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Abstract 
 

 
As a ubiquitous feature of landscape, the weather has often been regarded as a backdrop to a 

scene and has largely eluded critical discussion in New Zealand’s art histories. However, its 

symbolic richness and its centrality within the visual culture designed to market the colony means 

that weather can be seen as an important tool in the establishment of a colonial settler culture in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, and its visual representation therefore merits close attention. Pākehā 

artists engaging with the landscape in Aotearoa New Zealand were inspired, confused, and often 

hindered by the weather conditions they encountered. The images they produced did not 

necessarily represent the weather ‘as it was’. Indeed, representations of New Zealand’s weather 

were often ideological, and were used as propaganda by individuals and companies seeking to 

further project imperial power over the ‘Antipodes’. Through an examination of landscape 

painting and photography, this thesis aims to uncover the multiple ways weather imagery could 

be read, and the ways in which these images helped inform colonial settlers’ perception of place. 

It considers how visual representations of Aotearoa’s weather circulated through the print and 

spectacle-driven entertainment cultures of the nineteenth century, and explores the kind of their 

influence these weatherscapes had over the British audiences who encountered them. Ultimately, 

by positioning weather as both atmospheric phenomenon and a cultural construction I foreground 

its presence within images and demonstrate that they remain important sources through which to 

consider nineteenth-century approaches to art, science, and colonial expansion. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

We consider it tedious to talk of the weather, and yet there is nothing more important. 

-Berthold Auerbach 

 
Weather permeates all aspects of culture. Its influence is evident in the language people use, 

the way people dress, the foods people eat, and the activities chosen to be done each day. 

Importantly for this thesis, weather has remained a ubiquitous – although at times elusive – 

feature in visual culture. As cultural historian Alexandra Harris has noted, the weather is indeed 

‘written into our landscape’.1 This is true both in the literal sense, through the act of 

‘weathering’ shaping geographical features, but also in the way that the weather and its effects 

are permanently inscribed within landscape paintings. This thesis explores the presence of 

weather in nineteenth-century landscape images depicting Aotearoa New Zealand, and 

responds to the fact that while landscapes are a significant genre in art history with a vast 

literature to match, the weather in landscape imagery has often been largely ignored – or at 

least been a peripheral concern in the analysis of such works. This is particularly notable in the 

New Zealand context, where weather was of central importance within colonial 

conceptualisations of the place, and weather imagery became a significant tool in the promotion 

of the ‘Antipodes’ and the establishment of a European settler culture.  

 

In examining the representation of Aotearoa New Zealand’s weather in nineteenth-century 

Pākehā visual culture, this study brings together research on art history, cultural meteorology, 

and environmental history. Scholarly interest in the cultural aspects of weather is often strongly 

oriented around discussions of European weather. Within this strand of the scholarship, the 

																																																								
1 Alexandra Harris, Weatherland: Writers and Artists Under English Skies (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 2015), 9. 
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relationship between the factors influencing image production and the visual representations 

of the weather are not always paramount to the discussion despite the centrality of images to 

cultural understandings of weather. This thesis seeks to address this point directly with a 

particular focus on the New Zealand context. In the art-historical scholarship on landscape in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, the weather is acknowledged as being central to the representation of 

the environment and a rich source of symbolism, although when discussed, it is often done so 

in a limited way. It is predominantly spoken about in terms of its aesthetic effect on the 

landscape – with a particular emphasis on light conditions as opposed to weather more broadly 

that this thesis closely engages with.   

 

The influence of visual, literary, and ‘non-scientific’ accounts of the weather in the shaping of 

meteorology has been the primary focus for scholars working in the field of cultural 

meteorology. Within the literature, significant attention is given to the ‘European climate’, and 

specifically to the histories of British weather. Although these histories do inform our 

understanding of Aotearoa’s weather, little direct attention has been paid to the ‘Antipodean’ 

context. This thesis seeks to address this gap by foregrounding weather images created by 

artists working in Aotearoa, showing how some of these materials were also being circulated 

in Britain to promote the colonial project.  

 

A key text in the area of cultural meteorology is Vladimir Janković’s Reading the Skies: A 

Cultural History of British Weather, 1650-1820. In it, Janković examines how meteorological 

reportage within the period was coloured by ‘vernacular, religious, aesthetic, and emotive 

dimensions of human engagement with the environment’.2 He rightly challenges the notion 

																																																								
2	Vladimir Janković, Reading the Skies: A Cultural History of English Weather, 1650-1820 
(United Kingdom: Manchester University Press, 2000), 2.		
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that modern meteorology – as characterised by the early nineteenth-century shift towards 

embracing quantitative data and laboratory experimentation – did little to engage with 

qualitative reporting. Indeed, Janković demonstrates how meteorological knowledge continued 

to be generated through literary, oral, and visual accounts of the weather, even though these 

were for a long time dismissed by the scientific community and have subsequently been 

marginalised within the history of modern meteorology.3 Accounts taken from private diaries, 

letters, books, newspapers, and sermons dominate his discussion, and while diagrammatic 

illustrations are intermittently included so as to support the literary accounts, there is often little 

consideration given to the conventions that inform those visual reports. While Janković makes 

no claim that his study will contain a sustained engagement with the images he draws on, it is 

significant that they are not really gestured towards as rich sources for understanding the 

cultural history of British weather, especially since public and scientific perceptions of weather 

were informed by such images. This thesis attempts to build on his approach by bringing 

images into a more direct relationship with the various weather conditions that informed their 

production.  

 

Within the literature on cultural meteorology, there appears to be a tendency to emphasise 

certain types of weather. Janković’s argument, among others, is largely concerned with the 

centrality of ‘notable’ or ‘extreme’ weather events within meteorological history. More recent 

texts also appear to follow Janković’s model of prioritising ‘notable’ weather events. While 

Patrick Nobbs’ The Story of the British and Their Weather: From Frost Fairs to Indian 

Summers,4 and Harris’ Weatherland: Writers and Artists under English Skies make substantial 

contributions to cultural meteorology, these texts also risk sensationalising the weather through 

																																																								
3 Ibid, 10. 
4 Patrick Nobbs, The Story of the British and Their Weather: From Frost Fairs to Indian 
Summers (United Kingdom: Amberley Publishing, 2015).	
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an episodic narrative detailing the more extreme weather events that influenced British culture. 

While Nobbs chooses ‘significant’ yet random events to discuss, Harris offers a chronological 

survey of weather in art and literature, spanning from early Anglo-Saxon poetry to late 

twentieth-century art and literature. Like Janković, Harris draws more heavily on the literary 

tradition, but this is always accompanied by a discussion on art within the same period. Harris’ 

analysis of weather in nineteenth-century art primarily centres around the ways in which 

different aesthetic movements like Realism and Romanticism informed how the weather was 

painted, whilst also pointing towards how specific weather conditions both aided and hindered 

artistic practice.5 While Harris, Nobbs, and Janković all offer key insights into the cultural 

representation of weather, the geographical limits of their research mean that no attention has 

been given in these texts to how people’s understanding of and attitudes towards the weather 

were translated and reworked within an ‘Antipodean’ context. This is another key departure 

point of this thesis, as it examines how ideas about the weather manifested in the visual culture 

which was produced throughout the early decades of European settlement in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. The current emphasis placed in the literature on ‘notable’ or extreme weather events 

risks obscuring what might be termed more ‘mundane’ weather events. The categorisation of 

the weather into ‘extreme’ or ‘mundane’ is also worth interrogating, and this is acknowledged 

in the following chapters as I ultimately argue that by applying the concept of ‘weatherscapes’, 

all weather is positioned as relevant. 

 

A key text in the scholarship on cultural climatology that engages with the ‘Antipodean’ 

context is Climate, Science, and Colonization: Histories from Australia and New Zealand, a 

volume of essays edited by James Beattie, Emily O’Gorman, and Matthew Henry. Collectively, 

the chapters highlight how climate knowledge is accumulated through interactions with the 

																																																								
5 Harris, Weatherland, 310.  
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environment which are themselves mediated through a commentator’s culture, prior 

knowledge, experiences, and locale. Within the volume, multiple authors make reference to the 

rainmaking experiments undertaken by governments and individuals who hoped to control and 

shape the climate into a familiar form. Building on this, I argue that rather than shaping the 

climate itself, the visual culture of meteorology is significant because it shaped people’s 

perceptions and expectations of weather in Aotearoa New Zealand, including for audiences in 

Britain who had not visited the colony, but for whom it was positioned as ‘Antipodean’, the 

exact reverse. This engagement with the visual is central to my argument, and in it responds to 

Don Garden’s identification in the volume of the largely peripheral place of images within the 

field of historical meteorology in Australasia. Garden claims that while contemporary accounts 

detailing extreme weather are regularly found in written sources (such as newspapers and 

journals), they are ‘seldom recorded in the literature and art of the period’.6 Garden rightly 

recognises the textual bias within the discourse, and this is again reflected by the extensive 

body of literature dedicated to the weather and mood in the field of English Literature studies, 

which Harris’ text directly engages with. However, despite this emphasis on the literary, 

Garden does go on to clarify that images remain critical to the development of a colonial 

identity, but the reluctance to focus on images due to a purported lack of relevant material 

shows how subject matter had to be highly specific and very clearly weather-orientated to be 

considered as a source.  As this thesis uncovers, images of New Zealand’s weather – including 

severe weather, but not limited to this – are ubiquitous, and offer rich insights when critically 

re-examined.   

 

																																																								
6 Don Garden “Extreme weather and ENSO: Their Social and Cultural Ramifications in New 
Zealand and Australia in the 1890s”, in Climate, Science and Colonisation: Histories from 
Australia and New Zealand, eds. James Beattie, Emily O’Gorman and Matthew Henry 
(United States of America: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 72. 
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The ‘Antipodean’ context is indeed directly addressed in Julia Alessandrini’s doctoral thesis 

‘“London Fog” and the Symbolism of Empire: Nineteenth-Century Artistic Representations of 

Atmosphere in London and Other Imperial Sites’. This focuses strictly on the representation of 

a specific weather phenomenon – fog and its iterations (mist, steam, and smoke) – and the 

symbolic associations of this with Empire. Alessandrini’s argument however does not stray 

from or challenge the ‘centre-periphery’ model that is central to most of her discussion,7 nor 

does it engage with material from New Zealand, as it locates ‘the very edge of imperial space’ 

in Australia, specifically Perth.8 This therefore suggests how even within discussions of 

‘Antipodean’ contexts, Aotearoa New Zealand can be underrepresented. However, since 

similarities in weather imagery do of course exist between Australia and New Zealand, 

Alessandrini’s discussion of the specific visualisation of fog is valuable to the development of 

my own arguments around visual representations of weather in Aotearoa. Building on her 

research, this thesis examines some of the aesthetic and symbolic meanings which can be 

interpreted in a broader range of weather conditions.  

 

Within New Zealand art historical sources, the centrality of the weather in landscape imagery 

is implied through constant references to light, which scholars Gordon Brown and Hamish 

Keith claim characterises a national style.9 As a result, more detailed discussions on the weather 

and its influence on art are heavily skewed towards plein air painting and the establishment of 

Impressionism in New Zealand in the closing decades of the nineteenth century.10 Interestingly 

																																																								
7 Julia Alessandrini, “‘London fog’ and the Symbolism of Empire: Nineteenth-Century 
Artistic Representations of Atmosphere in London and Other Imperial Sites” (PhD diss., 
University of Western Australia, 2012), 57. 
8 Ibid, 70. 
9 Gordon Brown and Hamish Keith, An Introduction to New Zealand Painting 1839-1980 
(Auckland: William Collins Publishers Ltd, 1969), 9-10. 
10 Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (Auckland: Auckland University 
Press 2003), 41-52; Gil Docking, Michael Dunn, and Edward Hanfling, Two Hundred and 
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however, it is not the light itself, its source, or the conditions it travels through that appear to 

be important to their analysis; rather, it is the effect the light has on the landscape. This is 

reflective of a terrestrial bias in the literature on landscape painting, within Aotearoa New 

Zealand but also more broadly. Surveys on landscape such as Roger Blackley’s Two centuries 

of New Zealand Landscape Art (1990),11 Michael Dunn’s New Zealand Painting: A concise 

History (2003), and 240 years of New Zealand Painting by Gil Docking, Michael Dunn, and 

Edward Hanfling (2012), are often cited sources whose analysis of the landscape reveals a clear 

emphasis on the terrestrial elements of a scene. Indeed this is explicitly (although briefly) 

acknowledged by Dunn, whose discussion on colonial landscape painting recognises that it is 

often the stable land forms rather than the transient weather conditions that have become 

prioritised in both the creation of the images, and in subsequent interpretations of them.12 This 

is perhaps exemplified by Priscilla Pitts’ claim, in her essay on reading landscape, that ‘the 

land is, without doubt, the great New Zealand subject’.13 While this might arguably be the case, 

this thesis seeks to emphasise how landscapes are always accompanied by weather. It would 

therefore be too simplistic to argue that that weather has been ignored within the literature, as 

its ubiquitous presence and its influence on both the land itself and on the act of capturing 

scenes means it will always to some extent influence interpretations of the images. However, 

without the framing of these scenes expressly as weather imagery, their atmospheres appear to 

have remained peripheral to how they are seen, with the land-bound features dominating art-

historical discussions. While weather has continually been invoked within the literature as a 

																																																								
Forty Years of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: David Bateman Limited, 2012), 70-82; 
Brown and Keith, An Introduction to New Zealand Painting, 56.	
11 Roger Blackely, Two Centuries of New Zealand Landscape Art. Auckland: Auckland City 
Art Gallery, 1990. 
12 Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting, 5. 
13 Priscilla Pitts, “The Unquiet Earth: Reading Landscape and the Land in New Zealand Art”, 
in Headlands: Thinking through New Zealand Art, ed. Mary Barr (Sydney: Bloxham and 
Chambers, 1992), 87.	
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background agent in the construction of a landscape tradition in Aotearoa New Zealand, this 

thesis seeks to foreground it and give atmospheric phenomena the scholarly attention that is 

typically received by the forms and elements that comprise the land. 

 

Within scholarship on the visualisation of atmospheric phenomena, two themes emerge that 

are of particular interest to this thesis. The first is that the preoccupation with objectivity and 

accuracy in the analysis of weather pictures tends to distance them from the mechanics of image 

making. The orientation of the discussion on weather in images towards notions of objectivity 

is evident in the work of Franz Ossing. In his paper ‘Paintings as a Climate Archive?’, Ossing 

discusses the extent to which landscape paintings can be seen as reliable sources for climate 

historians. He concludes that the contextual and technical factors influencing art production 

such as aesthetic tastes, availability of pigments, and social and religious aspects would ‘cause 

climate proxy data to have an insecure foundation’, and instead claims that ‘natural climate 

archives’ such as ice cores and tree rings are more reliable sources for climate historians.14 

While it is true to say that paintings can be limited in the kinds of specific information they 

reveal about the weather (for example, it is usually not possible to extrapolate from a painting 

the exact temperature of a particular day), Ossing’s assertion of artworks  as unreliable sources 

overlooks the ways in which these works have engaged with the weather in other, more 

ideological ways. The contextual factors Ossing describes as limiting the ‘secure’ interpretation 

of historic weather, are what this thesis argues are paramount to the interpretation of images as 

they too help convey valuable information about the weather. This thesis openly engages with 

the idea of accuracy in weather images: artists were known to take liberties with how they 

represented the skies, for example, and in seeking to understand why they were making these 

																																																								
14 Franz Ossing, “Paintings as a Climate Archive”, GFZ German Research Centre for 
Geosciences, no. 1 (2012): 5. 
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choices and how weather imagery functioned in their pictures, I argue that paintings did more 

than represent the weather as it ‘really’ was, as scientifically accurate representations were 

often not the aim. Rather, these images were ideological, sometimes in ways not expressly 

planned by the artist, but sometimes intentionally and often at the behest of a larger interest 

organisation or cause. 

 

The interdisciplinary nature of this research builds on texts by Boris Jardine and Katherine 

Anderson, who both examine how scientific and visual cultures of the nineteenth century 

became enmeshed through the weather imagery of the time. Jardine, in his paper ‘Made Real: 

artifice and accuracy in nineteenth-century scientific illustration’, and Anderson, in ‘Looking 

at the Sky: The Visual Context of Victorian Meteorology’,15 bring attention to the loose 

distinction between ‘scientific’ illustrations and ‘high art’ landscapes by outlining the 

converging influences and conventions that inform the making of such images. Their papers 

both demonstrate how much of the literature on the history of science – and historical 

climatology specifically – is increasingly becoming concerned with the visual. Key to both of 

their arguments is the notion of what Jardine calls ‘manufactured objectivity’,16 which is most 

clearly exemplified through their discussions of weather photography, where they highlight the 

actions photographers took in order to construct the ‘perfect’ weather picture. Importantly, they 

also reflect on how weather was not just a passive subject to be captured by the 

photographer/artist/scientist, but rather an active agent that could directly influence how it was 

represented in images, in part by engendering practical limitations on how these images could 

be made. Jardine’s and Anderson’s calls for a contextual approach in the analysis of weather 

																																																								
15 Katharine Anderson, “Looking at the Sky: The Visual Context of Victorian Meteorology”, 
The British Journal for the History of Science 36, no. 3 (2003): 301-332. 
16 Boris Jardine, ‘Made Real: Artifice and Accuracy in Nineteenth-Century Scientific 
Illustration’, Science Museum Group Journal, no. 2 (2014): n.p. 
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imagery is something that this thesis responds to: it considers how a shift in location to New 

Zealand, and to the ‘Antipodes’ more broadly, influenced the kind of weather imagery that was 

produced. What the implications were for representations of weather in an environment that 

was in many ways ‘foreign’, but was also simultaneously well-established in the British 

cultural imagination, is one of the questions that this thesis attempts to answer.   

 

The second theme raised by the scholarship on the visualisation of the weather is that the 

weather is often located within the sky, and thus a study on the representation of weather often 

becomes a study of skyscapes – an already established sub-genre of landscape painting that 

shifts the emphasis from the terrestrial to the celestial. This dichotomy of sky/land is useful 

insofar as it highlights the imbalance in the scholarship on landscape art, where the sky is often 

overlooked or treated as peripheral to the land. To redress this imbalance, some scholars have 

chosen to focus overtly on the representation of the sky in landscape art. For example, John 

Thornes, a professor of applied meteorology, discusses how the sky has been portrayed in 

European art in the nineteenth century, namely in the work of John Constable and J.M.W. 

Turner. In ‘A Brief History of Weather in European Landscape Art’17 and ‘Cultural 

Climatology and the Representation of Sky, Atmosphere, Weather and Climate in Selected 

Artworks of Constable, Monet and Eliasson’,18 Thornes makes a case for the sky as a central – 

but previously overlooked – feature of landscape paintings. Clearly, an analysis of the skies is 

necessary to our understanding of weather, but Thornes’ predominant emphasis on clouds as 

the visual indicator of weather is limiting, as it seems to favour landscapes that contain 

‘notable’ or immediately apparent weather. As this thesis highlights, not all weather could be 

																																																								
17 John Thornes, “A brief History of Weather in European Landscape Art”, Weather 55, no. 
10 (2000): 363-375. 
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visually represented through the sky alone, and thus it promotes a broader approach to reading 

weather through the analysis of the entire pictorial space.  

 

Furthermore, in orientating his discussion around skyscapes (and more specifically 

cloudscapes), Thornes replicates many of the same problems generated by the term 

‘landscape’. ‘Landscape’ appears to relate to the whole image, but as this literature review has 

outlined, the weather is often omitted or rarely taken into consideration in the analysis of 

landscapes. ‘Skyscapes’, while offering a necessary corrective to the relatively little attention 

typically paid to the upper part of these images, might also be considered to contribute to the 

omission of some weather phenomena. Thornes does address the fluidity of this terminology, 

and notes how sky, atmosphere, weather, and climate are all used interchangeably within the 

literature, which is largely true.19 However, I argue that the terminology needs to shift away 

from the particular elements (sky, cloud, land) and towards their totality. Therefore, this thesis 

makes a case for the adoption of a new term: ‘weatherscapes’. I introduce the term both as a 

type of image, but also as a concept that engenders a particular approach to reading images that 

acknowledges the total atmospheric environment of a scene. It is a term that overtly 

foregrounds the weather, in order to uncover the entanglements between the climate and the 

land.  

 

This concept of the ‘weatherscape’ draws on the work of anthropologist Tim Ingold, who 

developed the idea of the ‘weather-world’ to explain the sensory experience of inhabiting the 

world. Ingold’s conception of the ‘weather-world’ as a medium is particularly relevant to my 

research, as he outlines that ‘there is no distinct surface separating earth and sky. Life is rather 

																																																								
19 John Thornes, “Cultural Climatology and the Representation of Sky, Atmosphere, Weather 
and Climate in Selected Art Works of Constable, Monet and Eliasson”, Geoforum 39, no.2 
(2008): 571.  
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lived in a zone in which substance and medium are brought together in the constitution of 

beings which, in their activity, bind the weather-world into the textures of the land’.20 The 

unbounded nature of the weather is precisely what this thesis addresses. In his essay ‘The eye 

of the Storm: Visual Perception and the Weather’, Ingold states that painters know ‘that to 

paint what is conventionally called a ‘landscape’ is to paint both earth and sky, and that earth 

and sky blend in the perception of a world in continuous formation’.21 Ingold argues that in 

this respect we can learn from landscape painters. This thesis therefore seeks to critically 

examine how weather was constructed and perceived in images, both by the artists and by the 

audiences who encountered these works. It considers how the weather-worlds suggested 

through weatherscapes might reveal a deeper appreciation for the transient but ever-present 

atmospheres in images.  

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

This thesis is structured in three chapters. The first establishes the context in which weather 

images were made and viewed in the nineteenth century, and considers how understandings of 

and attitudes towards the weather were shaped by environmental, social, and scientific 

frameworks of the time. This chapter also considers the formation of global attitudes towards 

the weather, and what this meant for perceptions of the climate of Aotearoa by many European 

settlers, visitors, and people in Britain. 

 

																																																								
20 Tim Ingold. "Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather", The Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute 13, (2007): 34.		
21 Tim Ingold, “The Eye of the Storm: Visual Perception and the Weather”, Visual Studies 
20, no.2 (2005): 104. 
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The second chapter puts forth the argument for weatherscapes as a useful paradigm for 

considering landscape images of Aotearoa New Zealand, by examining different ways that 

weather was visualised by painters and photographers working in New Zealand in the decades 

stretching from the signing of Te Tiriti o Waitangi in 1840 through to the turn of the twentieth 

century. This chapter principally looks at two types of images: surveyors’ images and ‘high 

art’ landscapes, which although discussed separately, were traditions that regularly borrowed 

off one another and should not necessarily be viewed as separate. The discussion in this chapter 

is driven by a close analysis of images as it explores the multiple ways in which weather could 

function within an image, as well as examining some of the liberties artists were taking when 

visualising the weather. In considering the practical, symbolic, aesthetic, and technological 

factors that influenced (and in many cases set the parameters for) the representation of weather, 

this chapter argues that a conceptual shift from landscapes to weatherscapes is necessitated 

both by the entangled nature of weather within the image, as well as within the image-making 

process.  

