 1827 
View from Mount Eliza 1827  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.4 Comparison of images by artists appointed to accompany Australian expeditions  
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a. Joseph Lycett 1822  
The Sugarloaf Mountain near Newcastle  

 
  

b. Joseph Lycett 1824  
Salt Pan Plain, Van Diemen’s Land  

 

 
  

c. Augustus Earle c. 1826  
King’s Tableland, Blue Mountains, New South 

Wales, the appearance of the new road  
 

 
  

d. Frederick Garling 1827  
Swan River - View from Fraser’s Point 1827  

 

 
  

e. Frederick Garling 1827  
View across the Coastal plain 1827  

 
 

 

 
Figure 3.5 Comparison of 1820s Australian colonial landscape imagery   
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a. Frederick Garling 1827 
View from Mount Eliza 1827  

 

 
  

b. Robert Dale 1830 
A View in Western Australia from the Left Bank 

of the Swan River 1830 
View looks south-west towards Garden Island; 

high point in centre is Arthur’s Head, Fremantle. 
 

 
  

c. Richard Morrell 1832 
View of Fremantle, Western Australia. From 

Church Hill, East of the Town, 1832 
 

 
  

d. Charles Dirk Wittenoom 1839 
Sketch of the Town of Perth from Perth Water, 

Western Australia 1839 
 

 
  

e. Horace Samson 
Perth 1847 

 

 
 
Figure 3.6 Prospect-sketch approach at Swan River Colony from 1827  
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a. 

    
b. 
 

 
   c. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a. C.D. Wittenoom’s Sketch of the Town of Perth from Perth Water, Western Australia 1839  
b. Panorama from Kings Park, near War Memorial, across Perth Water, South Perth peninsula (Point 
Belches) and Melville Water 2010 (photograph K. Hislop)  
c. Frederick Garling’s View from Mount Eliza 1827 
 
 
Figure 3.7 Panorama from Kings Park: positioning C.D. Wittenoom and Frederick Garling 
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 a. 
 

 
 b. 
 

 
 c. 
 
 

 
 
a. Dora Wordsworth, untitled, from her “Portugese Sketchbook”  
b. Plate I in William Gilpin’s Two Essays (1804)  
c. C.D. Wittenoom 1839, Sketch of the Town of Perth from Perth Water, Western Australia 1839 (as 
featured in Nathaniel Ogle’s Colony of Western Australia) 
 
 
Figure 3.8 A romantic sketch aesthetic 
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Above: Detail of the dragon 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1 J.M.W. Turner 1806, The Goddess of Discord choosing the Apple of Contention in 
the Garden of the Hesperides   
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Figure 4.2 George Pitt Morison 1929, The Foundation of Perth 1829 
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Figure 5.1 Map showing possible locations for the capital in 1829  

Freshwater Bay 

Cockburn 
 Sound 

Rocky Bay 
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Figure 5.2 Evaluation of Swan River by James Stirling and Charles Fraser, March 1827 
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a. Swan River – View from Fraser’s Point 1827 
 

 
b. View from Mount Eliza 1827 
 

 

 

 
 
c. Map showing locations and orientations of Frederick Garling’s two views 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5.3 Framing the town site: Frederick Garling’s views from Point Fraser and Mount Eliza   



Sketches in the sand Illustrations: Chapter 5 
 

 

 
 
 

 
a. 
 

 
b. 
 
 
a. Reproduced as it appears in a double-page spread format in Ogle, Manual for emigrants , frontispiece 
b. As it appears in The Colonial Eye 
 
 
Figure 5.4 C.D. Wittenoom 1839, Sketch of the town of Perth from Perth Water, Western 
Australia 
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Figure 5.5 The embryonic townsite of Perth 1829-30, constructed by Margaret Pitt Morison from 
documents of the Surveyor General’s Department 
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    a. 
 

 
     b.  
 

 
   c. 