 

The final chapter then examines how weatherscapes of Aotearoa were used to promote New 

Zealand overseas. Specifically, it explores how these images were circulated and viewed in 

Britain, and places particular emphasis on two panoramic shows which presented New Zealand 

to audiences across the British Isles – Samuel Brees’ Panorama of New Zealand which opened 

in 1849 and the Zealandia panorama of 1881. By analysing how weatherscapes functioned in 

the visual culture attempting to promote tourism and migration to New Zealand – especially as 

this crossed over with the popular and spectacle-driven entertainment cultures of the later 

nineteenth century – this chapter argues that the weather has, since the eighteenth century, been 

central to how Aotearoa New Zealand was represented in Europe.  
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Chapter One 

 

Air of Importance: Nineteenth-Century Attitudes Towards Weather 

 
Given the centrality of weather to everyday life, it is unsurprising that people in the nineteenth 

century took an active interest in knowing and predicting the weather. Their understandings of 

different weather phenomena were broadly informed by the changing technological and 

scientific contexts in which they were encountered, as well as by the environmental knowledge 

passed down through generations. Shifts in attitudes towards the weather occurred at different 

stages and in different places, and this chapter does not seek to construct a timeline for these 

changes; rather, it explores the loose flow of ideas that informed meteorological understanding 

throughout the nineteenth century. Shifts in environmental knowledge – and particularly the 

development of meteorology as a recognised science – had a significant impact on people’s 

understanding of weather. Theories of environmental and climatic determinism, 

acclimatisation movements, fresh-air culture, and the emergence of a global environmental 

awareness were the setting in which ideas about the weather – and their cultural representations 

– became active agents in colonisation processes. Furthermore, weather knowledge (and the 

sources believed to hold that knowledge) helped define people’s relationship to the weather 

largely through language and lore.  Simultaneously, however, technological developments 

(especially towards the end of the nineteenth century) worked to redefine this relationship by 

exploring the possibilities of direct human intervention in the atmosphere.  Collectively, these 

ideas describe the context in which images of the weather were read and made – a context 

indeed that these images helped to create. 
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Instruments and Instinct: Entangled Models of Weather Knowledge 

Seen as ‘neither mere instinct nor an exact science’, as the Reverend W. Clement described it 

in 1880,22 popular weather knowledge in the Victorian era often sat in opposition to the precise 

and measured practices that constituted the emerging field of modern meteorology. However, 

this popular understanding was nonetheless essential to meteorology’s formation as a 

recognised science. The ubiquity and experiential nature of the weather means that knowledge 

about it has a long history, and over time this has become firmly embedded in the language, 

folklore, art, and culture of a given place. Casual observations drawn from direct experience of 

the weather by people whose jobs were shaped by it, often farmers and sailors, formed the basis 

of a weather-wise language that has since entered popular usage. A primary function of the 

representation of weather in proverbs was to predict the coming weather by perceiving a logical 

relationship between two events, and summarising it in a concise form that articulates this as a 

cause and effect relationship.23 Sayings such as ‘red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning, 

red sky at night, shepherds delight’,24 for instance, and ‘when clouds appear like rocks and 

towers, the earth’s refreshed with frequent showers’,25 were intended to help people organise 

and carry out their affairs – be they daily, monthly, or yearly – with a level of climatic 

certainty.26 Although this informal model of weather understanding proved useful, during the 

second half of the nineteenth century such prognostic statements sat uncomfortably against the 

more formal and technological model of weather knowledge that characterised the emerging 

scientific discipline of meteorology. Climate historian Katharine Anderson argues that weather 

‘wisdom’ challenged the Enlightenment ideals that meteorology was built on because 
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24 Ibid, 330. 
25 Ibid, 81. 
26 Ibid, 1. 
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traditional knowledge – and the people who held that knowledge – were ‘perceived as more 

sensible than the European male’ (understood in this context to refer to a scientist).27 The 

implication was that instinct and lived experience was a sound base from which to understand 

the weather, something that of course challenged the Enlightenment values that modern science 

was built on, which tended to value instrument over instinct.28 Scientists, amateurs, and 

laypeople were all invested in weather patterns, and therefore in the ability to predict them. 

The different means of attaining weather knowledge, combined with the different values of 

those invested in its prediction, generated significant tensions.   

 

Eventually, the effectiveness of informal anecdotal weather predictions meant that early 

meteorologists like Robert FitzRoy acknowledged their significance and incorporated them 

into the scientific discourse. FitzRoy did adopt a new vocabulary in choosing to use the word 

‘forecasts’ as opposed to ‘prophecy’ or ‘prognostications’, perhaps as a means of distancing 

his work from the connotations of weather wisdom, and he thus sought to regain a sense of 

credibility from the wider scientific community.29 However, as Peter Moore has described, the 

linguistic shift from ‘prophecy’ to ‘forecasts’ was not consistently applied by others in the 

scientific community. As he explains, when weather forecasts were correct, they were often 

‘championed as science at its best, but when they were not, they were recast as prophecies or 

prognostications’.30 As well as underscoring the innate and regular changeability of the 

weather, these differing framings suggest a willingness from some members of the scientific 

																																																								
27 Anderson, Katharine. Predicting the Weather Victorians and the Science of Meteorology 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 177. 
28 For a discussion on the tension between instrument and instinct in the development of early 
meteorology, see chapter 5 in Anderson, Predicting the Weather. 
29 Ibid, 180. 
30 Peter Moore, The Weather Experiment: The Pioneers Who Sought to See the 
Future. (United Kingdom: Random House, 2015), 276. 
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community to integrate weather knowledge and ‘prophecy’ into meteorological science but 

only insofar as it could be used to show off their own forecasting abilities. 

 

Proverbs and sayings were central to the popular dissemination of weather knowledge and 

illustrate a range of attitudes people held around the possibilities and limits of weather 

prediction. For all the proverbs and sayings that express the connections between various 

natural events, there exist others that dismiss the possibility of making reliable weather 

predictions altogether. Proverbial phrases including ‘change of weather is the discourse of 

fools’,31 and the less concise ‘to talk of the weather, is nothing but folly; for when it rains on 

the hill, the sun shines in the valley’,32 exemplify this counter narrative. Both of these appear 

in the 1846 publication A collection of Proverbs and Popular Sayings Relating to the Seasons, 

the Weather, and Agricultural Pursuits; Gathered Chiefly from Oral Tradition, which indicates 

that they would have been in circulation throughout the early part of the nineteenth century and 

likely beyond that. Both share the common idea that any attempt to predict the weather is futile 

because the weather is too changeable to be definitively described. However, the first of the 

proverbs, attributed to the seventeenth-century writer Thomas Fuller, is from an era where the 

development of precise weather instruments like the barometer and sophisticated long-range 

communication systems like the telegraph were in their infancy or non-existent. As climate 

historian Vladimir Janković has argued, however, even with the emergence of new 

technologies and the adoption of regular written records, meteorologists in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries struggled to discern regular weather patterns from the continuously 

changing conditions. They continued to rely on traditional weather proverbs and signs in their 

attempts to comprehend the atmosphere and determine ‘laws’ governing changes in the 
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weather.33 As the latter phrase stresses, weather knowledge was highly localised in nature, 

which also had ramifications for the development of a general meteorological science. As 

Anderson states, ‘weather wisdom epitomised the problem facing meteorology in moving from 

local to general understandings of the atmosphere’.34 One of the primary aims of meteorology 

was therefore to use local conditions as data points in order to identify more general weather 

patterns. However, the ubiquitous presence of weather means it is also relative and can be 

highly specific to a place, therefore any generalised predictions could complicate the idea of 

weather as something which is ‘of a place’. Furthermore, the seasonal specificity of many 

weather proverbs shows that they are only of any utility within a specific geographical context. 

For example, the often cited phrase ‘March winds and April showers bring forth May flowers’35 

makes sense in the context of specific latitudes of the northern hemisphere where May 

corresponds to spring, but less so in the southern hemisphere where the seasons are different. 

Ultimately, weather proverbs illustrate the ambivalent attitudes people throughout the 

nineteenth century had towards the weather. Although these proverbs were often used to 

decipher weather patterns and explain the interaction between weather and other aspects of the 

environment, their variety and regional specificity meant the weather knowledge they 

conveyed was in many cases limited and oftentimes contradictory.  

 

Interpretations of the weather in the nineteenth century were also shaped by the growing 

popularity of almanacs which were a key part of print and material culture of the time. 

Almanacs have a long history, but it was during the early decades of the nineteenth century 

when they began considerably to shape public understandings of the weather. Central to the 

almanac was a calendar that outlined daily weather forecasts for the coming year. These were 
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often vague, inconsistent across multiple authors or ‘prophets’, and rarely accurate. In addition 

to this core information, almanacs contained articles on astronomy, agriculture, and statistics, 

as well as political commentary and subjects of interest to the author.36 They were not 

logbooks; rather, they were individual interpretations of weather information gathered from a 

variety of sources. In this way, each almanac writer became their own ‘authority’ on weather 

matters to a dedicated readership. By catering to the interests of a wide audience and offering 

a variety of predictions, almanacs became commercially successful and, as well as benefitting 

the authors, these books enriched the publication companies that sought to capitalise on the 

mass appeal of the genre.37 The popularity of the medium indicates that there was broad interest 

in imposing a sense of order over the weather, as this allowed people to structure their day 

appropriately and in advance. However, as Anderson notes, the almanacs’ ‘traditional 

associations with prophecy, both natural and political, [made them a] vehicle for debate over 

meteorological theories and the modern possibilities of weather prediction’.38 In their aims to 

lend scientific credibility to the almanac and situate weather forecasting within a scientific 

context (whilst perhaps making a profit too), some almanac publishers gave greater prominence 

to scientific content without abandoning popular sections like folklore, domestic matters, and 

statistics.39 While they stressed the uncertainty of weather predictions, they also continued to 

bring popular knowledge and scientific data into conversation with one another. Almanacs 

were clearly a useful tool in the proliferation of weather knowledge, but the information they 

contained was highly contested, and the resulting debates around weather forecasting and 

meteorology were played out in nineteenth-century popular print culture. As historian Jan 

Golinski has pointed out, almanac users in Britain were often aware that the daily predictions 
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were approximations and unlikely to be completely accurate, but nonetheless forecasts gave 

people a sense of certainty in the regularity of seasonal patterns, which was welcome and 

reassuring.40 The fact that almanacs continued to be published even as modern weather 

forecasting methods were developed in the latter part of the nineteenth century suggests that 

Victorian audiences continued to value or at least be captivated by the highly individual 

narratives of the weather presented within almanacs.  

 

The public adoption of this individualised and ‘amateur’ weather knowledge concerned 

meteorologists as it countered the instrument-driven, networked, and arguably elitist approach 

to weather forecasting they were advocating for. The scale of the nineteenth-century almanac 

industry, certainly in Britain, influenced people’s understanding of what constituted an expert 

as some weather prophets came to be viewed as public authorities on the subject. Patrick 

Murphy became one such figure after he correctly predicted that 20 January 1838 would be the 

coldest day of the year. The fact he had predicted this extreme weather event generated a frenzy 

around his abilities as a weather prophet, turning him into a celebrity and an authoritative voice 

on weather matters even though many of his other daily predictions proved to be incorrect. 

Demand for Murphy’s Weather Almanac quickly soared and his popularity was such that the 

winter of 1838 became known as ‘Murphy’s winter’. This labelling attributed an individual 

profile to an entire season, and perhaps parallels the naming conventions typical of scientific 

laws and theories. This helped to construct the public perception of prophets as experts, 

something that was then promoted in popular media. For example, a periodical published 

shortly after Murphy’s correct prediction drew a comparison between his fame (and 

presumably his ability to read environmental signs) and the physicist Isaac Newton.41 
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Almanacs also often included the name of the weather prophet in the title and – in the case of 

successful almanacs – this title would sometimes be sold to a new owner and new editions 

would be printed so as to capitalise on the original prophet’s reputation.42 Meteorologists 

sought to distance their work from the work of weather prophets like Murphy, but this was 

complicated by popular publications that referred to Murphy and others like him as ‘weather 

seers’ and meteorologists.43 Indeed in some instances the label of ‘prophet’ or ‘seer’ was used 

in a purposefully ironic way so as to illustrate the absurd nature of weather prediction, with 

one commentator critical of Murphy’s work stating that ‘if [the so-called prophet] knows little 

of the weather, he knows a good deal of rhetoric’ .44 Interestingly, members of the scientific 

community also disputed the ability to predict the weather. The President of the Royal 

Meteorological Society in 1895, Richard Inwards, claimed that the idea of a weather prophet 

was a fallacy as ‘no human being can correctly predict the weather’.45 While this does appear 

to undermine the aims of meteorology, Inwards acknowledged that Victorian meteorology was 

limited, and rather than offer predictions of the weather, as prophets claimed to do, 

meteorologists could only offer ‘weather indications’.46 The idea that humans possessed the 

ability to predict the weather was certainly unsettling to some, and continued to be met with 

intrigue and scepticism by nineteenth-century audiences. However, as evidenced by the debates 

that played out in Victorian print culture, interest in this ability appears to have remained 

strong. 
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Weather Modification and Changing Climates 

Weather forecasting throughout the nineteenth century could only anticipate the weather, but 

even that appeared to be enough to give people a sense of control over it. Having forewarning 

of the weather allowed people to plan appropriately and execute their daily tasks, but as the 

nineteenth century progressed and the British Empire expanded and encountered new 

environments, interest in exerting a more direct control over the weather increased. Indeed, 

interest in possible state intervention in weather matters grew as the possibility of modifying 

the weather was mooted. In reference to the parallel developments happening around this idea 

in the United States, historian and former meteorologist Kristine Harper notes that ‘originally, 

state control of the weather was about agriculture and the expansion of the West’.47 Associated 

with this is the broader narrative around asserting dominance over the environment and – as it 

would have been understood at the time – over certain groups within it, including its traditional 

owners. Various methods used to modify the environment were also attempts to control the 

weather, and a common approach used in the nineteenth century was deliberate deforestation. 

In her discussion on environmental transformation in North America between the seventeenth 

and early nineteenth centuries, climate historian Anya Zilberstein examines settlers’ responses 

to tree clearing. She draws attention to an account from 1784 that discusses the New England 

environment. In it, the anonymous author had observed that ‘the clearing away of the woods, 

and the opening of the ground everywhere, have, by giving a free passage to the air, carried off 

those noxious vapours, which were so prejudicial to the health of the first inhabitants’.48 The 

terrestrial environment here is viewed as obstructive to the wind which, as discussed in a later 
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section of this chapter, was thought to be connected to the health of the people it came into 

contact with. Modifying the environment was therefore viewed as a way of changing both the 

weather and climate of a place, as well as the health and ‘character’ of the people living in it.  

 

Weather modification was not only achieved through terrestrial intervention, and soon people 

also looked to alter the weather from the sky. Rainmaking experiments of the late nineteenth 

century further illustrate people’s curiosity towards the role of human agency in weather 

events, and how this also encouraged a particular way of relating to the landscape. These 

experiments were a response to the question of how to utilize the environment in a way that 

suited interested individuals or society on the whole. Various methods thought to produce rain 

artificially were tested, including lighting fires, sending balloons filled with explosive gas into 

the sky to break up the clouds, and firing bullets at the sky.49 Eventually, weather-making 

companies, where people could pay money for artificially-created rain, were established in 

Britain and the United States in the latter part of the nineteenth century, and rainmaking 

experiments were also carried out in a number of other countries, including Aotearoa New 

Zealand. 50 The ability to conjure up weather, although an alluring idea, came with its own 

challenges around how this might be implemented. Unlike land which could be sectioned off 

with clear boundaries, the sky could not really be contained, and this proved problematic for 

private companies whose farmer clients paid for rain on their property but whose neighbours 

could also freely reap the benefits of the created rain without paying.51 While weather therefore 

resisted privatisation, the ongoing and sometimes government-sponsored efforts in rainmaking 
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experiments show that the desire to regulate it for what was often personal gain or commercial 

agendas remained.  

 

  

 The sustained interest in rainmaking experiments across the Anglophone world towards the 

late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries suggests how the weather was also viewed as a 

source of entertainment. The ability to control ‘nature’ by constructing it at will captured the 

interest of publics as well as governments, and some experiments drew large crowds. A 

rainmaking experiment carried out near Oamaru in 1907, for example, used over 90kg of 

explosives to conjure up rain so as to achieve proof of concept, as well as create a spectacle 

that left a lasting impact on the audience. An eyewitness account described how there was an 

element of grandeur, as detonations reverberated and echoed ‘amongst the hills like thunder’.52 

One of the things this experiment demonstrated was that there was a clear element of visual 

spectacle that viewers responded to. Describing the explosion as being ‘like thunder’ appears 

to suggest that the human-made explosion might be akin to a natural response from the 

environment. The entertainment aspect of rainmaking experiments was perhaps used to redirect 
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attention from the scepticism that many people had about these experiments, both within and 

outside of the scientific community. British cartoons at the time presented rainmaking 

experiments as foolish and easily susceptible to failure as shown in a cartoon strip from 1895 

where an optimistic rain-maker has been labelled by the press as an ‘idiot’ after his rainmaking 

experiment went comically wrong (fig. 1.1). While some meteorologists were also dismissive 

of the experiments, others, such as the American meteorologists described by Harper, received 

funding from or  were hired by the government to act as ‘government rainmakers' to continue 

experimenting (to the dissatisfaction of some members of the scientific community).53 In his 

discussion on the rainmaking industry in Aotearoa, environmental historian James Beattie 

points out that 'attitudes towards rainmaking experiments reveal differing opinions of their 

efficacy, and differing popular conceptualizations of science'.54 These experiments proved to 

be more than a scientific exercise as they were in many cases framed by religious 

understandings of weather that, at times, were in tension with the guiding intent of the 

experiments which was to create weather at will.55 They can be seen as a product of an 

ideological system that regarded scientific innovation and human-centred technology as 

necessary to the re-construction of a relationship between settlers and the unfamiliar 

environments they encountered.  

 

Colonial Weather, Economy, and Working the Land 

During the early stages of colonisation, there was significant interest in the weather and the 

overall climate of Aotearoa New Zealand (as well as that of other colonial centres), as settlers 

sought out conditions where they would be able to apply their knowledge of working the land 

in the hope of securing a stable livelihood. According to an article encouraging European 
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migration to the colony, the land was believed to be well-suited for the cultivation of ‘almost 

every species of European fruits with wonderful success’.56 Spurred on by the global 

acclimatisation movement and the establishment of local acclimatisation societies across the 

country, plant and animal species from Europe – and indeed elsewhere –  were introduced to 

reshape the native ecology into one that resembled ‘home’ for the settlers.57 As environmental 

historian Thomas Dunlap has suggested, acclimatisation rested on the belief that ‘nature was 

not only most productive but also most beautiful when perfected by human labour’, and as such 

it would be a disservice to the land and to the imperial vision to leave it in its native state.58 

The hospitable and in many places temperate climate was therefore a critical component of 

what Alfred Crosby termed the ‘ecological imperialism’ of European expansion.59 The 

environmental transformations initiated by the introduction of foreign species helped establish 

the colony as a valuable resource for Britain, and, as Philip Steer suggests, made it a ‘vital 

supplement to the continued health of metropolitan society’.60 The weather, of course,  

remained central to the success of acclimatisation initiatives, and people in both Britain and 

New Zealand appear to have taken a keen interest in tracking the success of such initiatives.  

 

As well as being informed by guide books, lectures, and visual material, settlers’ expectations 

of the weather were shaped by private letters written between family members on opposite 

sides of the world. In most cases, these claimed that the weather in Aotearoa New Zealand was 
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similar to Britain particularly with regard to defined seasonality and consistency in rainfall – 

these qualities being of particular importance to farmers. However, as James Beattie, Emily 

O’Gorman, and Matthew Henry point out, such close comparisons illustrate the extent to which 

settlers (or intending settlers) were culturally conditioned by a British climate that ultimately 

‘fostered unrealistic expectations of the capacity of Australian and New Zealand climates and 

soils to sustain European-style agricultural pursuits and close settlement patterns’.61 

Conceiving the ‘Antipodean’ climate as a British one became a central part of a broader 

narrative that sought to reproduce a new Britain in the south seas, and so preserve the close 

connection between colony and ‘Mother Country’.62 

 

By the nineteenth century, a sense of global environmental awareness was also emerging, 

which altered people’s attitudes towards the weather and underscored the fragile dependence 

of much of the economy on it. Previously conceived of in highly localised terms, the weather 

was now increasingly becoming understood in terms of broad weather patterns that spanned 

continents. For environmental historian Richard Grove, this was ‘directly connected with a 

new capacity for people to travel huge distances, transform the earth and acquire knowledge 

about it’.63 The increasing awareness of planetary-scale climatic links are perhaps exemplified 

by the observations of global weather patterns that followed the eruption of Indonesia’s Mount 

Tambora in 1815. The following year became known as the ‘year without summer’ as the dust 

from the eruption disrupted weather systems, causing noticeably colder temperatures across 

the northern hemisphere that in turn affected crops and created unstable seasons for years 
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following the eruption. People from both sides of the Atlantic offered explanations for the 

uncharacteristic weather and connected the local conditions to a global weather system, without 

necessarily understanding the specific mechanism that caused the cooler weather.64 This 

appetite (and arguably the necessity) to detect international weather patterns and map out the 

connections with and between local environments continued throughout the nineteenth century. 

Colonial expansion to an extent facilitated this exchange of knowledge and highlighted the 

entanglements between different parts of the world which, although disparate, were all 

ultimately recipients of the same weather system.  

 

As weather information was being exchanged between Aotearoa New Zealand and England, 

some people began to identify patterns linking the weather of the two countries. A report made 

to the Royal Institution of Cornwall – an institute established for the ‘diffusion of scientific 

information and the excitement of literary emulation in [England]’65 – claimed that ‘it has been 

found, as a fact, that the New Zealand weather is repeated in England just six months later’.66 

A farmer in Lincolnshire had been receiving monthly weather observations from his brother, a 

farmer based in New Zealand, from which he was able to detect an apparent repeating weather 

pattern and use it to mitigate potential losses on his farm by being prepared for the coming 

conditions. Although the writer of the report declared the finding as a fact, the lack of detail 

around the reporting, such as the specific locations the observations were taken from in both 

countries and the period of time the farmers were corresponding for, casts doubt over the 

validity of the farmers’ findings. Regardless, the interest in their findings suggest how 
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relationships between Britain and Aotearoa were perceived. While their conclusions might 

have been informed by the timing of anomalous weather events rather than just a repeating 

seasonal cycle, it seems significant that British weather was perceived as following New 

Zealand’s, as this appears to counter the centre-periphery model that has often been used to 

describe the relationship between ‘Mother Country’ and colony. Aotearoa New Zealand’s 

framing as ‘Antipodean’ and the supposedly polar relationship between Britain and New 

Zealand did mean that the conclusions drawn by the farmer likely resonated with the cultural 

and scientific expectations that the weather in the two places ought to be related: rather than 

demonstrating a scientific fact, the account perhaps speaks more to the state of meteorology as 

a developing science in the nineteenth century, and the growing belief that weather was 

something that could be predicted. From the way in which the weathers in the two places were 

seen as converging towards a unified interpretation of climatic events, the distinction between 

these highly localised environments was diminished, and a greater sense of a planetary climatic 

consciousness seems to have emerged. 

 

Given the geographical positioning of the two countries, the difference in seasons between the 

northern and southern hemispheres proved to be commercially advantageous, as Britain’s 

southern colonies came to be seen as important resource centres.67 As pointed out in the New 

Zealand Company’s Settler’s Guide to New Zealand, the ‘reverse’ seasons meant that 

shipments sent from the southern colonies would arrive in Britain at the most marketable times 

of the year.68 This enabled the year-round supply of produce and other goods that would 
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otherwise be out of season in the northern hemisphere, and this therefore opened up a key 

market for New Zealand farmers. The advantages of opposite seasons would have heightened 

people's interest in the weather, as it became an important factor in debates around establishing 

‘appropriate’ settlements which would help grow the British Empire. The utilitarian gaze over 

the land is also evident in the migration literature and advertising material used to encourage 

migration to new colonies. Many writers commented on the fertile soil and pointed out its 

capacity to sustain and be ‘improved’ by European agricultural practices. From a capitalist 

perspective, land that was perceived to be barren or ‘uninhabited’ was equated with being 

undeveloped, and thus was subject to intervention by the settlers.69 Implicit in this, of course, 

was the erasure of and violence towards indigenous peoples who continued to occupy the land. 

This commodification also went beyond the land itself, as similar views were expressed 

towards the skies, with one of the New Zealand Company’s emigration agents stating that ‘New 

Zealand has a most valuable property in its glorious climate’.70 This notable choice of words 

demonstrates that something which is not necessarily tangible in the same way as land had – 

in the eyes of some British settlers – become a saleable item. 

 

Attitudes towards the weather also shifted – sometimes reluctantly – as settlers implemented 

and adapted their farming practices to suit their new environment. The realities of the 

‘Antipodean’ climate did offer unique opportunities for farmers, but were also in some ways 

threatening to the European-style agricultural economy that settlers were seeking to develop. 

In his research on four extreme weather events (floods, a snowstorm, and a heatwave) across 

Australia and New Zealand during the 1890s, environmental historian Don Garden concludes 

that in addition to the obvious and immediate economic consequences of extreme weather 
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events (such as loss of stock and damaged infrastructure), the seasonal nature of these events 

– that is, the expectation that they would occur yearly – ‘undermined confidence in the colonial 

endeavour’.71 In response, many farmers chose to intensify their production by clearing more 

land in order to maximise their return, or resorted to weather modification experiments to 

conjure up more favourable conditions. Garden does however note an exception, stating that 

following the ‘Great Snow’ of 1895, some farmers in New Zealand’s South Island highlands 

adapted their practices to the environment. They chose to downscale their operations rather 

than attempt to alter their environment so as to wholly preserve their European farming 

methods.72 These actions might be read as indicative of New Zealand’s growing sense of 

autonomy and cultural independence from Britain towards the close of the nineteenth century. 

Assisted in part by the physical distance from the ‘Mother Country’, as well as settlers’ 

attentiveness to the differences in environmental conditions between there and Aotearoa New 

Zealand, settlers’ attitudes towards the weather would inevitably be altered as they were 

continuously being shaped by their direct experience of the weather in their new environments. 

 

A significant driver of change in settler understanding of the weather was their exchange of 

environmental knowledge with local Māori. In a discussion on setter responses to the climatic 

challenges of southern New Zealand, scholars Peter Holland and Jim Williams explain how 

early settlers often relied on the weather knowledge of local Māori to establish imported crops 

successfully in their new environment. Mātauranga Māori around weather was accumulated by 

the passing down of oral traditions from kaumātua (elders) to the younger generation. 

According to Holland and Williams, some early settlers and the colonial press seemed to show 

an interest in the environmental knowledge of Māori insofar as it allowed European settlers to 
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gather information about what they now considered to be ‘their’ land.73 By the late 1870s 

however, interest in mātauranga Māori around the weather appears to have waned, as weather 

information gathered across the country by farmers, scientists, and other settlers was 

consolidated under a national meteorological network.74 The establishment of the New Zealand 

Meteorological Service in 1841 and the subsequent formalisation of weather knowledge 

gathered via instruments and formulaic weather reports had the effect of these sources of 

knowledge becoming privileged over others. Māori knowledge of the environment appears to 

have been side-lined in favour of what was seen by the Europeans as a more ‘legitimate’ form 

of knowledge, even though indigenous understandings of Aotearoa’s environment had been 

crucial to the success not only of early generations of European settlers, but also of course of 

Māori themselves following their arrival centuries earlier. 

 

Fresh Air and the Construction of ‘Healthy’ Climates 

The obsession with environmental ‘purity’, healthy climates, and the ‘culture of “fresh air”’75 

that permeated Victorian medical thought in the second part of the nineteenth century had a 

significant bearing over how New Zealand was marketed to the British public. New Zealand’s 

climate was frequently discussed in terms of the positive health benefits it supposedly provided 

to people who settled in the new colony, as well as to the tourists who were encouraged to visit 

it. Pocket books such as James Bonwick’s Climate and Health in Australasia offered people a 

portable guide designed to help them choose a suitable area for settlement, and it included a 
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specific section on the various health resorts in the ‘southern colonies’.76 Similarly, materials 

published by New Zealand shipping companies, such as The Settler’s Guide to New Zealand 

and The Tourist’s Vade Mecum highlighted the supposed healthiness of the New Zealand 

climate, stating that it is ‘mild and dry, very healthy for chest complaints’,77 and proclaiming 

that ‘here is a country with a temperate climate, eminently fertile, and peculiarly healthy’.78 

The latter especially presents a healthy climate as an anomaly, although the author does not 

elaborate further on why they believed it to be unusual in this regard. By highlighting the 

relationship between health and climate as perceived and presented by the author, tourists and 

the general public alike could be influenced into believing in the value of colonial expansion.  

 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s reputation as a health destination was again reinforced towards the 

end of the nineteenth century as tuberculosis, also referred to as consumption, became a major 

public health problem across the world. Britain had a significantly higher death rate than New 

Zealand, and as a result attention turned to the colony.79 As Judith Littelton, Julie Park, and 

Linda Bryder have noted, the ‘nineteenth-century belief in the curative value of the climate 

[prompted] the Registrar General of New Zealand . . . [to encourage] British TB patients to 

consider New Zealand as a destination’.80 The value for patients was apparently to be found in 

the quality of the air. Although some doctors doubted the curative properties of the 

environment in fighting TB – with one doctor having proclaimed that ‘the popular idea that 

there are certain climates that have a magical influence in curing consumption is a delusion’81 
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– many continued to include ‘fresh air’ as a part of patients’ treatment plans.82 Even with 

apprehension or direct opposition from the medical field, ‘fresh air’ – or more specifically, the 

wind that circulated air – came to be viewed as a medical force. As Vladimir Janković outlines, 

throughout the mid-to-late nineteenth century, wind acquired a pathogenic agency whereby it 

was perceived as both a polluter and a purifier.83 Given New Zealand’s reputation for air 

quality, it is unsurprising that its ‘fresh air’ started to be commodified in relation to public 

health, and became increasingly commercialised with newspaper reports and product 

advertisements likening breathing in the air to ingesting a tonic.84  These links between climate 

and health contributed to New Zealand’s health tourism industry as people from Britain and 

across continental Europe organised health tours to what one newspaper predicted would 

become ‘the sanatorium of the world’.85 There was an already existing culture of the sick 

visiting spa towns and health destinations across Britain and Europe; however, the reputation 

that New Zealand had for a salubrious climate was such that it even appeared to warrant the 

long sea voyage in order to alleviate some people’s anxiety around illness.   

 

It is therefore unsurprising that the New Zealand Company, tasked with encouraging and 

facilitating migration to the country, made numerous references to the healthy climate as part 

of its marketing campaigns. In its published books, visual material, and public lectures by 

Company members, the climate was touted as a primary reason for migration, often by 

contrasting New Zealand’s environment with that of industrialised Britain. The New Zealand 

Company employed numerous people to produce visual material that would further its aims, 

and one of these was the artist and surveyor Samuel Brees, who was asked to create a series of 
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sketches that depicted the environment and lifestyle awaiting new settlers in the colony. His 

sketches later likely informed the paintings for The Colonial Panorama of New Zealand, which 

is discussed in greater detail in chapter three. In addition to public lectures that Brees gave 

throughout its run in London’s Leicester Square from 1849-51, he produced a guide to 

accompany the panorama which proclaimed that ‘the healthiness of the climate of New Zealand 

forms its greatest recommendation’.86 Health here refers to more than one’s physical wellbeing, 

as Brees made links between the climate, the health of the economy, and mental health of the 

inhabitants. He continued by quoting the Bishop of New Zealand who boasted that ‘industry 

and enterprise are evidently favoured by the elastic tone and perpetual motion of the 

atmosphere’ of the region, and also went on to state that ‘no fog can ever linger long over 

Wellington, to deaden the intellectual faculties of its inhabitants’.87 This statement reveals how 

central environmental concerns were to potential migrants and to the health-conscious 

Victorian public more broadly. By foregrounding the climate and including (carefully selected) 

first-hand accounts from European settlers, Brees attempts to address and appease people’s 

anxieties about relocating and establishing a livelihood in an unfamiliar environment. The 

‘elastic’ atmosphere (possibly referring to the range of weather conditions capable of occurring 

throughout the day) positioned Wellington as a suitable industrial city without the negative 

health side effects of industrial centres in Britain, and thus suggested it was ripe for industrial 

growth. According to the Bishop’s logic, Wellington’s windy weather would counter miasma 

– an entity then believed to be a key vector of disease – as these conditions would not allow 

fog (a symbol closely associated with the presence of miasma)88 to settle. His statement that 

the fog ‘deaden[s] the intellectual faculties of [the] inhabitants’ is also illustrative of the way 
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in which environmental determinism permeated nineteenth-century thought and rhetoric, and 

as such could be employed to attempt to justify and normalise imperialist practices.89 

 

Furthermore, Brees also makes a distinction between a healthy and a pleasant climate when he 

stated that ‘it is fallacious to expect a luxurious climate in New Zealand, but the healthiness of 

it may be safely asserted’.90 He acknowledged that the constant wind, even with its supposed 

health benefits, may be generally unpleasant for new migrants. His comment suggests the 

desire to anticipate and counter any potential negative reports around the realities of the New 

Zealand climate, and thus indicates the sorts of ‘sales tactics’ the Company employed to 

stimulate interest in colonial life in the ‘Antipodes’. This is echoed across other New Zealand 

Company publications. In the handbook New Zealand or Zealandia, the Britain of the South, 

written by one of the Company’s charismatic emigration agents Charles Hursthouse, the author 

claimed that the New Zealand climate has ‘suffered from indiscriminate laudation’.91 By this 

he is referring to the use of superlatives such as ‘nicest’ and ‘finest’ when describing the 

climate, which he believed obscured its true character and were misleading. For Hursthouse, 

New Zealand was too windy, cloudy, and stormy to be so heavily praised. Instead, he argued 

that its climate  

 

is substantially a good climate . . . favourable alike to the preservation of robust health and to 

the improvement of weak health; a climate most congenial to all pastoral and agricultural 

pursuits; one in which every English domestic animal thrives and fattens; and in which every 

English grain, grass, fruit and flower attains full development and perfection.92  
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Both texts therefore make a clear distinction between a desirable and necessary climate, with 

Hursthouse explicitly outlining how it is not only beneficial for the settlers’ health, but 

perfectly matched for the English lifestyle that was being imported to the ‘Antipodes’. His text 

is also a clear demonstration of how the migration literature created by the New Zealand 

Company sought to manage people’s expectations of the place. Having been built up as ‘the 

sunny Britain of the South’, the task of selling the image of Aotearoa New Zealand shifted 

from presenting it as an idyllic environment, to promoting it as the ideal colonial environment. 

 

Something that might have contributed to this shift was the increasing presence in 

contemporary fiction of feelings of dissatisfaction with the New Zealand weather. A tale by 

writer Mary Anne Barker (commonly referred to as Lady Barker) about a newly arrived 

immigrant boy in Aotearoa gives a detailed description of the unpleasant weather, complete 

with the witty remark that living in ‘the healthiest climate in the world does not give a doctor 

much chance of making a living by other people’s illnesses’.93 Through this, Barker was 

implying that due to the relentless wind in New Zealand, any sickness would supposedly be 

‘whisked right off’ the patient should a window be opened.94 Although tongue-in-cheek, this 

image of the violent winds in the ‘Antipodes’ was echoed by other colonial writers.95 Barker’s 

tale here exemplifies the ambivalence of perceptions of the wind as both a medical force that 

would render doctors redundant, and as a source of ongoing discomfort. Indeed, in his 

discussion of Victorian medical perspectives on the wind, Janković outlines its dual nature: on 

the one hand it was seen as a vehicle for the transmission of disease and an unpleasant force, 
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but on the other it was a ventilating agent, ‘a harbinger of health’.96 This duality suggests that 

Victorian attitudes towards the wind were complex, and as medical knowledge changed – for 

example, when miasma theory was replaced by germ theory in the latter part of the nineteenth 

century – so too would people’s understanding of the weather and its implications.  

  

*  *  *  *  * 

 

Nineteenth-century attitudes towards the weather were fluid. They were informed by broader 

environmental interventions and the changing scope of weather knowledge as people came to 

understand more clearly the relation of weather to different contexts. Colonisation processes 

were critical in shaping settler attitudes towards the weather, as colonial contact facilitated the 

exchange of weather knowledge from Aotearoa New Zealand as well as places like the United 

States. Furthermore, the development of meteorology as a science and its entanglements with 

popular forms of weather knowledge demonstrate how weather matters were continually being 

presented, contested, and re-evaluated throughout the nineteenth century. This chapter has 

pointed to some of the different ways weather knowledge and Victorian attitudes towards the 

weather permeated the print culture, literature, language, and the technological landscape of 

the nineteenth century. It was within this enveloping context that images were made and read 

– a context that images in turn had helped to shape. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Visualising the Weather in Aotearoa New Zealand 

 
Distortions in the representation of weather throughout the nineteenth century were common, 

and images did not merely present the weather ‘as it was’. Weather in images functioned as a 

moodsetter, as a compositional tool used to give balance and rhythm to an image, and its 

symbolic associations were, at times, co-opted in the construction of a colonial settler identity. 

This chapter explores what these distortions and re-presentations might mean, what they might 

be for, and how they affect readings of the images. It draws on works from two artistic genres, 

both of which accounted for a large portion of the images created by colonial artists, and that 

formed the basis of the visual materials used to market New Zealand as a colony. These were 

surveying images and ‘high-art’ landscapes (including photographic landscapes). While these 

genres might at first appear to be quite distinct, they both contain informative and idealised 

renderings of the environment, and likely borrowed from each other – something that was 

facilitated by their composite nature.  

 

As a broad category, survey images are often characterised by generally clear skies and 

panoramic compositions, both of which problematically encourage a colonial gaze over the 

land. A sub-category of this genre, which I am calling ‘self-referential survey sketches’, 

consists of images depicting the act of surveying, and these often appear to be more direct in 

their representation of the environment than ‘high art’ landscape images. In these self-

referential survey sketches, the presence of what is generally perceived as being more severe 

weather (or weather that is not ‘fine’) is foregrounded to highlight the varied and often 

dangerous conditions survey parties faced throughout their expeditions. Weather in these 

images was in part a visual tool used to convey the idea of surveyors as heroic explorers of a 
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‘new’ land, something that was in turn used to legitimize their presence, as well as something 

that can convey humour and portray something of colonists’ everyday experience of the 

environment. Fine weather is often assumed to be the default in the absence of other markings 

suggesting weather and this is particularly pronounced in quick line sketches taken in the field. 

The notion of a default weather is significant as these sketches formed the basis for later, more 

‘complete’ works. Therefore, an examination of the representation of weather within survey 

sketches can better illuminate the composite nature of these images.   

 

The ‘high art’ landscapes created by self-identifying artists show an ongoing preoccupation 

with capturing atmospheric effects in order to render the mood of a place or satisfy 

compositional and aesthetic schemes. The influence of European landscape traditions is evident 

in these images, and was also articulated in the writings of colonial artists like William 

Hodgkins. Hodgkins admired J.M.W. Turner’s treatment of atmospheric effects and saw it as 

a fitting model from which to establish a painting tradition in Aotearoa New Zealand, proudly 

proclaiming that ‘the study of atmospheric effect is what will make our future landscape 

painters’.97 Furthermore, as tourist interest in the colony grew throughout the latter part of the 

nineteenth century, so did the production of images depicting places like Milford Sound and 

Otira Gorge. These places were celebrated for the misty and stormy atmospheres often 

associated with Aotearoa New Zealand. This made them fitting subjects for artists seeking to 

portray sublime and picturesque landscapes, which could then be sold or exhibited to a public 

accustomed to seeing scenes (no matter how idealised) reflecting these aesthetic categories. In 

addition to its aesthetic elements, weather had logistical implications too. These were for many 

artists an integral part of their practice – especially perhaps for early photographers working in 

the wet-plate medium who were heavily reliant on specific weather conditions for their image 
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production. Similarly, artists who favoured the plein air style of painting required suitable 

weather conditions to be present in order to paint outside. By contrast, other artists specifically 

sought out stormy conditions in order to gain an ‘authentic’ rendering of the atmosphere and 

of nature in a state of tumult. Although many of these images did not explicitly claim the 

weather to be their subject, the aesthetic and practical engagements with the atmosphere by 

professional artists allow us to interpret these images as ‘weatherscapes’.  

 

Surveying the Skies 

The broad visual scope afforded by panoramic perspectives meant that unobtrusive weather – 

which was commonly articulated through bright and clear skies – was the ideal weather in 

which surveyors could carry out their observations. On his 1857 survey expedition in central 

Otago, Chief Surveyor of Otago (and later Surveyor-General of New Zealand) John Turnbull 

Thomson kept a diary commenting on various aspects of the landscape and the variable weather 

conditions his party faced throughout the expedition. He noted how ‘the operations of the 

survey were frustrated by the hilltops being almost constantly obscured by clouds’, and that 

‘after toiling to the top of a hill [we] often watched for hours to get an observation and 

sometimes returned without success’.98 For Thomson, the cloudy conditions prevented him 

from capturing the topographical information he believed was necessary for his image to 

function as a ‘survey image’ or to have any claim to being a faithfully observed landscape. The 

undesirable weather also put the surveyors and their equipment at risk and could potentially 

delay the expedition, which in turn could have dangerous consequences given their relative 

isolation. Importantly, Thomson’s comment reveals the mental disassociation of the sky from 

the landscape in the construction of survey images, even though he relied on clear and stable 
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weather conditions being present in order to construct them. The apparently fine weather that 

is often seen in these images might also be considered an omission of certain weather from the 

record. To misrepresent the weather as ‘fine’ in the images when it may not have been when 

the initial observations were made could be an intentional choice made by surveyors in order 

to satisfy an aesthetic preference. This further illustrates the perceived disconnect between sky 

and land with regard to survey images, and suggests that weather, although prominent, was not 

the subject but rather a conditional feature of the captured landscape. Alternatively, the 

exigencies of making survey images meant that only certain kinds of weather were recorded, 

something that would underscore the extent to which weather both enabled and thwarted the 

surveying process. 

 
 

 

The panoramic composition typical of most survey images draws attention to the topographical 

features whilst positioning the viewer as a surveyor, thus encouraging a possessive colonial 

gaze over the land. The high vantage point allows for a wide field of view and creates the 

appearance of an expansive vista which projects a sense of ownership or dominion over the 

landscape. In the panoramic image of Auckland made in 1849 by William Fox (fig. 2.1), the 

weather functions as a marker of topography. The distant horizon is delineated by the clouds 

and helps the viewer to distinguish between the land and the sky, whilst also marking out the 

limits of the view. Fox’s panorama consists of five individual pages that unfold from his 

sketchbook to form an uninterrupted view of Auckland’s extinct volcanoes and measures 

almost 1.3m in length. This format emphasises the horizontal line of sight that characterise 

Fig. 2.1: William Fox, Auckland 1849 Showing Extinct Volcanoes, 1849. 
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panoramic compositions, and the literal ‘unfolding’ of a landscape through the act of opening 

up and panning across the pages of the panorama projects a narrative of development as patches 

of cultivated land, distant ships, and the cluster of buildings on the left (that are perhaps too 

clearly rendered given the perspective) are progressively speckled throughout the scene. As art 

historian Jeanne van Eeden notes, the positioning of the maker/viewer as omniscient within 

panoramas gives them a sense of dominance over what is seen and implied beyond the horizon, 

and thus attempts to legitimise the colonial project.99 This is a view shared by art historian Alan 

Wallach, whose discussion of an American colonial landscape, Thomas Cole’s The Oxbow, 

illustrates how the panoramic format assumes a particular ideological position. Wallach states 

that social (and environmental) order and dominance is achieved through ‘vision and 

supervision, foresight, and, especially oversight’ – all qualities that can be seen as embodied 

by the surveyor and, in turn, the viewer.100 Wallach uses the term the ‘panoptic sublime’ to 

denote the ‘topmost point in an optical hierarchy’ that transfers to the viewer a sense of power 

over a terrain that completely fills their field of vision. Within a colonial context where 

unfamiliar environments are often presented as frontiers to be mapped and conquered, and seen 

as vast and ‘untouched’, this idea of the panoptic sublime becomes more pronounced. Fox’s 

panorama therefore depicts more than the extinct Auckland volcanoes it claims is the subject. 

However, survey images like this were not only a projection of colonial desire over the 

landscape, but also over the weather. As the panoramic format came to be associated with the 

possibilities and triumph of colonial settlement, the connection between vision, power, and the 

natural environment was reinforced in the minds of the public. The fact that the colonial project 
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was premised upon the weather meant that the way it came to be visualised through survey 

images had to be controlled, and the panoramic format was one such way of mediating people’s 

understanding of the ‘Antipodean’ weather. 

 

Panoramic compositions were popular and particularly favoured by the New Zealand Company 

who were tasked with facilitating migration to the colony. In a series of images commissioned 

by the Company, chief surveyor Samuel Brees presented three views of Wellington that 

progressively pan out and culminate in a wide overview of the surrounding area (fig. 2.2). The 

first image is a ground-level view of the settlement showing dwellings, farm animals, sailboats, 

and even a flag waving in apparent wind in the right mid ground. The second image is taken 

from a more distant vantage point and pans over the small settlement and the adjacent hills that 

Fig. 2.2: Samuel Charles Brees, Panorama of Wellington, Port Nicholson, taken upon 
Thorndon Flat. Te Aro Flat, Wellington, from near Captain Sharpe's residence; 

Panorama taken from the top of Mount Victoria, Port Nicholson. 1847. 