 
 
a. Frederick Garling’s View from Mount Eliza 1827 
b. Charles Wittenoom’s Sketch of the town of Perth from Perth Water, Western Australia 1839 
c. 1832 Plan of Perth. 
 
 
Figure 6.1 Evidence for prospective town planning  
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a.  b. 

  
c. d. 

  
e. f. 

 

  
g. h. 
 
 
 
 
 

Images of Perth from Mount Eliza (left) and of Sydney and Newcastle (right) 
 
 
Figure 6.2 Town as prospect: Perth and New South Wales compared  
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a. b. 

  
c. d. 

  
e. f. 

  
g. h. 
 
Figure 6.3 Town as sketch: Swan River and Melbourne compared  
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1801 View of Trieste (top) compared with an 1888 view from Mount Eliza, as published in Seddon and 
Ravine’s A City and its Setting. 
 
 
Figure 6.4 Conjunction of prospect and sketch paradigms at Swan River  



Sketches in the sand Illustrations: Chapter 6 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
E.Y.W. Henderson, Perth Western Australia 1862 
 
 
Figure 6.5 multi-dimensional planning: elongation and verticality  
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c. 
 

 d. 

 

 

 
a. b. e.  f. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
a. Elongation 1: Swan Coastal Plain 
b. Elongation 2: rivers’ reach; Elongation 3: Perth at mid-point 
c. Elongation 4: entrepôt 
d. Elongation 5: strip lots 
e. Elongation 6: town grid; Elongation 7: split city; Elongation 8: building lots 
f. Elongation 9: building position 
 
 
Figure 6.6 Pictorial evidence for the theory of elongation 
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a. b. c. d. 

 
 
 
 
Plans at comparable scale: a. Chart of Swan River Region 1827; b. Map of main regional roads 1836; c. Metropolitan Region Scheme 1963; d. Network City framework 2004 
 
 
Figure 6.7 Stirling’s envisaging of Perth’s metropolitan footprint: plans 1827-2004 
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a. 

 
b. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a. Chart of Swan River 1827 inverted above b. Frederick Garling’s View across the coastal plain 1827, 
highlighting constancy of view-shed 
 
 
Figure 6.8 Envisaging settlement and Perth’s metropolitan area   



Sketches in the sand Illustrations: Chapter 6 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.9 Pattern of land grants c. 1837, superimposed on a plan of the Perth region  
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a. Perth town site 1832 
 

 
b. Fremantle town site 1832 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 6.10 Division and layout of Perth and Fremantle town sites 1832  
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a. Perth 1829-30 b. Goulburn 1833 

 
 

c. Melbourne 1837 
 

d. Adelaide 1837 

 

All plans approximately aligned with North 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

e. Sydney at 1831 
 
Figure 6.11 Comparison of Australian grid towns   
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a.  
 
 

 
    b. 

 

 
a. Town zones 
b. Government allotments 
 
 
Figure 6.12 Distinctive features of Perth’s town plan  

Barrack Street 
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Figure 6.13 Australian grid plans: diagrammatic comparison   

Town lots (left to right): Perth, Brisbane, Adelaide, Melbourne 

Street blocks (left to right):  Perth, Brisbane, Adelaide, Melbourne 

Town plans (left to right): Perth, Adelaide, Melbourne 
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                                                                                    a. 

 

 
b. 
 
 
 
a. Topography of Perth site with contours at 5 metre intervals showing ridge line and wetlands  
b. Plan of Edinburgh New Town 
 
 
Figure 6.14 Explanations for Perth’s linear plan form: topography and precedent influence  
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Iconic Perth skyline from Kings Park: Richard Woldendorp, Aerial photograph of Perth from Kings Park 
2001 
 
 
Figure 6.15 Perth designed as a linear city  
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Figure 6.16 Topographic relationships and comparative areas of Central Perth, Kings Park and 
Perth Water.  