		 52	

enclose it. The final image takes the characteristic form of a surveyor’s panorama where the 

gently rounded hills and coastline stretch across the length of the image. The three different 

vantage points also offer three perspectives of the sky, which accounts for half of each 

composition. The break in the clouds in the first panorama allows the sun to shine directly on 

the scene (metaphorically shedding light on the land beneath), and the sun itself becomes a 

focal point within the image as it is framed by the grey clouds on either side. In the bottom 

panorama, the lateral aspects of the landscape are emphasised by the single multi-coloured 

cloud that stands out against the light blue sky and gestures towards the land beyond the 

horizon. Its dark tones are comparable to the mountains, and make it appear more solid – an 

effect emphasised in the uncoloured engraved reproductions of this image. The dominant 

presence of the weather here, however, is not reflected in the descriptions that accompanied 

these images. The series features in The Pictorial Illustrations of New Zealand which contains 

a number of illustrations of the Wellington region accompanied by descriptions intended to 

give readers a ‘general [idea of] the character of New Zealand’.101 In the descriptions for these 

‘Port Nicholson’ panoramas, the dynamic and varied atmospheric conditions are not 

mentioned, the emphasis remaining instead on the private residences, civic buildings, and ships 

that appear to naturalise the presence of the colonists. The discrepancies between what is seen 

and read reinforce the idea that knowledge and experience of the ‘natural’ world is socially and 

culturally mediated. In his discussion about the influence of the ‘tourist gaze’ (similar to the 

surveyor’s or colonial gaze) on the perception of landscape, Desmond Bell suggests that the 

landscape is not understood as a ‘natural terrain’, but as a ‘social framing of nature in which 

aesthetic, commercial and ideological discourses and practices crowd into the picture’.102 This 
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is evident in Brees’ panoramic images as they were intended to function as marketing materials 

selling the idea of settlement in the ‘Antipodes’ in a way that resonated with their intended 

audience. It is significant that Brees chose this pictorial format to promote the colony as the 

grand, overbearing optics of the panoramic image attempts to reify the landscape through an 

incessant fixation on topographical detail. This is reinforced by Brees making the weather a 

prominent feature of the composition but not commenting on it in the description. It implies 

that it is a backdrop or frame to the image, rather than a feature to actively bring readers’ 

attention to (as he does with the terrestrial features). While having a clear understanding of the 

local climate was necessary for the establishment of a viable and sustainable settlement, this is 

not foregrounded in the image or the rhetoric around it. The focus remains on the settlement 

itself rather than on the environmental conditions that might facilitate its growth.  

 

 

Not all survey sketches were as elaborate as Brees’, and the way of representing the weather 

did not need to be either. It is of course possible to indicate the presence of clouds without the 

use of colour. This is evident in the work of artist and educator William Holmes, whose 

sketches of Port Levy (fig. 2.3) and Lyttelton (fig. 2.4) clearly depict clouds levitating above 

the hills. Although not a surveyor by trade, Holmes’ artistic education would have likely 

Fig. 2.3: William Holmes (engraved by 
Henry Adlard), Mr Keale’s Warrie, Port 

Levy, c. 1853. 

Fig. 2.4: William Holmes (engraved by 
Henry Adlard), Lyttelton, Port Victoria 

and Harbour. 
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included being trained in technical drawing, which was a mainstay of a surveyor’s education. 

Furthermore, Holmes’ images may be read as survey images despite not being made by a 

surveyor, because many of them closely adhere to the typical conventions of this genre. For 

example, they are often taken from a high vantage point, and include numbered labels to point 

out notable features of the topography or built environment. In his sketch of Port Levy, Holmes 

has shown a figure perched against a rock facing the bay, with what appears to be a sketchpad 

in their lap. While it is unclear who this figure is, they are perhaps preparing to draw the scene 

in front of them. However, landscape historian Jacky Bowring argues that rather than 

representing a real person, the figure is likely a symbolic spectator of the picturesque, and 

‘represents a tradition of such figures which extends back to [William] Gilpin’s “loitering 

peasant”’.103 In either case, the purpose of the figure as they are shown is to contemplate the 

scene before them, including the clouds and the weather. Holmes’ treatment of the skies 

appears relatively consistent, as when clouds are included in his work there is very little 

variation in their form. One reason for this could be because those types of clouds were present 

at the time of the sketch, and therefore Holmes is representing the clouds as he saw them on 

the day. Alternatively, and perhaps a more plausible reason for the similar appearance of the 

skies across his works, would be because they are a result of stylistic preference for this 

archetypal type of cloud to embellish Holmes’ picturesque scenes. As this chapter illustrates, 

artists were known to take liberties when representing the weather. 
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Most of the ‘completed’ images that emerged from survey expeditions – and especially those 

that were sent abroad as part of the New Zealand Company’s marketing campaign – were not 

captured in situ, and were instead developed from initial sketches taken by the surveyors.  

Charles Heaphy’s sketches of Wellington Harbour are useful in illustrating how weather was 

added or omitted in such images. His sketch Key to the View of the Town of Wellington (fig. 

Fig. 2.5: Charles Heaphy, Key to the view of the town of Wellington, c.1841. 

Fig. 2.6: Charles Heaphy, Thorndon Flat and part of the city of Wellington, 1841. 



		 56	

2.5) describes the supposedly key details also depicted in a watercolour image of the same 

scene, which shows the harbour on a lightly cloudy day (fig. 2.6). The images are almost 

identical, with the main difference being that one is a schematic line drawing and the other is 

a watercolour. The difference in medium has a greater impact on the rendering of the weather 

and hills than on the figures and objects depicted in the scene. A possible reason for this might 

be that the watercolour adds detail almost exclusively through the use of colour and tonal 

variation to render the different textures and surfaces. Colour in Heaphy’s line sketch is not 

necessary in order to see that the water in the bay is calm and to be able to gauge the texture of 

the hills as it contains scalloped line work that gives the impression of dense bush and clearings. 

Assuming that the day was in fact cloudy, colour in this instance is necessary to determine the 

atmospheric conditions. Without it, there is nothing in the line drawing to indicate the presence 

of the clouds, which in the watercolour are given a prominent position in the sky. In both 

images the weather conditions can be interpreted as calm, as the clouds appear to have no 

significant bearing over the conditions near the ground, other than perhaps indicating incoming 

bad weather. Given the lack of information about the exact time these images were produced 

and the corresponding weather conditions, it is difficult to conclude whether the clouds were 

added into the coloured drawing or removed from the line drawing. Nonetheless, the noticeable 

difference in the treatment of the skies is interesting because it suggests the importance Heaphy 

placed on visible weather features as a necessary part of the image. Assuming clouds were 

present at the time Heaphy made the line drawing, his decision not to include them is likely 

because the sketch was intended to be a schematic landscape whose function is to delineate 

notable features and landmarks. If so, the implication could be that the weather is too transient 

to warrant being included in the line drawing, or that it was already identifiable to viewers. 

However, the fact that other natural features of the land such as the hills in the distant right also 
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do not have a corresponding key entry yet are included in the image reinforces the narrow view 

of these sorts of images as a terrestrially-centred format. 

 

Heaphy created many versions of this scene, and when considered alongside one another, the 

composite nature of these images and Heaphy’s fragmented approach to painting landscapes 

becomes apparent. Figures. 2.7 and 2.8 appear almost identical to the first watercolour (fig. 

Fig. 2.7: Charles Heaphy, Part of Lambton Harbour, in Port Nicholson, New 
Zealand, Comprehending About One Third of the Water Frontage of the Town of 

Wellington, 1841. (hand-coloured lithograph) 

Fig. 2.8: Charles Heaphy, Part of Lambton Harbour, in Port Nicholson, New 
Zealand; Comprehending About One Third of the Water Frontage of the Town of 

Wellington, 1841. (tinted lithograph) 



		 58	

2.6), but with the main differences between them being the presence of the figures in the 

foreground, a flagpole, and the different treatment of the sky. The landscape is segmented in a 

way that allows the artist to alter elements (like the sky) within the image, while the overall 

scene still retains its plausibility. This kind of patchwork construction was a popular technique 

used to render weather in nineteenth-century photography (something that is discussed in 

greater detail later in this chapter), but it can also be seen to apply to painting. As art critic Iain 

Sharp has noted in his analysis of Thorndon Flat and part of the city of Wellington (fig 2.6), 

Heaphy has manipulated the image by painting vessels that separately visited the harbour over 

a five-month period, but are shown here as being simultaneously present. Sharp claims that this 

was done for marketing purposes to make the harbour appear busier, further legitimising the 

operations of the New Zealand Company.104 Given that Heaphy took the license of modifying 

the elements of the landscape in this way, it is also possible that he has modified the sky for 

the same purpose. To suggest that Heaphy has completely ‘erased’ the weather or elements of 

the weather in figures 2.7 and 2.8 would problematically imply that the sky is not a constituent 

part of a landscape, and assumes that only notable and overtly visual meteorological features 

such as clouds are capable of acting as markers of weather. If the varied atmospheric conditions 

between all three images are attributed to them being created on different days or at various 

points throughout the day, then it would also be expected that some of the figures in the 

background would change position. This is not the case, and with the exception of a few areas 

the details within the images remain the same. What might be inferred from this therefore is 

that the figures – a number of which appear to be European settlers – are perceived as more 

permanent within the landscape than the weather; the image thus projects a sort of colonial 

confidence. 
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The discussion so far has considered how ‘visible’ weather has been represented; however, a 

meteorological phenomenon such as wind cannot be articulated through a clear visual form in 

the same way as clouds or rain, for example. In her discussion on aesthetic engagement with 

non-tangible elements like the wind, Madalina Diaconu notes that in visual art, wind becomes 

visible within the image by proxy.105 As something that does not take a stable form, it often 

requires a stand-in object to establish its presence visually. One way of visualising the wind is 

to allegorise it and anthropomorphise it. This is commonly seen on early maps or in religious 

and mythological images where a figure or figures are portrayed with puffed cheeks indicating 

a blowing motion, with lines sometimes being shown protruding from their mouth to emphasise 

this effect. In nineteenth-century landscape paintings – and particularly in images like 

Heaphy’s that are intended to function as documentary images – this visual vocabulary has not 

been used. An alternative, more subtle method of rendering the wind is by showing its effect 

on objects in the image as Heaphy has done. In his images, the wind is assumed to be present 

because of the fluttering flags depicted in the bottom left (fig. 2.7) and in the right foreground 

(figs. 2.6 and 2.8). By contrast, the line drawing forming the Key to the View of the Town of 

Wellington printed alongside the images does not contain any of these weather markers. The 

most prominent flagpole situated in the right foreground of the other images in the series 

becomes another interchangeable feature within the landscape, able to be removed or added at 

will by the artist. A clue as to whether the flagpole existed at all, or whether it was specifically 

added to the composition, is found in an autobiography of Heaphy’s friend, Captain F. G. 

Moore. Moore was an employee of the New Zealand Company, who together with Heaphy had 

built a cottage on a site just to the right of the frame in this scene. In his autobiography, Moore 

states that outside the cottage they erected a flagpole and banner, to signal when they were ‘at 
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home to visitors’.106 This is the flagpole waving the flag of the New Zealand Company in the 

right foreground in figures 2.6 and 2.8. Its symbolic significance therefore has implications not 

only for how weather might be interpreted across the different images, but its presence also 

highlights how weather is implicated in the construction of colonial symbols. For example, the 

appearance of the settler ships immediately invokes the weather as it was the wind in their sails 

that brought them to Aotearoa. It is not only the actual presence of the flag that is of interest, 

but also the rolling motion of it that is enabled by the wind. A flag in calm conditions appears 

limp, and therefore might appear less intelligible compared to one that is made to look as if it 

is billowing in the wind. The billowing flag of the New Zealand Company as a method of 

visually and ideologically marking out a sense of place (‘home’ as Moore calls it) is therefore 

richly symbolic. Its legibility as a symbol of territorial claim and colonial aspirations within 

Heaphy’s images is therefore inextricably linked to the presence of wind. Whether the wind 

was blowing the moment the image was captured or was later added for aesthetic or symbolic 

purposes is unclear, but what is clear is that the connection between the wind and the objects 

that the wind can be inferred from must be considered in order to understand the active role 

weather has in the construction and promotion of colonial agendas and ideologies.   

 

Representing the Experience of Weather in Self-referential Survey Sketches 

The majority of the official survey images used by the New Zealand Company depicted ‘fine’ 

weather, often characterised by clear blue skies and light scattered clouds. This was a useful 

way of selling the idea of migration to the colony, but it was ultimately very selective, and 

likely skewed people’s perceptions of the climate in Aotearoa New Zealand. A greater variety 

of weather imagery emerges in self-referential survey sketches. These are works that depict the 

act of surveying, and are often taken from field sketchbooks or created following the expedition 
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to accompany a written account of the daily lives and notable events of the survey party. 

Extreme weather conditions such as snow and storms are a common feature within this 

category of images. They depict places that would have been less accessible at the time, such 

as mountain summits, which makes them useful sources through which to examine the 

relationships between topography and weather conditions. One such image is John Turnbull 

Thomson’s Scene on the Slate Ranges, 1857. [Hawkdun Range, 1858] (fig. 2.9). During his 

survey of central Otago in 1857, Thomson’s survey party was caught in a snowstorm which he 

has portrayed in this watercolour. The scene shows three members of Thomson’s party at the 

top of the Slate Ranges, with one of them (presumably Thomson) pointing outside of the frame 

towards the Eyre Mountains. The shades of taupe, white, and grey Thomson has used to colour 

the image give the viewer a sense of the enveloping haze and blustery conditions on the summit. 

The surrounding mountains appear to fade into the background, and Thomson has used a dark 

grey colour and clear directional strokes to give the appearance of a dense cloud above the 

mountains, suggesting that snow is continuing to fall on the surrounding landscape. Regarding 

Fig. 2.9: John Turnbull Thomson, Scene on the Slate Ranges, 1857 [Hawkdun 
Range, 1858], 1870, 
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the treatment of the weather, self-referential survey sketches might be considered as the inverse 

of the crystal-clear rendering of the atmosphere seen in panoramas. Unlike in the panoramic 

images, the weather in Thomson’s watercolour here is foregrounded in a more explicit way. 

This directness of representation, in conjunction with the apparent fictional aspects of the 

composition – the figure of the artist himself appears in the scene – further complicates our 

understanding of the image.  

 

The emphasis on the harsh conditions also positions the nineteenth-century surveyor as a heroic 

figure. In Thomson’s published account Rambles with a Philosopher, or, Views of the 

Antipodes published ten years after his survey of the Otago interior, he describes a scene similar 

to the one captured in the Slate Ranges. He wrote how the ascent up the mountain was ‘without 

doubt or difficulty [but] when [he] made the summit, however, the scene changed. The storm 

had now attained its fullest force, sweeping the bare mountain with fierce blasts, accompanied 

by drifting, hard, pitiless hail-showers’.107 Thomson’s choice of words used to describe the 

storm as ‘fierce’ and ‘pitiless’ illustrates his desire to portray the weather as an adversarial 

force. The overbearing presence of the weather in his elaborate account of the climb highlights 

the challenging circumstances his party faced in order to reach the summit, and thus encourages 

the reader to view them with reverence. This emphasis on the difficult weather Thomson’s 

party faced is evident in two other watercolours he created of the expedition: Snowed up. 

Hawkdun Mts, Otago. 2 Jany 58 (fig. 2.10) and Ascending Longslip Mountain, Otago, 17 Dec 

1857 (fig.  2.11). The former depicts a member of the survey party in his tent as he pokes his 

head outside to briefly observe the conditions. The contrast between the dark sky and bright 
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snow makes it possible to gauge the near horizontal direction of the snow caused by the wind. 

The layer of snow on the horse indicates the severity and duration of the snowstorm that they 

endured. This, alongside the white tent projecting upwards from the landscape itself, gives a 

sense of the open and exposed conditions the surveyors were living and working in. The 

weather is observed both by Thomson as the artist of this scene and by the curious or perhaps 

concerned head peeking through the tent outside – whether this is Thomson or someone else 

remains unclear.  Ascending Longslip Mountain uses a different perspective to highlight the 

vertical approach to the summit and towards the clear skies that allowed them to obtain a 

‘commanding view of all the Waitaki and upper Clutha country’.108 While the environmental 

conditions remain extreme, unlike in the previous two images the weather appears calmer, thus 

allowing the party to attempt the ascent. The close cropping has removed much of the sky, 

placing greater emphasis on the figures who are seen with their backs to us, making tracks in 
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Fig. 2.10: John Turnbull Thomson, 
Snowed up. Hawkdun Mts, Otago. 2 Jany 

58, 1877. 

Fig. 2.11: John Turnbull Thomson, 
Ascending Longslip Mountain, Otago, 17 

Dec 1857, 1877. 
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the fresh snow on their way to ‘discover’ and map the landscape. Literary and visual accounts 

from the nineteenth century detailing similar events build a narrative around the surveyor as a 

‘hero-explorer’. New Zealand historian Giselle Byrnes claims that early colonial surveyors in 

Aotearoa have been presented as ‘willing actors in the theatre of conquest and are accorded the 

heroic role of “explorer” as the curtain rises on each of their “discoveries”’.109 This connection 

to theatricality is significant, as it suggests how these narratives were constructed to be 

consumed by an audience, and insofar as they were intended to be documentary, images and 

accounts of surveys were also creative and culturally-mediated works. It also suggests that the 

broader narrative of imperial ambition and entitlement that underpinned these expeditions was 

embodied in the act of surveying and visualizing – through Eurocentric means – what the 

British colonists saw as a ‘new land’. Within these narratives, the weather is positioned as both 

a backdrop and an actor. While one key function of it is to frame human activity as a means of 

influencing the reader to take on a specific emotional disposition (in a similar way to how the 

backing score of a film is used to reinforce the tone of the action happening on screen) it is also 

presented as a force against which colonists often had to struggle. 

 

In another snowy scene painted by Thomson, the weather is used to foreground the act of 

surveying, and this image also illustrates how it could be used for light comedic effect. The 

watercolour is titled On the Dome Mountain, 17 Feb 1857 (fig. 2.12), and depicts a 

concentrating Thomson peering through his theodolite to something beyond the frame. To his 

right is his assistant, Lindsay, who according to Thomson, was busy scratching and 

immortalizing their names on a cairn whilst he took his observations.110 Thomson also notes in 
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his journal that ‘water froze on [the] summit’ as they took their observations.111 A way the 

freezing temperatures have been made visible in the scene is through Lindsay, whose body 

language is indexical of the cold weather. His pose is juxtaposed with that of Thomson as he 

sits on a rock (possibly the aforementioned cairn), hands folded into his body to conserve heat, 

his face in a frown with teeth chattering as he looks directly out towards the viewer. In his 

account of this day, Thomson mentions how the weather was warm and pleasant as they began 

the ascent, but as they climbed to the summit it became ‘bitterly cold’.112 In the image, 

Thomson appears staunch and unaffected by the weather, committed to his observations until 

he was ‘disturbed by the chatter of Lindsay’s teeth’.113 According to Thomson, Lindsay’s 

failure to bring an overcoat was because he believed that if it was warm on the ground, it would 

follow that it was warmer the closer they climbed towards the sun, thus making a coat 
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Fig. 2.12: John Turnbull Thomson, On the Dome Mountain. 17 Feb 57, 1877.  



		 66	

unnecessary.114 Thomson went on to say that he only mentioned this incident ‘as a curious 

example of a Scotchman’s idealisation’.115 Besides the problematic national stereotyping 

Thomson was engaging in, his description of the event is likely intended to be a lighthearted 

musing on his assistant, which positions him as a comical figure against the more serious and 

well-prepared Thomson. However, this incident also points towards people’s misconceptions 

around weather and its relationship to topography, and more broadly illustrates the low level 

of scientific literacy – particularly with regard to the climate – of a large portion of the public 

throughout the nineteenth century. An examination of On the Dome Mountain also 

demonstrates that when attempting to understand the meteorological conditions within images, 

the sky cannot be considered in isolation, as the weather permeates all elements of the scene 

and thus is interpreted through details beyond the sky itself. Drawing conclusions about the 

weather based on the appearance of the sky alone is insufficient, and many of the nuances of 

weather that are important and often experienced mainly through sensation and often intangible 

(such as the nature of the wind, temperature, and ambient noise) remain elusive. Non-

atmospheric elements in the images, such as figures and clothing, as well as literary materials 

such as journals and diaries describing the scenes, are useful and often heavily relied upon in 

unpacking the weather within an image. The information that contributes to our understanding 

of the weather in such images is partly visual and partly textual (in this case as gathered through 

Thomson’s written accounts, details of which viewers then link to their own experiences of 

different weather conditions). Reframing the weather in pictorial works so it is viewed as more 

than the sky, and considered as the sum of all the elements in and around the image, necessitates 

the conceptual shift from landscapes to weatherscapes.   
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Other extreme weather events that are visually striking and further the narrative of the surveyor 

as explorer-hero are floods. Floods are well-documented in visual and meteorological records 

of Aotearoa New Zealand, with Pākehā records beginning as early as 1839.116 As surveyors 

traversed the landscape, they encountered heavy rain and floods that thwarted their efforts and 

threatened their safety, but that could also create ‘sublime scenes’ and entertaining stories to 

tell and depict. On an expedition to the West Coast, for example, Thomson’s survey party 

crossed the river Taipo near Otira Gorge, and he painted a watercolour of the event the 

following year. Like the previously discussed images created by Thomson, Taipo in flood. 23 

Sept 76 (fig. 2.13) was created in 1877, but depicts an earlier scene that corresponds to a written 

account of this flood. The later date reveals that these watercolours were not created even close 

to in situ, but were perhaps developed from field sketches, or constructed entirely from 

memory. In either case, the resulting image is Thomson’s interpretation of the event, and is 
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Fig. 2.13: John Turnbull Thomson, Taipo in flood. 23 Sept 76, 1877. 
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visually similar to Scene on the Slate Ranges, 1857, as it explicitly foregrounds the weather as 

a source of danger. In this scene, the sky is completely overcast and tints the colour of the 

surrounding landscape with dark blues and greys, giving a sense of the enveloping nature of 

the storm and constant rain. The most prominent feature is the bright cloud in the centre that 

alludes to the sun’s presence and illuminates the scene.  Rather than highlighting the human 

action and the flooded river in the foreground, the light is directed towards the base of the 

snowy mountain and riverbank behind them, perhaps as a means of stressing the party’s 

departure from the safety of the river bank. Furthermore, in bringing attention to the sky, it 

makes the cause of the flood the focal point of the image. A written account of the scene by 

one of the expedition party, published three weeks after the event, describes the dangerous 

crossing and the helplessness of the people who had no option of turning back once in the river 

due to the torrents.117 Interestingly, the author states that prior to the storm, in nearby Hokitika 

people had ‘prayed for a flood’ as the mouth of the river there had been drying out; the 

following morning, rain had begun to fall. This alludes to the idea of weather as a divine 

intervention, which is a theme that runs through both theological and scientific discussions 

from the time. In his book on the meteorological language used in the Bible’s Psalms, Steve 

Wiggins alerts readers to the fact that in Christianity, weather has historically – and in some 

places today remains – linked to the idea of ‘God of the gaps’. This is a theological perspective 

that suggests gaps in scientific knowledge – in this case concerning the meteorological 

processes that constitute weather – are a sign of God’s existence.118 The religious climate of 

nineteenth-century Britain, and linked colonial societies, meant that the weather in this image 

might be interpreted in this way by nineteenth-century audiences. Although Thomson’s image 

is not a biblical scene, the emphasis on the sky, the relative scale of the figures, and the 

																																																								
117 “A Trip to the West Coast”, Otago Daily Times, 14 October 1876, 1. 
118 Steve A. Wiggins, Weathering the Psalms: A Meteorotheological Survey (United 
Kingdom: Wipf and Stock Publishers), 1. 



		 69	

description of the wider context of the event as recalled by one of the members on the 

expedition suggest that their understanding of the weather continued to be mediated through 

religious speech and symbolism.  

 

In contrast to the visual emphasis of Taipo in flood, the lengthy and detailed account of the 

river crossing published in the paper conveys the danger and nervousness associated with the 

river crossing, but interestingly it largely excludes the weather from the narrative. 

Compositionally, the weather in Thomson’s image is given a prominent position as the portion 

that denotes the sky is three-quarters of the overall composition. However, the image as a whole 

conveys the enveloping nature of the storm, as windblown and broken trees mark out the 

riverbank to the left, and the scene is given additional grandeur by the diminutive size of the 

coach and horses in the river in relation to the rest of the landscape. The blended patches of 

colour created by the watercolour medium also help to convey the visuals of constant rain, and 

this is particularly evident around the spiked edge of the light cloud, which indicates the 

direction of the downpour. The focal point of the image remains the sky and the overall 

atmosphere of the scene, yet the emphasis in the written account remains on the human action 

happening on the ground that in Thomson’s painting is almost indistinguishable from the 

surrounding landscape. In the account of this event likely written by one of the members of 

Thomson’s survey party and printed in the local newspaper, the author’s focus remains on the 

flooded river. The only mention of atmospheric conditions is the rain that was said to ‘fall in 

torrents’ and ‘continued unabated’.119 Whilst it might appear that the meteorological conditions 
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have been pushed into the periphery in their account and thus treated as secondary to the human 

action, I would argue that the weather remains central in both visual and literary accounts. The 

visual representations, by virtue of the different elements of the image being read 

simultaneously by the viewer, tend to present a more immediate picture of the weather than the 

more narrow or sequential focus of the written accounts. Thomson’s watercolour of another 

river crossing entitled Crossing the Ohau 25 Dec 1857 (fig. 2.14) further illustrates this point. 

The image shows Thomson on his horse, which is submerged in water to the shoulders and is 

moving against the current of the river. The sky is shown to be overcast, with lighter coloured 

directional brushstrokes indicative of the persistent rain. Prior to the river crossing, Thomson 

had watched another man nearly drown attempting to get across the flood at another point. He 

describes the powerful torrents and their destabilising effect on the rider’s large horse, but again 

makes no mention of the wider atmospheric conditions. He only explicitly mentioned the 

extreme weather when he stated that the Ohau was ‘in its highest state of flood’, but this itself 

only reveals that it had previously rained heavily, and tells the reader very little as to the state 

Fig. 2.14: John Turnbull Thomson, Crossing the Ohau 25 Dec 1857. 
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of the weather in that moment.120 The shift in attention from the sky that dominates the images 

to the currents and torrents of the flooded rivers emphasised in the textual accounts 

demonstrates the type of information that is prioritised or lost through different methods of 

representing the weather. Textual accounts slowly unfurl a scene by creating an image in the 

viewer’s mind through descriptions of specific elements of the scene, and unless the writer 

chooses to describe certain aspects of the weather directly, they risk overlooking certain 

conditions as the weather is comprised of a number of atmospheric events happening 

simultaneously. While this can also happen in a visual representation, an image is arguably 

better able to render a more immediate account of the weather, as the visualisation of the scene 

is often inseparable from the depiction of its atmosphere. As this chapter highlights, the weather 

in images is also able to be distorted through various means, but visual media is often better 

placed than written accounts to provide a more immediate and integrated picture of the 

moment’s climatic conditions.  

 
 
  

																																																								
120 John Turnbull Thomson, Sketch of the Province of Otago: A lecture (being one of a series 
delivered at Dunedin (Dunedin: W. Lambert "Otago Colonist" Office, 1858), 11. 
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Nature as a ‘Picture in Waiting’: Weather in ‘High Art’ Landscapes 

One of the intended functions of weather in landscape painting was to act as a mood setter. 

Landscape painters had a particular interest in invoking (and constructing) the mood of a place 

by manipulating the atmospheric features within their images so that they conformed to the 

established aesthetic conventions of the landscape genre. This idea of the artist as the 

orchestrator of vision is reinforced throughout much of the nineteenth-century literature on 

landscape painting. A painting guide from 1859 titled The Art of Landscape Painting in Oil 

Colours, outlines a very strict approach to painting the weather, even going so far as to offer a 

list for the painter of the specific colours and tints necessary to paint atmospheric features.121 

This is accompanied by explanations of the techniques used to achieve the desired effect.122 

The author has dedicated an entire section in the book to the sky, which he claims ‘is the most 

important part of the picture’ as it tints and sets the tone for the rest of the composition. 123 His 

discussion of it, however, is quite limited as he only comments on the clouds and the different 

ways they should be rendered depending upon the light conditions in the overall scene. This 

particular guide to landscape painting demonstrates how artists were encouraged to follow a 

highly-structured way of depicting the weather, and further would have engrained the idea that 

only a selection of meteorological features (usually those that took a tangible form) were worth 

the attention of the artist. This is mirrored in a contemporaneous guide written in 1882 by 

William M. Bryant, which advocates that artists should freely change or completely remove 

elements that are seen as being ‘detrimental to the total effect’ of the image.124 This includes 

removing details such as ‘a sweep of clouds, or even simple accessories, such as animals, 

																																																								
121 W. Williams, The Art of Landscape Painting in Oil Colours (London, Winsor and 
Newton, 1859), 49-50. 
122 Ibid, 50-52. 
123 Ibid, 47. 
124 William M Bryant, Philosophy of Landscape Painting (St Louis: St. Louis News 
Company, 1882), 68.  
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architecture, and human beings’, all in order to achieve a specific mood within a scene.125 

While at first this free approach appears to contradict the structured method of recording the 

landscape advocated in ‘The Art of Landscape Painting in Oil Colours’, they both share the 

underlying idea that the sky is an essential component of the scene, and must be altered in order 

to conform to aesthetic expectations of atmosphere in landscape painting. Similarly, both texts 

show an indifference to the landscape itself, with the former assuming to know which colours 

are required, and the latter showing a disregard for the presence of objects within the landscape 

as it has been observed. The endorsement of these approaches towards painting landscapes 

appears to go against the idea of direct and ‘truthful observation. This is further illustrated by 

Bryant’s statement that the overall effect of landscape is produced by the artist modifying every 

element in the composition in order to form a scene that is ‘an adequate artistic expression of . 

. . the sentiment which was only vaguely suggested by the selected view of nature itself’.126 

This highlights the perceived role of the landscape artist as someone who interprets nature and 

states, in a very direct way, that the weather as it is depicted in these scenes  is idealised to fit 

an aesthetic scheme. 

 

One of the key ways painters used the weather to evoke a mood was through their application 

of fog and mist in a scene. This is particularly evident in the work of James Peele, who regularly 

undertook tours of Aotearoa New Zealand making sketches that would later be developed in 

his studio in Melbourne. His weatherscapes were often centred around Milford Sound and Otira 

Gorge – both of which were becoming popular tourist destinations and popular subject matter 

for the romantic artist. His painting Steamboat, Milford Sound, New Zealand (fig. 2.15) painted 

at the turn of the century exemplifies how he relied on the atmospheric features to create  
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mystery, awe, and drama around the natural environment. Importantly, it illustrates how the 

fog as well as acting in service of the sublime, has become the subject of the painting and a 

sight in itself. Peele’s paintings of Milford Sound are often characterised by a mist that wraps 

around the Sound’s distinctive peaks, appearing almost as an extension of the mountain itself. 

In his other paintings of Milford Sound (figs. 2.16, 2.17, and 2.18), the mist is clearly visible 

around the mountains, but it remains in the background of the image and therefore is not 

perceived as obstructing the general view. Indeed, here the lingering mist is used to draw 

attention to the topographical features, such as the pointed peaks and the vertical faces of the 

mountains.  

 

Fig. 2.15: James Peele, Steamboat, Milford 
Sound, New Zealand, 1900. 

Fig. 2.16: James Peele, Mitre Peak, Milford 
Sound, 1902. 

Fig. 2.17: James Peele, Milford Sound, date 
unknown. 

Fig. 2.18: James Peele, Milford sound, 1899. 
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By contrast, in his painting Steamboat, Milford Sound (figure 2.15) the mist is seen to be 

encroaching into the visual space of the viewer and thus takes on a new role in the composition. 

What might at first appear as mist at the base of the mountain is shown to cast a shadow over 

the water, implying that it lies further forward between the mountain and the viewer. The dark 

shadow on the water and haziness of the hillside on the right further emphasises this. In figures 

2.16 to 2.18, the air that exists between the position of the viewer and the distant mountains is 

generally perceived as invisible or immaterial, even though it is understood to be constantly 

present. This idea is reminiscent of Tim Ingold’s conception of ‘the weather-world’ alluded to 

in the introduction of this thesis. Under this concept, if one were to walk into the scene they 

would be ‘caught up in the transformations of the weather-world’ and experience the weather 

despite not being able to ‘see’ every aspect of it.127 Environmental aesthetics scholar Madalina 

Diaconu further elaborates on this idea of a bodily awareness of the weather. According to 

Diaconu, it is only when ‘the clouds settle on the earth as fog’ that the viewer becomes actively 

aware of their bodily relationship with the air around them.128 While her discussion is based on 

the physical world as she talks about the awareness that occurs when walking through fog, this 

idea of activating or making visible the aerial space can also be applied to landscape paintings 

such as Peele’s Steamboat, Milford Sound. Bringing the fog further into the foreground of the 

image by directing the viewer’s attention to it gives it a greater presence and arguably its own 

location within the image. Rather than framing the topographical features in the scene, as 

clouds and mist often did, weather elements like the fog in this example are posited as concrete 

forms within the landscape.  

 

																																																								
127 Ingold, “Earth, Sky, Wind and Weather”, 33-35. 
128 Madalina Diaconu, “Longing for Clouds: Does Beautiful Weather Have to be Fine?”, 
Contemporary Aesthetics 13, (2015): n.p. 
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Furthermore, the label ‘weatherscape’ can be used to refer to type of image where weather is 

the subject, but it can also be a form of visual analysis that is used to rebalance the art historical 

discourse. The label ‘landscape’ encourages a way of engaging with images that is often 

terrestrially focused – the fact that sub-genres like seascapes and notably cloudscapes appear 

to be set up in relation to landscapes further underscores this point. As a result, the weather in 

these images is often conceived of in terms of the landscape. Some nineteenth-century painting 

books considered the atmosphere as something that modified the landscape. They advocated 

that clouds (and cloud-like atmospheric effects like mist or fog) should be introduced into the 

composition in order to conceal unsightly elements of landscape. 129 This hints at the primacy 

given to the land in landscapes, but it also indicates that the weather ultimately influenced the 

perception of the land, and therefore becomes an element that was just as important – if not 

more – than the land itself. Whereas the paragraph above discussed Peele’s painting with the 

assumption that the mist was present, it would be equally accurate to assume that it was added 

to the painting for aesthetic effect. As another Victorian writer Robert Collier argued, a 

constructed scene where elements of the landscape are added, removed, and adjusted in form 

or position in order to fit into a single rectangular frame does not violate the concept of ‘truth 

to nature’ that many landscape painters sought to achieve.130 In fact, Peele was praised by the 

local newspaper and described as a magician for his ability to create scenes that appear ‘real’ 

yet are manipulated to fit into the frame.131 The views expressed in both accounts are relevant 

to possible readings of this image, as they suggest that the mist could have been added for a 

number of reasons: to obscure an unsightly portion of the landscape, to show that mist might 

at some point or has at some point occurred in the area, or for aesthetic effect as is discussed 

in the following paragraph. Its presence is possibly a result of all three, as mist is both a 

																																																								
129 Philip Gilbert Hammerton, Landscape (Boston: Roberts Bros., 1885), 421. 
130 Sir Robert Collier, “Landscape Painting”, The Nineteenth Century 7, no. 35 (1880): 1049.  
131 “All Sorts of People”, Free Lance, 4 November, 1905, 1.  
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meteorological event and a visual vessel for symbolism. If the mist was added by Peele, it is 

significant that he has shown it obscuring the dark solid forms of the mountains as well as the 

bright sky. Usually, clouds and mist would be removed if they were to obscure certain features 

of landscape (for example in surveyor images); however, here the mist not only conceals the 

land but is given a prominent position within the composition that acknowledges the shift in 

focus from the land to the all-enveloping atmosphere. 

 

 

Equally, Peele’s application of the artistic sublime can also be seen as an application of the 

imperial gaze across the territorial and atmospheric space of Aotearoa New Zealand. In many 

ways, his sublime weatherscapes recall William Hodges’ images Cook’s second voyage, which 

helped visualise imperial exploration. Hodges’ works are discussed in greater detail in the 

following chapter, but are pertinent to the discussion here and therefore warrant a brief 

mention. Peele’s painting Entrance to Dusky Sound (fig. 2.19) and Hodges’ A View of Cape 

Stephens in Cook’s Straits with Waterspout (fig.  2.20) share many similarities in terms of 

composition and the treatment of atmospheric effects, but more significantly they present a 

Fig. 2.19: James Peele, Entrance to 
Dusky Sound, 1898. 

Fig. 2.20: William Hodges, A View of Cape 
Stephens in Cook’s Straits with Waterspout, 1776. 
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way of looking at and engaging with the environment that centres around expansionist thinking. 

In the creation of each image, the artist has taken on the role of artist-explorer, where they did 

not simply observe nature, but were active agents in its construction. The act of visualising  the 

environment through the European aesthetic category of the sublime, and relying in large part 

on the weather for this, means that weather imagery becomes a vessel for imperial ideologies 

wrapped within a sublime spectacle. This has been discussed by Julia Alessandrini in her 

comprehensive analysis of fog as a symbol of imperial expansion, in which she observes that 

‘Victorian England vicariously engaged in a fascination with the fog-invoked sublimity of the 

imperial exploration narrative'.132 The popularity of Peele’s mist-filled scenes depicting 

relatively remote places in the country illustrates the ongoing interest people had in maintaining 

the purported myth of Aotearoa New Zealand as a ‘wild’ and sublime place far removed from 

the urban centre of empire, yet very much under its grasp. While Alessandrini is right to point 

out the Victorian fascination with weather – particularly fog – and its symbolic associations 

with empire, this is not necessarily particular to the era. William Hodges’ A View of Cape 

Stephens in Cook’s Straits with Waterspout was painted 1776 and Peele’s scene in 1898. 

Despite them being created over a century apart, the continuation of some of the ideas 

expressed towards the ‘Antipodes’ between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is visibly 

apparent. Although similar in many ways, the two images did not operate in the same way. 

Hodges’ grand oil painting was expressly created for the British Admiralty’s collection 

whereas the production of Peele’s more moderately sized images were predominantly a 

commercial endeavour. Based on his success in this regard, Peele’s scenes depicting the 

sublime nature of Aotearoa New Zealand catered to a tourist market that was clearly responsive 

to the representations of weather as expressed through the eyes of the Romantic painter.  
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Mirror to the Land 

Any form of weather carries with it specific symbolic associations which cannot be detached 

from the image, but the presence of weather in images also served an aesthetic purpose of 

giving balance to a composition. The idea of balance on the one hand implies a clear separation 

between the sky and the ground on the two-dimensional surface on the canvas. On the other 

hand, because the sky gives context and to some extent scale to the land and vice versa, there 

is a close visual relationship between the space occupied by atmospheric forms and the terrain. 

One of the peculiar effects of this relationship is that often visible weather features like clouds 

were depicted as taking on the form of the land beneath them. Auckland artist Edward Harker’s 

watercolour painting Mt. Eden (fig. 2.21) painted in 1865 shows cloud formations that appear 

to mirror the rolling hills and islands beneath, thus acting as an atmospheric companion to the 

terrain. From the artist’s chosen point of view, the largest cloud appears to take the form of the 

land mass in the mid-ground of the image, mimicking the curves of the hill as well as the level 

juncture between the land and the sea. This makes the cloud appear as a ghost image of the 

mountain that has been translated into a recognisable atmospheric form. Additionally, the 

Fig. 2.21: Edward Harker, No. 1 View of Parnell and Auckland taken from the top of 
Mt Eden, c.1865. 
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curved lines of the clouds function to sustain the rhythm of the image established by the 

landforms of the volcanic Auckland region. The preferred formal relationship between land 

and sky is discussed in painting guides from the latter part of the nineteenth century where they 

further reinforced the idea of landscape painting as a territorially centred format. In Bryant’s 

Philosophy of Landscape Painting from 1882, he explicitly states that ‘cloud forms are like 

mountain forms’, and if clouds are symbolic of the spiritual self, then they must reflect the 

‘actual self’ represented by the land; thus, they ought to share a likeness in form.133 Artist and 

critic Philip Hammerton’s ideas about the presence of clouds in landscape painting go even 

further. In his contemporaneous text on landscape he suggests that a landscape is incomplete 

without clouds. Clouds, he claimed, gave the mountains ‘much needed repetition or 

companionship’.134 A combination of these two ideas – likeness in form and companionship – 

appears evident in Harker’s watercolours. His painting Entrance to the Waiti River (The Wade) 

(fig. 2.22) also follows a similar pattern. Although the idea of likeness might imply that the 

atmosphere and land are visual equals in the composition, the fact that meteorological forms 

																																																								
133 Bryant, Philosophy of Landscape Painting, 264. 
134 Hammerton, Landscape, 421. 
 

Fig. 2.22: Edward Harker, Entrance to The Waiti River (The Wade), c. 1848. 
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like clouds would have often been added into the composition to make it ‘complete’ illustrates 

how the presence of weather in these images tended to be established in relation to the land, 

thus distorting how it was presented. A parallel might also be drawn here between the notion 

of the ‘Antipodes’ as a counterbalance and a mirror to the dominant entity, understood in this 

context as Britain. In landscape images the terrain itself can be (and likely has been) modified 

by the artist in the same way that weather can be modified by them too. However, the weather 

cannot necessarily be verified in the same way that land forms can, and therefore its transient 

nature means it was clearly treated as endlessly malleable. 

 

Lens to the Sky 

As well as sketches and paintings, the technological developments of photography and the 

growing genre of landscape photography towards the end of the nineteenth century also 

influenced the kind of weather imagery that was captured. Early photographic expeditions that 

relied on the wet-plate process required cumbersome materials such as portable dark tents, 

heavy tripods and cameras, and glass plates to be carried on foot to areas that were often remote 

or not easily accessible.135 The wet-plate process also required specific weather conditions to 

be present in order for a clear negative to form. One consequence of this was that the weather 

that asserted itself the most within photographic work, was also the least likely to be captured 

within a photograph. For example, the ability to take a photograph would often depend on the 

presence of rain but this presence is never reflected in the photo. The influence of weather 

therefore can be detected in the absences within the photographic record. Another consequence 

was that it limited the types of weather features that could be visualised through this medium. 

Photographing in windy conditions and in forested or closed-in areas increased the chance of 
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dust and insects coming into contact with the wet collodion, which could distort the image as 

well as cause the surrounding foliage to move, resulting in a blurred image.136 Wind also 

accelerated the drying process, meaning that photographers had to work quickly to frame and 

take their shots. Other conditions such as heavy cloud cover, fog or mist limited the light 

available, again influencing the overall clarity of the image; and too much heat and sun also 

resulted in a poor negative as it interfered with the chemicals and the development process. In 

an essay of 1864 entitled ‘Landscape Photography and its Trials’, British photographer Frances 

Bedford articulated the close relationship between weather and landscape photography, and 

examined how different weather conditions – in particular the wind, which he claimed was  the 

photographer’s ‘greatest foe’137 – were to be navigated when in the field. Bedford claimed that 

the beauty of the image is conveyed through the trees and foliage in the scene, and that therefore 

when the wind is active and disturbs the trees, it detracts from the beauty of the overall scene, 

as well as making it difficult to secure a clear image.138 Given the limited resources 

photographers had on their expeditions, and the lack of a nearby controlled studio environment, 

they often carried out their work when the weather was calm and sunny. If the weather 

conditions were not satisfactory, the photographer would typically wait for a calm day, or 

attempt to capture the scene between gusts of wind – something that would have proved 

difficult in areas where strong winds are common. Although there are benefits to this method 

as it results in a crisp image, the tactic does have implications for how weather is understood 

in the images that are captured in this way. By selecting when the photograph is taken so as to 

purposefully remove (as much as possible) the visible effects of wind, the photographer is able 

to visually ‘crop’ certain weather out from the scene. As a result, wet-plate images tend to be 
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of calm weather, and tend to reflect the picturesque qualities seen in many landscape paintings 

of the time. This selectivity reflects the aesthetic sensibilities of the time, but it also underscores 

the importance of considering how practical aspects of landscape photography determined how 

weather came to be visualised – or omitted from some visual records – in the nineteenth 

century. 

 

Despite Bedford’s earlier claim that the wind is the photographer’s ‘greatest foe’, he concludes 

his essay by stating that the wind offers opportunities for the landscape photographer. He 

suggests that windy conditions are ideal for capturing the ‘magnificent cloud effects’ that 

change with the wind.139 This allows the photographer to ‘obtain a stock of cloud negatives 

[that] will serve to convert comparatively uninteresting views into perfect pictures’.140 Bedford 

is referring to the practice of combination photography that was common throughout the 

nineteenth century, and was often used in the construction of landscapes and seascapes. 