Kings Park 

Perth Water (prior to reclamation) 

Extent of original plan of Perth  

Mount  
Eliza 
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Figure 6.17 Prospective planning: overlay of Charles Wittenoom’s Sketch of the town of Perth 
from Perth Water, Western Australia 1839 and the 1832 plan of Perth  
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a. Anonymous, Perth – West Australia 
1842  

 
 

b. Horace Samson, Perth 1847  

 
 

c. A view from Mount Eliza in the 1840s 

 
 

d. Perth by moonlight in the 1890s, 
seen from Kings Park 

 
 
 
 
Figure 6.18 The oblique-transverse combination: views of Perth from Mount Eliza  
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a. 
 

 
b. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a. C. D. Wittenoom, Sketch of Perth and Melville Waters with Mount Eliza from the main street of Perth, 
1839   
b. A. Taylor, From Croft’s house in St George’s Terrace, looking across to Mt Eliza, 1850 
 
 
Figure 6.19 A reverse prospect: views towards Mount Eliza  
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a. 

  
b. 

 
c. 

 
d. 

 
a. Detail from Jane Currie’s Panorama (below) 
b. Jane Currie, Panorama of the Swan River settlement, 1830-32  
c. Richard Morrell, View of Fremantle, Western Australia. From Church Hill, East of the town, 1832  
d. C.D. Wittenoom, View from the Court House, Arthur’s Head, Fremantle, 1839    
 
 
Figure 6.20 Oblique and prospect-sketch paradigms in views of Fremantle  
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a. 
 

 
b. 
 

 
c. 

 
 d.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
a. John Eyre, View of Sydney from the West Side of the Cove, 1806  
b. Detail from Eyre’s view (above), highlighting frontal depiction of town of Sydney 
c. and d. After Major James Taylor, A Panoramic View of Sydney, 1823 
 
 
Figure 6.21 Frontality in views of Sydney  
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Figure 7.1 Sketches on cover notes in Colonial Secretary’s Office Records, inward 
correspondence, 1834-36  
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Figure 7.2 Sketch on cover note of Colonial Secretary’s Office inward correspondence, 1830  



Sketches in the sand Illustrations: Chapter 7 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.3 Fremantle Gaol (Round House) 1830, by Henry Willey Reveley: original plan  
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a. 
 

 
             b. 

 

 
             c. 

 
a. Horace Samson c1840s, View of the Tunnel under the Round House and Whaling Jetty at Fremantle 
b. Elizabeth Irwin c1840s, View of the Tunnel under the Roundhouse, from the Sea 
c. The Round House and whaling tunnel (the tunnel was constructed in 1837) 
 
 
Figure 7.4 The Round House: an historic urban marker    
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a. 
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a. Ground and upper floor plans 
b. Rear (riverside or south) elevation showing massing 
 
 
Figure 7.5 Old Government House Perth 1835, by Henry Willey Reveley   
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  a. 

 

 
  b. 

 

 
  c. 

 
a. Henry Wray, Government House, Perth, Western Australia 1859 
b. Illustration from The West Australian, clearly showing Doric portico 
c. Photograph of old Government House 
 
 
Figure 7.6 Old Government House, Perth: north-east views from St Georges Terrace  
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Figure 7.7 Plan of Government Garden Perth 1834      
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Figure 7.8 Henry Reveley’s old Government House (top) compared with Government House 
Stables, Sydney, Francis Greenway architect 1819  
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Figure 7.9 Perth Court House 1837, Henry Willey Reveley: north-west views showing shutters, 
Doric portico and effect of shadow line cast by eaves  
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Figure 7.10 Plan by Alfred Hawes Stone of his house Alpha Cottage, 1830, on St Georges 
Terrace, Perth   
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a. Henry W. Reveley1833, My house and garden in Western Australia, September 1833 
 

 
b. John Glover 1835, A View of the Artist’s House and Garden, in Mills Plains, Van Diemen’s Land  
 
 
 

 
(Rectangle shows approximate size of Reveley’s relative to  
Glover’s view.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.11 Different points of view: colonial house and garden  
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