Combination photographs were generated from two separate exposures – one of the land or 

sea, and the other of the sky – that were later superimposed and carefully blended into a single 

photographic image.141 This method of taking photos of the weather is described in a 

photography guide from 1899 that offers instructions on how to properly expose clouds and 

seamlessly integrate them with an exposure taken of the land. It also describes the various ways 

cloud effects can be created within a photograph through in-painting and the application of 

cotton wool to the back of the negative.142 An earlier guide written in 1888 states that this 

composite method of photographing landscape results in the creation of ‘artificial skies’,143  

																																																								
139 Ibid, 119. 
140 Ibid. 
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thus making a clear distinction between the ‘real’ sky and its re-presentation, whereas other 

texts tend to treat the sky (and its re-presentation) as a homogenous whole. The effect achieved 

through combination photography was that the ground was presented in greater detail, as each 

feature required a different exposure time to be rendered clearly – something that was difficult 

to achieve in a single shot.144 Its application to landscape photography is exemplified in the 

work of one of the pioneers of the technique: French artist Gustave Le Gray. Le Gray was 

active throughout the Mediterranean region from the 1850s until his death in 1884. He was a 

big proponent of composite photography and regularly used the technique to create dramatic 

scenes characterised by the dynamic and clearly-rendered clouds he was able to capture. One 

of his well-known works, The Great Wave (fig. 2.23), shows a rough sea below a cloudy sky, 

but, when looked at in greater detail,  it is also possible to see the abrupt break of the clouds on 

																																																								
144 A single exposure was often able to be achieved in seascape photography as the light 
reflected on the water was similar to that of the sky. For a discussion on this, see Katherine 
Di Guilio, Natural Variations: Photographs by Colonel Stuart Wortley (San 
Marino: Huntington Library, 1994), 2. 

Fig. 2.23: Gustave Le Gray, The Great Wave, Sète, 1857. 
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the horizon, as well as the slight overlap of the individual negatives on the right-hand side of 

the horizon line. The artificiality of the scene is masked in the composite image, and while 

each individual exposure is a real photographic negative, the final one remains an artificial 

construction. It is unclear whether the two negatives were simultaneously exposed using 

different cameras or whether the sky ‘belongs’ to a different location or time, but the 

mismatched environments contained within the image ultimately misrepresent the weather and 

its interaction with the land and sea. It is yet another example of the blatant liberties artists 

were taking with the skies.  

 

The fact that many of Le Gray’s images were formed this way – especially combined with 

Bradford’s comments about building a stockpile of sky negatives – suggests that the ‘real’ sky 

within the scene was seen as secondary to the enhanced atmospheric effects that could be 

projected onto that visual space. This reinforces the idea that aspects of landscape were viewed 

as interchangeable as discussed in relation to Heaphy’s works in earlier in this chapter; 

however, here this has been applied to the realm of photography, which was often viewed as a 

medium that offered an ‘objective’ and ‘truthful’ rendering of the landscape. As scholars Peter 

Smith and Carolyn Lefley explain, combination photography ‘challenged purely optical 

notions of the “real”’ in photography, and subverted the idea of the photograph as a record of 

a single moment.145 Although this technique was also applied to photographic portraiture and 

interior scenes, its prevalence in landscape photography appears to complement the ways 

nature was often visualised and reinterpreted within the painting tradition.  
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Combination printing was also used to capture the New Zealand scenery, and was a common 

practice among professional commercial photographers. The Dunedin-based company Burton 

Brothers, active from 1866 to 1898, were known to apply this technique to some of their 

landscapes. Their catalogue advertises their ability to cater to people’s scenic tastes by 

describing how their collection of negatives encompassed a wide range of New Zealand 

Fig. 2.24: Burton Brothers, Arthur’s Pass, The Summit, 1857. 

Fig. 2.25: Burton Brothers, Nugget Point Lighthouse, c. 1870s. 
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imagery – including snowy mountains, fertile plains, busy towns, rivers and glaciers, as well 

as ‘“bits” of bush’ and ‘“studies” of trees’.146 The latter are clear examples of the kind of 

language that was being used to construct landscape as something that was easily fragmented 

and commodified. Although the catalogue makes no explicit mention of the sky here, it too can 

be considered in the same way, as weather is implicit in the formation of these features: snowy 

mountains and glaciers require snowfall, and the fertility of the land is directly affected by the 

weather. Furthermore, the way the composite images were created clearly demonstrates the 

separation between sky and land. This is exemplified by the Burton Brothers’ negatives of 

Arthur’s Pass, the Summit  (fig. 2.24) and Nugget Point Lighthouse (fig. 2.25). The upper 

section of both plates are a bright and uniform white colour, which contrasts with the strong 

shading and tonal variance of the foreground elements. This suggests that a masking technique 

has been used to cover the upper portion of the plate in order to provide a clear base for the 

application of a different sky. One way masking was achieved was by placing a piece of paper 

over the areas that needed to be removed so that a partial image was developed. Another 

negative was then taken, cut out and carefully attached to the first negative to produce the final 

image.147 In both of these landscapes, the mask is clearly visible as it extends beyond into the 

frame. In Arthur’s Pass, there is a light grey trim along the edges of the hills that marks the 

line between the mask and the partially developed sky. This thin section of sky acts as a buffer 

between the original image and the overlaid image, making it easier to blend the two and thus 

produce a more seamless and believable finish.  
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An image that has been stripped of the sky in this way would be viewed as incomplete and 

treated as template, however, the uniform effect of the mask could in the right context pass as 

the sky, meaning that no additional atmospheric effect would need to be added. This is seen in 

the prints created of Nugget Point from the above plate (figs. 2.26 and 2.27). In both prints, the 

uniformity and brightness of the sky does not appear out of place due to the light reflecting off 

the ocean, and as seen in figure 2.27, the distinction between sky and sea is so marginal that it 

virtually blends into one solid background. The overall cohesion of the scene hides the 

contradictions within the image. A sky effect therefore appears as if it has been added, and 

certain weather conditions are implied through the act of eliminating the visual representation 

of the sky itself. What is essentially a blank space comes to be read by the eye as a clear, sunny 

Fig. 2.26: Burton Brothers, Nugget Point Lighthouse, c.1870s-1880s. 

Fig. 2.27: Burton Brothers, Picture of Nuggets Lighthouse, date unknown. 
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day, or perhaps as the kind of bright white sky that sometimes precedes rain. The prints of 

Nugget Point were well received in the press, which described them as a ‘very telling 

picture’.148 It is unclear whether the audience who viewed this image were aware of its 

composite nature nor whether this knowledge would have led to them have a different opinion 

over the print. Nonetheless, the vague statement of praise it received in the press suggests it 

was accepted by the audience as an aesthetic work that carried valuable information as to the 

appearance of the environment. While some photographers – and indeed some audiences – 

showed an indifference to the composite nature of the photographs, others were of the view 

that a uniform white-paper sky is detrimental to the overall effect of the composition, and is 

suggestive of further flaws in the image.149 For example, an article published in Camera Craft 

in 1914, an American photographic magazine, stated that a white sky is problematic partly 

because it compromises the tonal harmony of the image, but also because ‘white paper does 

not truthfully portray any sky condition’.150 Such an emphasis on atmospheric accuracy within 

a composite landscape is interesting, as it suggests that the atmospheric features that were 

added to the original scene were carefully considered so as to maintain the perceived accuracy 

or believability of the overall image. Yet, an out-of-context stockpiled sky was often 

considered to be just as accurate as the sky that was present when the original photo was taken. 

 

																																																								
148 “Local and General” Tuapeka Times, 13 February, 1873, 4.  
149 Frank Roy Fraprie, “The Third American Salon”, The American Amateur Photographer 
and Camera and Darkroom 19, no.1 (1907): 39; John Nichol, “Our Portfolio”, The American 
Amateur Photographer and Camera and Darkroom 19, no.1 (1907): 61; “Our Portfolio”, The 
American Amateur Photographer and Camera and Darkroom 19, no.4 (1907): 235.    
150 John Paul Edwards, “The Soft-Focus Lens”, Camera Craft: A Photographic Monthly 21, 
no.7 (1914): 317.  
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As photography became more accessible towards the end of the nineteenth century, and the 

wet-plate technique was being replaced by the dry-plate technique, new ways of visualising the 

sky emerged. The growing ability to capture land and sky in a single exposure and present this 

as the final image suggested the idea of sky and land as an enmeshed visual field, where 

weather and land had a cohesive relationship. Consequently, it would be apt to re-consider 

these landscapes as weatherscapes. Amateur photographers in particular tended to show an 

Fig. 2.30: Fred Brockett, Cloud Burst, 
c.1907. 

Figs. 2.28 and 2.29: Fred Brockett, Cloud Burst, c.1907. 
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intense interest in the sky and weather, to the point where the visual expectations of landscape 

photography were flipped. For example, Fred Brockett’s series Cloud Burst of 1907 consists 

of three dry-plate negatives depicting the movement of clouds over an unknown New Zealand  

coastline (figs. 2.28, 2.29, and 2.30). Here, the emphasis is on the atmospheric effects created 

by the sun interacting with the moving clouds. It attracts the viewer’s eye by being the lightest 

area and being rendered in greater detail than the land which appears in silhouette. Furthermore, 

the title of the series is significant as it explicitly foregrounds the weather. A cloud burst refers 

to a meteorological phenomenon where a large amount of rain or hail falls in a short period of 

time. From the images alone it is difficult to say whether this event is actually being captured, 

or whether the title could be referring to the sun bursting through the clouds (among other 

possible interpretations). Brocket did not sequence his images to indicate the order in which 

the negatives were taken, nor did he leave additional notes to describe the scene. Regardless of 

this, his images use strong visual and verbal cues (in the form a concise title) to bring the 

viewers’ attention to the atmosphere in the scene. To view these as cloud studies might imply 

that they belong to a broader body of work, as ‘studies’ were often considered preparatory 

works. Viewing them as such reinforces the supposed disconnect between sky and the ground 

that informed the development of landscape photography. Rather than isolating the clouds, 

however, Brockett has framed the image to show how the light interacts with the different 

surfaces in order to bind sky, sea, and land into a single environment.     

 

In addition to foregrounding the weather and describing the scene, a title can serve the purpose 

of conjuring up weather in the viewer’s mind. Joseph Perry’s Wanaka Lake in a Storm (fig. 

2.31), taken between 1864 and 1865, demonstrates how weather in these images could be 

constructed by language as much as it was by visual elements in the image. The photograph 

was taken as part of a collection showing the scenery of Otago, and it depicts the lightly-rippled 
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edge of Lake Wanaka in front of the surrounding hills and an opaque and graduated sky. Aside 

from the texture of the water and the general haziness, which might be presumed to be an effect 

caused by the rain one would expect in a storm, the overall scene appears calm. According to 

a newspaper article about the collection, the misty effect in the image was due to grass being 

burned on a nearby hill as the photo was taken, which the author implies detracts from the 

charm of the scene. 151 This example highlights how in the absence of clear visual cues, such 

as rain for example, what might be read as ‘weather’ is not necessarily so. Arguably, it is the 

title that encourages the viewer to read this image as a stormy scene, and the title thus helps 

viewers to fill in the gap between what is depicted and what is expected from a stormy 

landscape. Comparing Perry’s image with George Chance’s similarly-titled photograph from 

1935, The Storm, Lake Wanaka, it is possible to see how the weather is able to be inferred from 

non-meteorological objects in the scene (fig. 2.32). Chance’s photograph is a much later image 

																																																								
151 “Photographic Pictures of Otagan Scenery”, Otago Daily Times, 19 July 1865, 4. 

Fig. 2.31: Joseph Perry, Wanaka Lake in a Storm, c. 1864-65. 
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and therefore beyond the temporal scope of this thesis, but its inclusion at this point in the 

discussion is useful in reiterating the point of weather being inferred through a proxy. This has 

previously been explored in relation to the work of Heaphy and Thomson at the beginning of 

this chapter, and The Storm, Lake Wanaka further illustrates the ongoing reliance of this idea 

in our reading of the weather in images. In his photograph, the extreme tilt of the trees, and the 

leaves and shrubs being pushed in one direction, point to the severity of the wind and render it 

visible.152 Without the trees as a reference point or the clear title, the atmosphere of the scene 

is more ambiguous. In his discussion on the representation of weather in American landscape 

painting, Bernard Mergen proposes that although a landscape will include some sky, not all 

landscapes can be considered skyscapes.153 The distinction between landscapes and skyscapes 

is not always useful when attempting to read the weather, as the storms Perry and Chance have 

captured are not confined to the sky. Applying the idea of weatherscapes here acknowledges 

																																																								
152 Diaconu, “Grasping the wind”, n.p. 
153 Bernard Mergen, Weather Matters: An American Cultural History since 1900 (United 
States: University Press of Kansas, 2008), 175. 

Fig. 2.32: George Chance, The Storm, Lake Wanaka, N.Z, 1935. 
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the fact that the weather conditions cannot always be located in the image; rather, they are 

understood to be present through the interactions between different elements in the scene such 

as the trees and clouds, as well as the wider framing of the image through titles and descriptions.   

 

Visualising Vernacular Weather 

Indeed, articulating weather in images is not always possible without the aid of titles. As 

colonial artists sought to capture the ‘New Zealand weather’, one particular phenomenon – the 

nor’west wind – became popular subject matter for artists working around the Canterbury 

region. While the wind is not unique to this area, it was often a clearly distinguishable feature 

of the landscape due to the dramatic cloud arch that accompanied it. Furthermore, for the 

settlers there was a social significance attached to it: the success of the crops and the health of 

the population were understood to be partly attributed to its presence.154 Towards the end of 

the nineteenth century, painters such as Petrus Van der Velden and William Hodgkins depicted 

the sweeping wind on multiple occasions, and used the works’ titles to evoke the weather in 

the scene. Hodgkins’ Northwesterly over the Plains (fig. 2.33) completed around 1870 is a 

																																																								
154 “Nor’-Westers”, Lyttelton Times, 23 January, 1891, 7.  
 

Fig. 2.33: William Hodgkins, Northwesterly Over the Plain, c.1870. 
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watercolour landscape composed of long sweeping brushstrokes that emphasise the flatness of 

the land around the Canterbury Plains and the texture of the clouds. Aside from the flattened 

hills, the other landscape feature that has been included is a tree to the left that gives the painting 

a greater sense of perspective and scale and is arguably the element that makes it immediately 

recognisable as a landscape. The power of naming is apparent in this image, as without the title 

for context it would be difficult to guess the specific subject matter and location Hodgkins 

attempts to capture. Similarly, Van der Velden’s Nor’Western Sky of 1890 (fig. 2.34), which is 

based on a sketch of the same name (fig. 2.35), also emphasises the atmospheric effect to the 

extent where, in the completed painting, the landscape detail has been nearly completely cast 

in shadow by the strong light of the setting sun. Both artists have chosen to paint the same 

meteorological phenomenon and both rely on the title to carry that information to the viewer. 

Fig. 2.34: Petrus Van der Velden, 
Nor’Western Sky, 1890. 

Fig. 2.35: Petrus Van der Velden, 
Nor’Western Sky, 1890 (charcoal sketch). 
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As the aesthetic philosopher Karl Aschenbrenner has stated, artists often gave their works titles 

that centered around the features of the work as this was ‘one prominent way to promote 

expression and thus to lend coherence to a work, or [at least] pretend to’.155 The titles here 

guide the viewer to perceive the nor’west wind as the subject, even if the artists painted a scene 

without observing the nor’west wind. It is assumed that what is visually present matches the 

title attached to it, which is also assumed to have been given by the artist. In the context of 

Aotearoa New Zealand, the title uncovers a reading of the weather that is closely associated 

with the Canterbury region and might be considered an expression of a vernacular weather 

through imported aesthetic categories. These paintings would be read differently in a context 

where the nor’wester is not the prevailing wind, or where it does not have the same associations 

as it does in the wider Canterbury region. This indicates that although weather imagery is 

ubiquitous in landscape, it is also often localised, and to a large degree relies on the experience 

and knowledge of the viewer to complete the image. 

 

Under the Weather: Painters and the Elements 

As well as providing subject matter, weather hindered the artist’s ability to capture certain 

views. This has already been explained in relation to survey images and photography, but it 

also applies to the painting tradition, as travelling artists had to navigate changing weather  

conditions while carrying out their tasks. Between September and October 1874, the prolific 

landscape artist John Gully undertook a sailing sketching tour around the southern sounds, and 

his diaries from the trip offer insight into the realities of sketching from nature and the extent 

to which weather impacted his ability to capture the views. Each entry opens by stating the 

weather conditions, followed by his activities for the day. Some of the more revealing entries 
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occurred over a three-day period of rainy weather. On Saturday 3 October he wrote ‘rain all 

day, I sketched in cabin'; on Sunday 4 October, ‘rain and squalls and very thick weather . . . no 

sketching possible, very wet’; and Monday 5 October: ‘Very rainy and cold all day, made [five] 

small sketches and one large one in spite of it’.156 In some instances, the weather completely 

																																																								
156 John Sidney Gully, New Zealand’s Romantic Landscape. Wellington: Millwood Press, 
1984), 59. 

Fig. 2.36: John Gully, Mt Cook, 1874. 

     Fig. 2.37: John Gully (engraved by Marcus Ward), Mount Cook and Mount 
Tasman From the West, 1875. 
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prevented him from sketching, but when some of the sketches he was able to create during this 

trip are compared to the subsequent watercolours that they informed, it is possible to see a 

difference in the treatment of weather. This is evident in his sketch entitled Mount Cook (fig. 

2.36), which was later turned into Mount Cook and Mount Tasman from the West (fig. 2.37 – 

here reproduced as a print). In the original sketch, the water appears smoother and the sky 

appears clear, with a few clouds lightly outlined. In the watercolour, the state of the weather is 

more clearly rendered. The water appears more turbulent, and Gully has inserted another ship 

struggling among the waves – possibly to emphasise the windy conditions. The most notable 

difference between the sketch and the coloured print is treatment of the sky, as the overcast 

conditions are able to be more clearly rendered in colour. The watercolour also reveals another, 

much larger, mountain in the background that does not appear to be rendered at all in the 

original drawing. On the sketch, Gully has written of the scene that this was ‘all I could get of 

it. Sketched hastily during a rift in the clouds’.157 Both the sketches and his diary entries 

highlight the realities of working in and painting the weather. In addition to waiting for the 

clouds to clear, Gully was also waiting for stable conditions that allowed him to sketch from 

the boat. Weather serves an aesthetic purpose in these compositions, but as this example 

illustrates, the practical aspects around landscape painting must also be considered when 

examining how weather was visualised by colonial artists such as Gully. As one of the key 

landscape painters in nineteenth-century New Zealand, his work was influential in forming 

how the landscape was visualised and perceived by local audiences as well as abroad. Paying 

attention to the practical and aesthetic demands of weather in his images is essential, as it often 

set the parameters for what could and could not be captured when sketching ‘from nature’, thus 

influencing how the environment was portrayed. 

 

																																																								
157 Ibid. 
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*  *  *  *  * 

 

This chapter has sought to point out some of the different ways in which weather was visualised 

in nineteenth-century images of Aotearoa New Zealand. It has considered how artists creating 

surveyor images, ‘high art’ landscapes, and photographs engaged with the weather as a 

practical, aesthetic, and symbolic force in the development of the colonial project. Artists were 

clearly taking liberties in their visualisation of the weather, so by examining the various ways 

weather functioned or was supposed to function in an image, the distortions in representation 

are brought to the fore. Analysing how the different types of image traditions borrow from each 

other and were positioned as documentary records as well as idealised romantic landscapes, 

also offers useful starting points for investigating why certain atmospheric features are 

represented more than others, while some seem to have been largely omitted from the visual 

record. 

 

Although the weather is understood to be ubiquitous and thus able to be located in these images, 

the relationship between the weather conditions present and the weather conditions as they 

have been represented has not always been closely interrogated. By drawing on the 

inconspicuous presence of the weather both in the works themselves but also in the art historical 

discourse, this chapter has argued that the concept of weatherscapes is necessary to our 

understanding of these images. In addition to examining the weather phenomena within the 

image itself, this chapter has outlined how elements perhaps thought to be external to this – 

such as the land forms, titles, medium, and the broader geographical and artistic context – 

contributes to the apparent distortions in images of the weather. Therefore, if active attention 

is not given to the weather when analysing landscapes, valuable information that influences 

our interpretation of the image is lost. 
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Chapter Three 
 

New Zealand Weatherscapes Overseas 

 

Whereas chapter one considered the broader cultural, environmental, and scientific changes 

that influenced people’s understanding and knowledge of weather in the nineteenth century, 

this chapter examines how images – and specifically New Zealand weatherscapes – were used 

to influence British audiences’ understanding of the ‘Antipodean’ environment and promote 

the colonial project. It explores how these images were circulated in Britain though the 

illustrated migration literature, as well as through the popular nineteenth-century entertainment 

format of the panorama. Particular attention is given to two panoramas that specifically 

promoted migration and investment to colony: Samuel Brees’ Colonial Panorama of New 

Zealand (also referred to as The Panorama of New Zealand), which circulated in the early 

1850s, and the Zealandia Panorama, which toured the British Isles in the early 1880s. In 

examining how these panoramas were received by the British audiences that encountered them, 

and by highlighting how attentive these audiences were to the weather projected in the images, 

this chapter seeks to illustrate the persuasive power of weatherscapes and their ability to 

promote the imperial project in a way that written sources often could not. The chapter 

concludes by reflecting on the centrality of weather in European images of New Zealand by 

considering the work of eighteenth-century artist William Hodges who was one of the first 

Europeans to paint the New Zealand environment. His painting of waterspouts off Cape 

Stephens – a key example of a sublime weatherscape – was not only influential in the 

impression it left on the British audiences who encountered it, but also to the broader cultural 

project of Romanticism that shaped much of nineteenth-century visual culture.  
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Constructing and Selling an Image of New Zealand 

The perceived distance between the ‘Antipodes’ and the ‘Mother Country’ was regulated 

through the types of images and printed material that circulated in both places – particularly 

the formal migration literature which often reiterated a mirroring, polar relationship between 

the two. In her discussion on locating London in the ‘Antipodes’, Barnes lists a number of 

phrases which were used to describe New Zealand. Phrases like ‘Britain under the Southern 

Cross’, ‘Greater Britain’, and ‘the Britain of the South’ were used to evoke a sense of 

Britishness among settlers, whilst reiterating a centre-periphery relationship between the two 

places.158 An important variation on the theme of Aotearoa New Zealand as a transposed 

Britain draws on the weather in order to highlight the potential of the ‘Antipodes’ as an 

‘improved’ Britain. William Hay’s emigration manual titled Brighter Britain! Or Settler and 

Maori [sic] in Northern New Zealand (1882) and the phrase ‘sunny Britain of the South’, which 

was often applied to New Zealand, best exemplify this idea. Alongside the literary and 

proverbial evocations of a bright, sunny Britain were the images that helped to materialise that 

vision for potential settlers and curious Britons alike. Images such as Brees’ views of Port 

Nicholson Showing the Heads & Wellington in the Distance from Lowry Bay (fig. 3.1) and 

View of Port Nicholson From the Range of Hills West of The Ohiro Valley (fig. 3.2) were 

printed in his Pictorial Illustrations of New Zealand (1847), and used the weather to signal to 

the viewer that they are looking at Britain’s bright ‘Antipodes’. In both images, the sun in the 

sky becomes the dominant feature, imbuing the scene with light as well as with symbolic 

aspiration. In the view from Lowry Bay, the figures look across the calm water towards a 

setting sun, a scene that could be read as a reference to the idea that, due to its vastness, ‘the 
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sun never sets on the British Empire’.159 Given that the British public, who were the target 

audience of this image, were unlikely to have been familiar with the geography of the bay, the 

sun’s position becomes ambiguous. Without specific knowledge of the area, it is unclear 

whether the sun is rising or setting over the land, and as such it is left up to the viewer to 

determine the time of day represented, and the implied symbolism attached depending upon 

whether they see a rising or a setting sun.  

 

																																																								
159 Robert Shadle and Olson, James Stuart, Historical Dictionary of the British 
Empire (United Kingdom: Greenwood Press, 1996), xi. 

Fig. 3.1: Samuel Brees, Port Nicholson Showing the Heads & Wellington in the Distance 
from Lowry Bay, c.184 

Fig. 3.2: Samuel Brees, View of Port Nicholson From the Range of Hills West of the 
Ohiro Valley, c.1847 
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Similarly, in the latter image of a view from Port Nicholson, the sun appears high in the sky, 

unobstructed by the scattered cloud as its light illuminates the landscape. A settler sits in the 

foreground with his back to the scene, looking off to the side of the frame, and next to him is 

his dog and a flock of sheep eating the grass. In her analysis of this image, historian Patricia 

Thomas explains that the scene is ‘no longer simply a grand vista, the view is now a point of 

view, signifying ownership, ease of accessibility, and animal husbandry. And no longer the 

stuff of the imagination, the view places the prospective settler onto the stage of his new and 

improved identity’.160 This staging of Aotearoa’s environment for British viewers appears 

consistent with Brees’ intended use of the images. According to Brees’, the aim of Pictorial 

Illustrations was to ‘[convey] a correct idea, although slight, of the general character of New 

Zealand’, and to ‘assist in clearing up some of the doubts and difficulties connected with the 

Colony’.161 The engravings were therefore intended to project New Zealand as Brees – and 

many other colonial agents – saw it, and as they believed the British public ought to see it. 

Images like this helped Brees and other colonial agents to legitimize European settlers’ 

presence in the land, as well as their attempts to control it. The purportedly calm and bright 

weather signals to the viewer that all is well in the ‘Antipodes’, and implies that the only 

differences are favourable ones. Pictorial Illustrations seems to have reached its intended 

audience and received laudatory attention from the British press. The London Illustrated News 

praised the book, calling it ‘a beautiful work’, and on two occasions reproduced a number of 

Brees’ sketches: three engravings taken from original sketches were printed in January 1847, 

and a further two sketches followed the book’s publication in September of that year.162 Due 
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to significant public interest, further editions of Brees’ book were released in 1848 and 1849 

as he was preparing to open the Panorama of New Zealand in London’s Leicester Square, 

capitalising on the public appetite for images of the ‘Antipodes’. The timing of the book and 

the press attention attached to its release suggests a careful orchestration of visual propaganda 

designed to attract a substantial audience for both the panorama and for New Zealand.  

 

New Zealand Weatherscapes, Metropolitan Spectacle, and Colonial Panoramania 

Panoramas were a popular nineteenth-century attraction that embraced the possibilities of 

large-scale visual representation, and offered Victorian audiences new ways of experiencing 

paintings. Beyond being a novel visual spectacle at the time, panoramas were key in promoting 

the colonial project as their popularity as a mass public entertainment medium coincided with 

the first major wave of European migration to New Zealand. The term ‘panorama’ – translated 

as an all-encompassing view – is often used to refer to large illusionistic paintings which, when 

viewed from a designated viewing platform, created the illusion of the spectator being 

immersed in the scene. Panoramic shows were held in specially-built cylindrical buildings, one 

Fig. 3.3: Robert Mitchell, Plan of the Rotunda at Leicester Square, 1801 
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of the most well-known being the rotunda at Leicester Square in London which could display 

two separate panoramas at the same time. A cross-section (fig. 3.3), by the building’s architect 

Robert Mitchell that is currently held in the British Library Collection, shows the centralised 

viewing platforms, which were designed to orchestrate the viewers’ gaze across the painted 

landscape. The large canvases bearing the scenes were hung around the periphery of the 

rotunda, vertically extending significantly above and below each platform so as not to interrupt 

the line of sight and ruin the immersive illusion.163  

 

Subsequent developments in panoramic entertainments led to a proliferation of different types: 

moving panoramas, dioramas, moving dioramas, modelled panoramas, and cycloramas were 

all popular variations that emerged, and in many cases these terms were used interchangeably 

– particularly by the press at the time. This was especially the case between panoramas, 

dioramas, and the moving versions of each, and while this mixing of terminology can lead to 

some confusion in interpreting the sources, there are subtle differences between the various 

types which are noteworthy. Dioramas often followed the same panoramic perspective, but 

included transparent sections in the cloth which could be backlit so that different lighting 

effects – particularly useful for rendering climatic conditions – could be achieved within the 

scenes. Importantly, rather than being shown in a specially-built structure, moving dioramas 

could be shown in smaller halls via a mechanism where a long strip of canvas was rolled 

between two spindles, sometimes with the added effect of mechanical figures in the foreground 

moving in the opposite direction (fig. 3.4).164 For Victorian audiences, these shows proved to 
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be a particularly effective and popular exhibition format for the dissemination of images and 

information about ‘foreign’ places, including the colonies. As media historian Erkki Huhtamo 

has pointed out, the emergence of the panorama ‘was entwined with the onslaught of 

capitalism, imperialism, urbanism, and in the long run, the emerging era of the masses’, and 

thus it helped to ‘create a market for mediated realities and (seemingly) emancipated gazes’.165 

The mass appeal of panoramic entertainments combined with the typical images they contained 

of ‘foreign’ (and often colonised) environments therefore made it a fitting format through 

which to promote the imperial project. In addition to this, the panoptical and mechanised format 

of panoramic entertainments contributed to the development of a Victorian entertainment 

culture that saw value in the spectacle of art, and this was fuelled by the novel experience of 

‘visiting’ places overseas without ever leaving London.  
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Fig. 3.4: Illustration of a moving panorama designed by John Banvard, 1848.  
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The main characteristics of moving panoramas and dioramas was their scale, and the added 

mechanical effects that attempted to create an immersive environment for the viewer. Effects 

such as mechanised movement, sound, and optical illusions were employed by the artists with 

the aim of simulating as accurately as possible the feeling of being enveloped by the projected 

environment of the panorama. Of particular interest to this thesis are the ways in which 

panoramists were able to mimic specific atmospheric events, which further immersed the 

viewer into the scene and distinguished the panoramas from the static and silent forms of visual 

culture more common at the time. A variety of atmospheric effects were able to be depicted 

within these moving displays, some of which were described in detail by a visitor to the Grand 

Panorama of a Voyage Across the Atlantic, a panorama presenting a voyage from North 

America to England 1864. The visitor notes how in a stormy scene, ‘the roaring thunder was 

produced by twisting sheets of iron, the pelting rain by falling shot, [and] the lightning flashes 

by squibs across the picture with a most alarming effect’.166 Such sound effects might be seen 

as supplementary to the images, but they were particularly useful in enhancing the tension in 

an already heightened scene through evoking the real sounds one might hear in the situation 

represented. These techniques re-articulate the weather that is depicted on the canvas, and draw 

our attention to it in a way that some art historical approaches that place significant emphasis 

on the visual have tended to overlook. Theatre historian Mimi Colligan notes that the use of 

sound increased the realism and interest people had in a scene, and this is supported by the 

number of newspaper articles that commented on the ‘elaborate mechanical arrangements and 

striking pyrotechnical effects’ featured in these shows.167 Similarly, in his discussion of the 

French painter Hugo d'Alesi’s Mareorama, historian Bernard Comment states that ‘the two 

most common criticisms aimed at the panorama were the absence of wind and lack of sound’.168 
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Both examples highlight the attentiveness of contemporary audiences to the aural aspects of 

the panoramic experience, and specifically to the weather that these effects were often applied 

to. The impact of panoramic entertainments ultimately rested in the successful simulation of 

the painted environment; therefore, given that total immersion was the aim, the ubiquitous 

presence of weather in people’s daily lives would need to be replicated in their experience of 

the panoramic environment in order for the illusion to be sustained. This might therefore 

explain why panoramic artists paid particular attention to the representation of weather in their 

scenes.   

 

Brees’ Panorama of New Zealand 

By the 1850s, the moving panorama had reached its apogee, and ‘panoramania’, as Ralph Hyde 

termed it,169 was at its peak. It was within this climate that Brees prepared the Colonial 

Panorama of New Zealand to be toured around Britain with the specific aim of securing more 

migrants and investors to the growing colony. The vested interests in the success of the colony 

by the likes of the New Zealand Company perhaps explains the prominent position in London’s 

entertainment district given to Brees’ panorama, which began its run in Leicester Square in 

1849 before being moved to the adjacent Linwood Gallery in 1850 until its final show in 1851. 

As well as appearing at the height of the panoramic craze, Brees’ panorama also coincided with 

one of the most significant world fairs of the nineteenth century, The Great Exhibition, which 

opened in May 1851 and was held only a short walk away from Leicester Square at the Crystal 

Palace in Hyde Park. New Zealand also had a presence at this exhibition, with the official 

illustrated catalogue stating that ‘a valuable and tolerably extensive collection of native and 
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other products has been forwarded from this distant dependency of Great Britain’170 The Great 

Exhibition attracted huge numbers of visitors, and New Zealand’s display might indeed have 

been enough to whet people’s appetite for further exploration of the ‘Antipodes’ through Brees’ 

immersive animated panorama. 

 

Given the proximity of the two venues and the popularity of the panorama over its run in 

Leicester Square, it seems likely that is visitor numbers were bolstered by audiences that were 

in the area to visit The Great Exhibition – something that was possibly anticipated and planned. 

The complementary representations of New Zealand across the two events is also 

acknowledged by historian Ewan Johnston, who explains that  

 

while the message found in Brees’ Colonial Panorama was perhaps more explicitly conveyed 

than in the colony’s display at the Crystal Palace, the use of exhibits . . . together with the more 

prosaic specimens of raw and manufactured colonial produce suggests that these two projected 

visions of New Zealand – one more official or formal than the other –  perhaps shared more 

than they did not.171 

 

The lectures that accompanied Brees’ panorama were designed with the intention of marketing 

the colony to potential settlers, whereas the Crystal Palace exhibition appears to have been 

oriented more towards positioning the colony as a resource centre for an expanding and 

unstoppably powerful Empire. The ultimate aim of both, however, was to familiarise British 

audiences with life in the ‘Antipodes’, as viewed by the colonisers. The popularity of Brees’ 
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panorama was such that in 1850 in the lead up to The Great Exhibition, The Times declared 

that the panorama would ‘do more to promote emigration than a thousand speeches and 

resolutions’.172 Such a statement demonstrates the contemporary recognition of the affective 

power images – and in particular, this immersive weatherscape – had, and suggests the 

persuasive potential of visual culture as promoted by the likes of grand exhibitions and 

panoramic entertainments.  

 

Neither the paintings making up Brees’ original panorama, nor images of it, appear to have 

survived, and as such most of the information about its form and content comes from written 

descriptions of it. Detailed descriptions and reviews can be sourced from the press coverage it 

received, as well as from Brees’ published Guide and Description of the Panorama of New 

Zealand (1850). Similarly, some of the images found in Brees’ Pictorial Illustrations were 

likely to have informed the panorama, as the book is understood to be the prequel to the Guide 

and Description of the Panorama of New Zealand.173 However, although descriptions are 

useful in the absence of images, the selectivity involved in Brees describing what he believed 

to be the important elements within the composition means that certain information – such as 

the state of the weather within the imagery – may be lost. The panorama was painted from 

sketches taken by Brees and consisted of a series of images depicting colonial life, 

infrastructure, ‘native customs’, flora and fauna, and other features which would ‘gratify the 

curiosity of a stranger relative to a distant country’.174 According to a newspaper article printed 

in 1850, ‘the information afforded by the picture . . . will be as important to any intending 

emigrant as it is to the sightseer’, thus indicating that the scenes were intended to have a broad 
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appeal.175 In fact, the guide to the panorama even included a testimonials page from New 

Zealand settlers who had viewed the panorama and praised its ‘truthfulness’ so as to give 

further legitimacy to Brees’ images.176 Although much is said about the content of the images 

in the newspapers, and indeed in the official guide to the panorama, these reports appear to 

have paid little direct attention to the weather in these scenes, thus omitting to discuss what 

was elsewhere positioned as essential information for any intending settler to have. A potential 

explanation for this lies in the way that weather – particularly that which is considered ‘good’ 

– often naturalises itself within an image, and thus its presence tends to be taken for granted. 

Weather becomes read as almost part of the topography – as if it were something that is fixed 

rather than contingent – whilst the way it has been framed and altered by the artist in the 

production of the image regularly remains unquestioned.  

 

Indeed, while panoramic images – and especially moving panoramas and dioramas –  lent 

themselves well to illustrating a variety of weather events but this variety was not always 

represented. Although Brees’ panorama might have presented an uncomplicated view of the 

weather that made the conditions appear generally pleasant and unremarkable, his descriptions 

in the Guide and Description of the Panorama of New Zealand adds greater detail to the range 

of weather conditions he encountered. In the introduction to the publication, Brees describes 

the New Zealand climate as healthy but ‘not altogether pleasant at some parts to the fresh 

arrived emigrant’.177 His only mention of rain – a necessary element to a prosperous 

agricultural society – serves the purpose of illustrating the conditions under which he created 

some of his sketches. Speaking rather grandiosely in the third person, Brees stated that ‘many 

of his sketches were made during the rain, or standing up to his middle in a river, or swamp’, 
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meaning that some of his sketches almost certainly contained traces of the rainy weather that 

the images seem to have been ignored.178 The rain in this instance is also positioned as 

something that posed a challenge to the settler, as opposed to being integral to their success in 

the colony. The emphasis on sunny and generally pleasant weather in Brees’ panorama (which 

mostly contained images of Wellington, the Hutt Valley and the Wairarapa) is consistent with 

the overall image that the New Zealand Company was aiming to project to British audiences 

in order to entice them to migrate, or at least invest in the colony. Omitting the rain and other 

weather deemed unpleasant demonstrates the extent to which depictions of weather were subtly 

used to encourage a particular way of looking at Aotearoa’s environment – one that it was 

hoped, would capture the imagination of potential migrants. Furthermore, Brees’ guide did not 

always contain reproductions of all the scenes depicted in the panorama because it was 
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Fig. 3.5: G. B. Black, Portrait of S.C. Brees in front of the Panorama of New 
Zealand, 1849-50. 



		 113	

intended, at least in part, to be read at the same time as the show was viewed.  Brees’ lectures 

accompanying the panorama also served a similar function: in these, he would stand next to 

his panorama and direct the viewers’ gaze (fig. 3.5). 

 

While very little information about the weather presented in the panorama exists in the absence 

of further visual sources, as discussed in the previous chapters, factors outside of an image can 

have a significant bearing on weather might be understood in a scene. With regard to Brees’ 

panorama, this is exemplified by a small detail revealed by an audience member who went to 

see the show in 1850. In describing the ambient conditions in the exhibition room, they noted 

that the room had been ‘thoroughly heated, and artificially lighted, [so that] the panorama is 

viewed to as much advantage during the frosty dark weather as it would be in the middle of 

summer’.179 Brees, who directly oversaw the painting of panorama,180 had manipulated the 

environment of the exhibition space not only to make it comfortable for the viewers, but also 

presumably to simulate the warm and sunny weather shown in his pictures. These actions 

would have helped to maintain the illusionary aims of the panorama by creating a consistent 

atmosphere between the projected weather in the paintings and the climate within the room. 

During the winter months, the juxtaposition of the cold weather experienced by audiences as 

they made their way to the panorama and the considerably warmer conditions inside the 

exhibition space would have likely heightened people’s attentiveness towards the weather in 

the images too. This is significant as it illustrates how the viewers’ understandings of the 

weather would have been informed by both the images they were seeing as well as the 

simulated weather conditions they were experiencing. This key detail sits outside of the visual 

content of the panoramic image, but would likely have transformed the experience of the 
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panorama, and were it not for the visitor’s comment it would now be much harder to ascertain 

the particular conditions within the immersive space of the. Furthermore, beyond uncovering 

another aspect that factors into our consideration of the weather in Brees’ panorama, the 

comment importantly highlights the extent to which visual materials are themselves limited in 

the kind of information they can convey about multi-sensory phenomena such as the weather.  

 

Brees’ panorama was highly publicised and well-received by the press and members of the 

British public throughout its run. According to historian Ben Schrader, the popularity of the 

show and the level of media exposure it provided New Zealand with was unmatched in Britain, 

with approximately 40,000 people having viewed it throughout its three-year run.181 Even aside 

from the number of visitors who attended in person, the panorama proved a worthy investment 

for the New Zealand Company: it gained considerable media coverage, and – importantly for 

Brees and the Company – praise from local media outlets. British newspaper The Morning Post 

spoke reverently of the panorama, stating that it is ‘the best thing of the kind that has yet been 

exhibited [and] the sense of accuracy is so great that we feel no disposition to question the 

largest object or the minutest detail’.182 Another publication shared a similar view declaring 

that the images have been executed 

 

with an accuracy and truth, which might be well expected, when we consider that the original 

drawings were not the work of a mere artist, but of a surveyor, whose business it was to explore 

and set out with topographical accuracy the natural features of the colony.183  
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Along with the representational style apparently chosen for this panorama, Brees’ technical 

background was therefore also central to the perceived legitimacy of the views. His role as a 

surveyor gave his work a particular cachet, although as the quote also illustrates, his 

topographical training did prioritise that which is physical and stable. This therefore might have 

influenced how something that is as transient as the weather came to be represented in a static 

image. As well as praising the accuracy of the images, the article singles out the enthusiastic 

response from several ‘gentlemen’ who had visited Aotearoa New Zealand. The writer stated 

that they ‘manifested their delight every now and then as the sight of some well-known building 

or scenery broke their view’, continuing on to say that the panorama would be of interest to 

anyone who had connections to colony.184 This indeed suggests that for Brees (and for the New 

Zealand Company), the target audience was not only intending migrants, but also people who 

had a sense of nostalgia towards the country. The panorama was attended both by people with 

a point of reference (paralleling the testimonials included in the Guide to the Panorama), as 

well as by people who might have had relatively little or even no exposure to images from and 

of New Zealand. This mixed audience combined with the social nature of the panoramic shows 

therefore possibly fostered interactions that further contributed to the promotion and visibility 

of colonial life – or some parts of it at least – in the ‘Antipodes’. 

 

The allure of the subject matter and it being so ‘convincingly’ executed appears to have had a 

significant impact on people already considering moving to the colony. In 1850, the panorama 

moved to the nearby Linwood Gallery and expanded to include images of other main towns in 

Aotearoa. These further acted as propaganda for the New Zealand Company, and demonstrate 

the important role images were believed to have in the decision-making processes of potential 
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migrants. Given the distance between the two countries, sketches made by people like Brees – 

who selected and created these images for a specific purpose – were often people’s primary 

source for visualising the colony, and there is evidence that for some, these images had a 

significant bearing on their decision to migrate there. For example, a retrospective account of 

‘a pioneer’s story’, believed to be that of Edward Seager,185 reveals how seeing the Panorama 

was a significant factor in his decision to move to Aotearoa New Zealand in the 1850s. 

According to Seager, in the panorama the nascent ‘town’ of Christchurch was ‘made to literally 

bloom as the rose, though at that time it bloomed with nothing but tussock and flax in bloom’.186 

It appeared to have an already well-developed infrastructure, thereby foregrounding its 

potential as a prosperous colonial city and anticipating its development. The images were later 

recognised by Seager as being substantially inaccurate representations of the natural and 

‘urban’ environment at the time.187 In hindsight, Seager recognised the constructed nature of 

the images and the function they served within the broader colonial project, and perceptively 

stated that Christchurch (and by extension other towns) were ‘“made in London”, and existed 

inside Mr Brees’ panorama, but nowhere else’.188 This notion of being ‘made in London’, that 

is to say, projecting a view of the city as it ‘should be’ and as perceived by the metropole 

demonstrates how the different environments of Aotearoa New Zealand were framed in terms 

of British myths around the ‘Antipodes’. Unlike the people who viewed the panorama with a 

sense of nostalgia following their visit to Aotearoa, Seager came to understand the images as 

the propaganda material they were designed as. 
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Zealandia Panorama 

After the success of the Brees’ Panorama of New Zealand, the Zealandia exhibition and 

panorama was created in 1880 and first travelled around Aotearoa New Zealand, prior to 

touring cities across the British Isles in 1881. The Zealandia exhibition included a panorama 

as well as separate images from the colony shown in a more traditional (and static) exhibition 

format. Unlike Brees’ panorama, the Zealandia panorama (or more correctly, moving diorama 

as it was also referred to in the press) was not shown in a special building. Instead, it was 

exhibited in different halls and theatres, possibly using a mechanism similar to the one shown 

in figure 3.4. By the time the Zealandia exhibition had toured Britain, the panorama as a 

popular form of entertainment was declining (although interestingly colonial panoramas 

maintained their appeal as compared to ones from places that Britain did not control, such as 

the United States and continental Europe).189 Whereas Brees’ panorama was focussed on 

driving migration during the early stages of facilitated settlement, the Zealandia panorama was 

more concerned with ‘drawing attention to the resources of the sister colony’.190 It coincided 

with a second wave of migration, and occurred at a time when tourism to the ‘Antipodes’ was 

becoming more accessible than it had been when Brees first showed his panorama. During the 

Zealandia panorama’s tour of New Zealand, a viewer described the it as having used ‘scenic 

appliances’ that were mechanical in nature, and were applied to a small selection of scenes 

whose subject matter lent itself well to mechanised movement.191 One of these scenes depicted 

the HMS Orpheus in Manakau heads as it crossed the bar ‘under sail and steam’ indicating the 

presence of a wind-like effect.192 The other mechanised scene which concluded the panorama 
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showed the ship USS Maori steaming down the New Zealand coast in a snowstorm, against 

the backdrop of Aoraki Mount Cook. This scene was praised as being particularly realistic by 

the viewer, who also reported that ‘the snowfall, of course, [added] to the charm of the 

picture’.193 Their comment again illustrates both how images could suggest meteorological 

information, as well as the fact that the weather represented had an aesthetic impact on the 

viewer, who here appears to have appreciated the ‘picturesque’ qualities of the scene. Weather 

in images was more often recognised for its ‘sublime’ characteristics, however, as Alexandra 

Harris has pointed out, throughout the eighteenth century when the concept of the sublime had 

significant bearing over people’s aesthetic experiences, observation and appreciation solely for 

the weather and atmospheric effects in art were at their peak.194 This attitude continued into the 

nineteenth century, as artists continued to create works that focused on certain types of weather 

conditions in order to elicit particular feelings from the viewers. Panoramas were particularly 

effective technologies for this, and in these, scenes featuring unusual, novel, or extreme 

weather events such as snowstorms or storms at sea were in many cases accompanied by 

mechanical effects. Since the presence of such weather events is often characterised by 

movement, the mechanised animations within these images served to further enhance the 

feeling of observing a natural environment – perhaps even for audiences who were likely to be 

more familiar with the places depicted.  

 

Following its tour of New Zealand, the ‘Zealandia’ exhibition was shown across the United 

Kingdom, and received favourable reviews in the press which further reflected positively on 

the colony. Advertisements and reviews contributed to the hype around the panorama, with 

one Scottish newspaper stating that ‘there is every reason for confidently anticipating that the 
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panorama of New Zealand – a country in so many respects identical to our own – and to which 

so much interest attaches – will receive such support not only in Dundee, but throughout the 

country’.195 The author continues by outlining the value of the panorama and the accompanying 

photographs in informing Britons about the prosperity of their colonial ‘outpost’. Another 

review declared it ‘one of the best, if not the very best panorama which has ever been exhibited 

in Cardiff, 196 and a brief advertisement made particular mention of the ‘extraordinary 

mechanical and dioramic effects’ that appear to have directly engaged with the weather in the 

scenes.197 The praise it received in the press was reflected in the high visitor numbers. Its first 

showing in Dundee in February 1881 was said to be filled daily with appreciative visitors, and 

indeed the public interest around the panorama was such that even the wretched weather did 

not deter the crowds.198 This image of crowds battling bitterly cold February temperatures in 

Scotland in order to make it to the theatre to view the fine weather of the ‘Antipodes’ further 

underscores the role weather had in articulating the apparently ‘mirrored’ relationship between 

Aotearoa New Zealand and Britain.  

 

The timing of the show also appears to have been a significant factor in its reception. 

Throughout the 1880s, Britain was in the midst of the Long Depression, and looked to the 

colonies to stimulate the economy. Exhibitions that promoted the colony’s prosperity and 

clarified through various visual means what life was ‘like’ there could capitalise on the 

economic situation in Britain, which was already causing many to consider migration. 

According to the press, the creator of this panorama, a scenic artist by the name of Mr H Willis, 

believed that his work would ‘be a very great assistance to the cause of emigration to New 

																																																								
195  "The Zealandia Exhibition Panorama." Dundee Courier, 5 February, 1881, n.p.  
196 "Christmas Amusements", 3. 
197 "Multiple Classified Ads", Dundee Courier, 1 February, 1881, 1.  
198 "Letters to Editor", Dundee Courier, 15 February, 1881, n.p. 



		 120	

Zealand’.199 With this aim in mind, the panorama he created measured 2000 yards and included 

scenes from major cities and towns across the country in order to best convey the state of the 

colony. For its New Zealand tour, the panorama was said to have been mounted in a gilt frame 

so as to enhance the look of the pictures .200 The frustrating lack of images of the panorama 

means it is difficult to visualise exactly how it looked like, except through the descriptions of 

certain aspects of it. However, as the New Zealand tour of the exhibition was viewed as a ‘test 

run’ to its showing in Britain, it is likely that some variation of this grand staging would have 

been taken there in the hopes of impressing audiences. Detailed descriptions of its appearance 

in the British press are rare, as the majority of articles, reviews, and advertisements focus on 

the content of the pictures, with the novel mechanical effects being singled out as the only other 

point of interest.201 This emphasis on the content rather than the mode of display is perhaps 

fitting given that one of the primary aims of the exhibition was to stimulate interest in the 

colony. The kind of weather represented was therefore critical information to convey to the 

audiences and as such was reported on in greater detail than the method of delivery which was 

designed so that the effects it created would be as illusionistic and undetectable as possible.  

 

In addition to the panorama, the broader Zealandia exhibition featured official photographs, 

sketches, and paintings from New Zealand to further showcase the ‘Antipodean’ environment. 

Prior to its tour of Britain, when the panorama travelled around New Zealand its technical 

achievements were also praised, but there was general dissatisfaction among its audience 

regarding the range of images selected for the exhibition. It was believed that the exhibition 

did not adequately reflect the variety of scenery and attractions in Aotearoa New Zealand, and 
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that it relied too heavily on out-of-date images and could therefore not give an accurate account 

of the colony’s modernity.202  The latter was particularly concerning for New Zealand visitors 

because the exhibition was intended to present the colony as a desirable, modern, and sunny 

place to live, and so the images created needed to adhere to this vision.203 It is also perhaps a 

little ironic that the complaints directed towards the Zealandia panorama were centred around 

the idea of underselling the colony by not providing up to date images for British audiences, 

whereas the images in Brees’ earlier panorama (as indicated by Seager) proved too aspirational 

and detached from the actual state of the colony at the time.  The issue of outdated paintings 

was resolved prior to the exhibition opening in Britain, as New Zealand audiences were assured 

that pictures painted from more recent photographs would be supplied, and that the 

accompanying lectures would be updated to better reflect the current state of the country.204 

The strong sense of dissatisfaction towards the potential misrepresentation of the ‘Antipodean’ 

environment to a British audience underscores the co-dependent relationship constructed 

between Britain and Aotearoa New Zealand: it was deemed important for the latter to project 

a fully realised version of the ‘Better Britain’, as it was believed that this would make a stronger 

case for the colonial project. Moreover, the action taken to re-paint some of the panorama 

images and add further images to the exhibition that would improve it before it toured Britain 

demonstrates a clear concern for how images from the ‘Antipodes’ would be perceived in the 

‘Old Country’, and how this might reflect Pākehā settlers’ identities as New Zealanders and 

British migrants. 
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The Centrality of Weather in European Images 

So far, this chapter has explored the ways in which New Zealand weatherscapes were circulated 

in Britain through the panoramic entertainments of the nineteenth century. It was during this 

time that interest in Aotearoa’s weather was heightened due to its influence over the successful 

establishment of a settler colony and, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the growth of 

the tourism economy. The weather has, however, been central to the representation of Aotearoa 

New Zealand within European images since the eighteenth century, as is evident in some of 

the first images that emerged from Cook’s voyages within the South Pacific between 1768 and 

1780. Landscape painter William Hodges had been appointed as the official artist for Cook’s 

second voyage on board the Resolution in 1772. On Cook’s previous voyage, the Admiralty 

had provided specific instructions for the artist which was to ‘make drawings and paintings of 

such places in the countries you may touch at in the course of the said voyage as may be proper 

to give a more perfect idea thereof than can be formed from written descriptions only’.205 It is 

likely that Hodges too would have received similar instructions asking him to document the 

environments he visited, but was to do so in a way that elevated and often aestheticized the 

landscapes and peoples he was representing, thus adhering to the sensibilities of eighteenth-

century audiences. To this end, Hodges created sketches, wash drawings, and some small 

works in oil that offered a visual account of the peoples, topography, and climates Cook and 

his crew encountered. Upon their return to Britain, Hodges was commissioned by the 

Admiralty to execute a number of large oil paintings based on scenes from the voyage that 

were intended for exhibition at the Royal Academy in 1777.  
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One of the largest works Hodges produced, A View of Cape Stephens in Cook's Straits with 

Waterspout (fig. 2.20), seems like a fitting place to end this thesis. As alluded to in the previous 

chapter, the dramatic treatment of the weather in Hodges’ representation of waterspouts off 

Cape Stephens closely adheres to the principles of the sublime. The image, which is of an 

imposing scale (measuring 158 cm by 215 cm when framed), positions New Zealand as a 

natural wilderness that lends itself to aesthetic appreciation, and – as was the case with this 

particular event, and the voyage on which it was encountered – scientific inquiries into 

‘foreign’ climates. As art historian John Bonehill points out, there appears to be a tension 

between the documentary aspects of Hodges’ work as the official artist on the voyage, and the 

more formulaic and classicised means of representation favoured by contemporary academic 

modes of visual representation.206 Although completed, the painting does not appear to have 
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Fig. 2.20: William Hodges, A View of Cape Stephens in Cook’s Straits with 
Waterspout, 1776 
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been publically exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1777, nor at any time during Hodges’ 

lifetime (unlike some of his other works of the South Pacific).207 However, as art historians 

Rüdiger Joppien and Bernard Smith claim, even without being publicly exhibited, it is likely 

that other artists would have had access to the work.208 Artists such as Philipe Jacques de 

Loutherbourg might therefore have also been inspired by Hodges’ treatment of this unusual 

meteorological spectacle. Indeed, de Loutherbourg was credited with creating the 

eidophusikon – a visual entertainment device, which much like the panoramic entertainments 

of the nineteenth century, used static images and mechanical movement to simulate weather 

effects and create illusionistic scenes.209 It consisted of a framed recessed space where a system 

of rods and pulleys would be attached to strategically-placed sections of a scene in order to 

move separate from one another and thus create a cohesive moving picture when viewed from 

the front. The animated nature of the display lent itself well to sublime scenes featuring 

waterfalls, storms, and as it would seem, waterspouts. Joppien and Smith note that de 

Loutherbourg’s own rendition of a waterspout off the coast of Japan which was shown in 1782 

would have likely been ‘close both in spirit and composition’ to Hodges’ painting.210 If this is 

true and de Loutherbourg did use A View of Cape Stephens as a model for visualising what was 

at the time a rarely represented atmospheric phenomenon in art, then it demonstrates just how 

impactful weatherscapes – and crucially New Zealand weatherscapes – were in the British 

artistic imagination. 
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Unlike Hodges’ sublime weatherscape that remained stored in the Admiralty’s collection, a 

similar image (fig. 3.6) depicting the same event achieved wider circulation among the 

scientific community and literary circles in Britain. This was an engraving published in 

Astronomical Observations by the astronomers on the voyage, William Wales and William 

Bayly.  One of four illustrations published in the book, it was the only one printed on a double-

page spread, perhaps indicating the value the authors placed on the illustration which appeared 

to so clearly document the atmospheric phenomenon. According to Wales and Bayly, the image 

was ‘engraved from a drawing of Mr. Hodges, taken at the time [although now believed to be 

lost], in which he has exhibited the appearance of one of [the waterspouts] in three several 

states, and also the appearance of that which approached so near to the ship’.211 As recalled by 

Wales and Bayley, the waterspouts at one point numbered four (though six were described by 

																																																								
211 William Wales and William Bayly, The Original Astronomical Observations, Made in the 
Course of a Voyage Towards the South Pole, and Round the World, In His Majesty’s Ships 
the Resolution and Adventure in the Years 1772, 1774, and 1775 (London: W. and A. 
Strahan, 1777), 346. 

Fig. 3.6: William Hodges (engraved by Daniel Lerpiniere), Trombes de mer aupres 
de la Nouvelle Zealande, 1778. 
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Cook),212 but according to the authors, the engraving only shows two of them. One is the large 

mass located in the foreground, and the three thinner pale whisps towards the right describe 

the movement of a single waterspout over time. By showing one waterspout across three 

different states in a single image rather than a singular moment during the storm, Hodges has 

rendered a distorted view of the event. The presence of the ship which occupied a central place 

within the composition is also significant as it provides a sense of scale for the viewer. 

Importantly, however, its presence appears to be in service of the weather as it introduces a 

human element to sit against the tumultuous conditions, and adds a sense of terror to the overall 

scene. Incorporating the engraving inside what would likely be understood as a ‘scientific’ 

publication (despite the distortions described above) not only highlights how entwined visual 

images were in the production of scientific knowledge, but also reinforces the point that some 

of the formative European images of New Zealand were overt weatherscapes. This image and 

its various reproductions in Wales and Bayley’s text, in addition to the large oil painting held 

in the Admiralty’s collection therefore illustrate how British interest in New Zealand’s weather 

was – from the initial European conceptualisations of the place – very clearly meteorological 

and scientific as well as aesthetic.  

 

Interestingly, unlike the three other illustrations in the Astronomical Observations – a map and 

two diagrams of equipment which do not appear to be oriented around the weather – the 

waterspouts engraving includes none of the annotation conventions (i.e. figure numbers or 

letters typically used to outline sequential events) that were common to many scientific 

illustrations at the time. This is perhaps suggestive of the same kind of tension discussed by 

Bonehill in relation to Hodges’ oil painting of the waterspouts: the information (in this case 

																																																								
212 Captain James Cook, A Voyage Towards the South Pole, and Round the World: 
Performed in His Majesty's Ships the Resolution and Adventure, in the Years 1772, 1773, 
1774, and 1775 (London: W. Strahan and T. Cadell, 1777), 103.  
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meteorological) contained within the images was inevitably shaped by academic and aesthetic 

theories that advocated for a generalised and idealised approach to representing nature. As 

outlined in Wales and Bayly’s account, the waterspouts were ‘one of the most curious, and 

perhaps the most extraordinary and powerful, of nature’s productions’.213 The waterspouts 

were interesting to Wales for the insight that they could provide into the atmosphere, but 

equally so it appears for the novel spectacle they presented to the ship’s crew. This is also 

alluded to by the ship’s botanist, Georg Forster, who described the waterspouts as ‘a 

phenomenon which carried so much terrific majesty in it’.214 His phrasing in particular recalls 

the terminology used by Edmund Burke in his treatise on the Sublime and the Beautiful which 

had a significant influence over aesthetics at the time Hodges was working. Through their 

comments, the weather is reinforced as a potent agent of the sublime, and New Zealand is again 

positioned as a distant place of ‘wild’ nature that continues to draw the attention of both 

scientific thought and the imperial imagination. 

 

Hodges’ images of Aotearoa’s wild weather and ‘untamed’ nature against human endeavour 

became essential to the creation of a romanticised version of the ‘Antipodes’ and his weather 

weatherscapes had a lasting impact on the public’s perception of Aotearoa New Zealand in the 

nineteenth century. The wonder excited by the waterspouts appears to have been particularly 

influential over some of the Romantic writers of the period. As Bernard Smith has argued, the 

Romantic poet Samuel Coleridge seems to have been affected by the visual and written 

accounts of this event, which may have guided his own poetic descriptions of a ‘whirlwind’ 

(understood to refer to a waterspout).215 Coleridge was one of Wales’ students during his 

																																																								
213 Wales and Bayly, Astronomical Observations, 346.  
214 Georg Forster quoted in Joppien and Smith, The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages, 33. 
215 Bernard Smith, “Coleridge's Ancient Mariner and Cook's Second Voyage”, Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 19, no. 1/2 (1956): 129. 
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teaching post at Christ’s Hospital School, and he would have had access to the Astronomical 

Observations in the school’s library. Wales was also known to recount events from the voyage 

to his students, which would likely then have circulated around the school and potentially 

reached Coleridge by word of mouth. It is therefore likely, Smith argues, that a poet who 

became interested in the ‘tremendities of nature’ would be attentive to the detailed descriptions 

of a phenomenon that so impressed upon his teacher.216 Moreover, Smith suggests that ‘the 

dramatic nature of Hodges’ representation of the event [reprinted in the Astronomical 

Observations] might well have left a permanent impression upon the schoolboy’s mind’.217 

Hodges’ treatment of the subject matter in both the  engraving and the oil painting are likely to 

have piqued the interest of many who encountered the works. Accompanied by descriptive 

accounts of the different climates encountered during the voyage, these weatherscapes were 

not only influential in terms of creating an impression of New Zealand in Britain, but also 

within the much broader cultural project of Romanticism that so closely engaged with the 

representation of weather.  

 

Cook’s voyages and the subsequent European visualisation of New Zealand established the 

idea of New Zealand as a grand Arcadian yet volatile place – an image in which weather played 

a key part. As settlement and tourism grew throughout the mid-nineteenth century (and 

especially towards its closing decades), the country became more accessible to people whose 

perception of it had been shaped by the romanticised and sublime imagery that had permeated 

British visual and literary culture. The allure of the Romantic ‘Antipodes’ is indeed clearly 

expressed in an article published in 1895 in the The New Zealand Graphic and Ladies' Journal. 

In this, the anonymous author gives an elaborate and very poetic account of a sunset they had 

																																																								
216 Ibid, 130. 
217 Ibid. 
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witnessed during stormy weather whilst in the South of New Zealand (most likely in 

Rakiura/Stewart Island). After describing their surroundings as a ‘strange, wild place from 

which to look at a sunset’, they conclude by stating that a ‘storm and gloomy sky, massive 

clouds, and mighty waves are fit accessories to [a] sunset there. A calm sea and clear sky would 

not harmonise with the Antipodes. There must be power, action, [and] fury’.218 In the author’s 

view, the ‘Antipodes’ were somewhere one could observe ‘wild’ and ‘raw’ nature from a 

distance in order to experience the full aesthetic effect generated by the weather. This appears 

to parallel the effects of sublime paintings such as Hodges’ View of Cape Stephens, as well as 

supporting the claim made by visual theorist Malcolm Andrews that the tourist – although the 

settler could perhaps also apply in this instance – ‘values the kind of scenery which has been 

aesthetically validated in paintings, postcards and advertisements’.219 The centrality of the 

weather within sublime imagery, and its centrality to the anonymous author’s experience of a 

sunset, suggests that the way in which weather is visually represented has a significant bearing 

over people’s expectations of unfamiliar environments. Similarly, by singling out certain 

weather conditions as appropriate ‘accessories to a sunset’, and therefore primarily treating 

weather as an embellishing feature of the wider environment , the author of the New Zealand 

Graphic and Ladies' Journal article also naturalises the idea of a distinct set of characteristics 

that supposedly constitute ‘Antipodean weather’. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

																																																								
218 “New Zealand Sunsets”, The New Zealand Graphic and Ladies' Journal, 12 October, 
1895, 459. 
219 Malcolm Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: Landscape, Aesthetics, and Tourism 
in Britain 1760-1800 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989), vii. 
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New Zealand weatherscapes were clearly influential in shaping the British public’s perception 

of the  ‘Antipodes’. The formative images created by Hodges’ in the late eighteenth-century 

had an overt focus on the weather that helped promote the idea of New Zealand as a ‘wild' 

place of nature on the fringes of Empire. These images also informed the aesthetic 

developments happening at the turn of the century with the onset of Romanticism, and again 

positioned weather as not only a visual spectacle, but also as a key feature of the image itself. 

Furthermore, by being published and circulated in scientific texts, Hodges image of 

waterspouts influenced scientific understandings of weather and foregrounded the importance 

of New Zealand’s climate to British understandings of meteorology. In these ways, the weather 

can be seen as central to New Zealand’s representation overseas. Throughout the second-half 

of the nineteenth-century as the colonial project became a more direct projection of imperial 

power over the ‘Antipodes’, images of the weather became crucial to the marketing of the 

colony. The popular Victorian entertainment cultures of the time facilitated the dissemination 

of New Zealand weather imagery and were crucial in the development of a cohesive marketing 

strategy. The immersive and multi-sensory experience created by panoramas brought active 

attention to the weather in a way that static images alone could not. This was particularly 

evident in the application of mechanised and sound effects applied to the panorama and its 

variant formats, where movement and sound animated the weather and heightened the sense of 

illusion for the audience. Brees’ Panorama of New Zealand and the Zealandia panorama 

instrumentalised the weather in order to project an ‘ideal’ climate that appealed to the British 

imaginings of the ‘Antipodes’.  
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Conclusion 

 
The position of the weather in the visual culture of Aotearoa New Zealand, and the 

relationships of these representations to people’s experiences and understandings of their 

environment in the nineteenth century, has been the primary focus of this thesis. In examining 

weather images created by European artists working in Aotearoa, this research has sought to 

show that weather is a rich but often overlooked part of New Zealand’s art histories, and 

directly shaped Europeans’ perceptions of place. To this end, this thesis has explored how 

weather knowledge was formed and mediated through the public press and the publishing 

industry, with particular attention being paid to migration and tourism literature. A key part of 

this study has also been the consideration of the developing nature of meteorology as a science 

in the nineteenth century, and the impact this had on people’s attitudes towards weather. The 

shift towards an instrument-centred understanding of weather offered a counterpoint to 

traditional and perhaps more intuitive modes of weather knowledge at the time. Crucially, by 

proposing the category of the ‘weatherscape’ and by considering how these represented scenes 

and climates in Aotearoa New Zealand, this research has sought to illustrate the centrality of 

weather within images of colonised land, and the way in which these representations were 

instrumental in the promotion of the colonial project. Across ‘high art’ landscapes, surveyors’ 

drawings and sketches, and in popular entertainment cultures staged and circulated in Victorian 

Britain, weather representations were central and highly ideological, and this thesis has 

therefore sought to direct attention up towards the atmosphere, where British imperial visions 

were also being projected.  

  

A significant portion of this thesis has been dedicated to investigating the multiple functions 

weather could have in images, including in surveyors’ images and ‘high art’ landscapes. Both 

of these genres were significant in that they not only account for the majority of landscapes 
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produced by European settlers in nineteenth-century Aotearoa, but between them they also 

clearly illustrate the various liberties artists were taking in their representation of the weather. 

Their images rarely portrayed the environment ‘as it was’, and the multiple ways in which the 

weather could be distorted in images had implications for how people came to understand their 

environments. This research has also considered how distortions such as adding and removing 

various atmospheric elements from a scene in order to ‘balance out’ a composition, or to 

achieve a desired aesthetic effect, have positioned the weather as a changeable or peripheral 

element in the landscape. Through a close examination of image-making practices involved in 

surveying imagery and early wet-plate photography, this study has also considered how the 

actual weather under which images of New Zealand’s landscape were made often set the 

parameters for the kinds of weather that could be visually captured. As a result, its 

representation in European settler visual cultures in Aotearoa New Zealand seems to be skewed 

disproportionately towards ‘fine’ weather. 

 

The attempt to understand the different functions and symbolic meanings of certain weather 

phenomena has necessitated the use of multiple art historical approaches. While a close 

engagement with the images themselves has been core to my interpretation of the 

representations presented, the nature of researching something that has often been considered 

peripheral (or – in the case of wind or temperature, for example – largely invisible) means that 

information about the weather cannot always be located in the image itself. Therefore, in 

examining these images, a broad contextual approach has been applied. This has been 

necessary to demonstrate how weather can permeate all aspects of an image, from the initial 

conditions under which it was created or in which it was viewed, to the non-visual information 

that can be extrapolated from titles or press reports of the time. By using a combination of these 
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approaches, this research has sought to illuminate both the aesthetic and meteorological 

meanings that can be uncovered in images of the weather.   

 

In proposing the term ‘weatherscape’ as a useful and indeed necessary paradigm through which 

to examine ‘landscape’ art, this thesis has sought to bring critical attention to the presence of 

weather in nineteenth-century visual representations of Aotearoa’s environments. Unlike 

categories such as skyscapes or cloudscapes, which bring attention to specific aspects of both 

the image and the weather depicted, the concept of weatherscapes acknowledges the weather’s 

ubiquitous presence across the image, and its entanglements with the landscape. The intentional 

broadness of the term ‘weatherscape’ therefore does not attempt to prioritise certain elements 

such as the land, the sky, or clouds in the interpretation of the image. Instead, it suggests that 

weather is not only intimately entwined with the rest of the environment, but is indeed the 

medium in which everything else is contained. By considering a range of landscape images 

produced by colonial artists in Aotearoa New Zealand and examining the different roles their 

representations of the weather could have, this thesis has sought to demonstrate that every 

landscape is a weatherscape, and it is with this in mind that these images might most 

productively be interpreted. 
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