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Significance Assessment Reportï Warwick Oakman 
 

Introduction  

 

The Royal Society of Tasmania art collection is of National and International 

Significance primarily in the categories of 19th century Tasmanian womenôs art, (both 

professional and amateur), and for original works of art representing the First Peoples 

of Tasmania.  

 

The RST art collection in addition contains extensive groups of works by seminal 

professional and amateur artists working in Tasmania from c1830ï1860: GTWB 

Boyes, Thomas Evans Chapman, Anna Maria Nixon, W.C. Piguenit, John Skinner 

Prout, Owen Stanley and Francis Simpkinson de Wesselow. The works by Meredith, 

Nixon, Stanley and de Wesselow, held in the RST art collection, represent the largest 

and more important groups of these artistôs works held anywhere. Without the RST 

art collection, no understanding of those artists could be achieved.  

 

These works, often in album format, represent an extraordinary filmic journey through 

Tasmania from c1830 to 1860, showing over time, the impacts of convict 

incarceration and settlement upon the natural environment, the nature and types of 

probation stations, the impact of Empire, settlement types and structures. They are 

collectively an extensive, on-the-spot documentation of the first people, Palawa, 

natural flora and fauna, of Tasmania. The extraordinary group of watercolours by 

Francis Simpkinson de Wesselow and sketches by W.C. Piguenit extensively 

document wilderness, in the earliest and fullest artistic documentation of these 

environments in Tasmania by Europeans, after settlement. The RST art collection is 

comprised primarily of works on paper, reflecting the immediacy and efficiency of 

that medium for accurate artistic documentation/production. This is part of the 

significance of the whole.  

 

The most important works within the RST art collection are those works representing 

the first peoples of Tasmania, Palawa, by Margaret Legge, and Francis Simpkinson de 

Wesselow. All dating from the 1840s, during a period of horrific cultural impact by 

Empire, and population transferral. The works are reliable and personable images, 

dated and titled with the individuals being identified by name. The British Museum 

contains related works by John Skinner Prout. The John Skinner Prout and Francis 

Simpkinson de Wesselow works are inter-related, which is unique. They contribute 

immeasurably to the tiny surviving group of original art images from this time, of 

Palawa. No other 19th century works by a female European artist survive, of Palawa 

people, such as the Legge portraits. These works are of enormous cultural importance 

to present day Palawa. They are therefore of international significance for their ability 

to contribute to an understanding of changed ways of life of First Peoples, and the 

ongoing impact of Empire/European settlement on Palawa. The fact that this group of 

works, in superb condition, with excellent provenances, is virtually unknown is 

extraordinary. Therefore their significance must greatly increase and change over time 

with publication, research and further understanding by a wider audience.  

 

The Royal Society of Tasmania art collection contains the largest and most significant 

group of works by Australiaôs leading 19th century professional female artist, Louisa 

Anne Meredith. Louisa Anne Meredith (1812ï1895 UK/Tasmania) miniaturist, water-
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colourist, engraver, poet, writer and botanist was by 21 years of age supporting herself 

from writing and her illustrated books. In the company of her husband she arrived in 

Tasmania in 1840, where she was to spend the rest of her life, and produce her most 

important works. As an isolated Colonial housewife working in the Swan Port district 

of the East Coast of Tasmania she was to work extensively in the natural environment, 

documenting the native flora, fauna, topography and settlersô houses of Tasmania at a 

critical period in the development of the convict system, transportation, and the 

British Empire on the cusp of the industrial revolution. Her accurate panoramas of 

Tasmaniaôs east coast, now largely the Freycinet National Park are of great 

significance in documenting the change in distribution of habitat and impact of 

European settlement. Her husband, George Meredith, as well as being a 

merchant/farmer was a politician. Louisa Anne Meredith actively took a role in the 

introduction of environmental conservation legislation, and may be reasonably argued 

to be the first in the country, and one of the few women in the world at this time, 

proposing legislative protection for the natural environment/wilderness. Her work was 

widely appreciated and distributed throughout Tasmania/Australia/UK during her 

lifetime, embracing the latest technological improvements in colour reproduction 

(chromolithography), printing and illustrative format. She exhibited extensively at all 

19th century local and international exhibitions ï the 1851 Great Exhibition, 1862 

London International Exhibition, the first Colonial art treasures exhibitions from 

1845, 1866 Melbourne Inter-colonial Exhibition, 1870 Melbourne and 1880 Sydney 

Exhibitions, 1884 Calcutta International Exhibition and 1884 Tasmania Art 

Association Exhibitions. She was to win medals at many of these exhibitions medal, 

predominantly dominated by male entrants. In 1884 after the death of her husband, 

and in reduced circumstances, the Tasmanian Government was to grant her a pension 

of £100/ per annum in recognition of her distinguished service to science, literature 

and art, via her nationally loved art and writings.  

 

Her collection of art and drawings was acquired by donation and subscription, and 

placed in the Royal Society of Tasmaniaôs collection, for which she was elected an 

honorary member. Her work (and the RST collection of this) is seminal to an 

understanding of Tasmania, its artistic and intellectual growth and dissemination. By 

comparison with the other professionally trained female artists working in Australia at 

the time; Georgiana McCrae (1804ï1890), Adelaide Ironside (1831ï1867), Theresa 

Snell Walker (1807-1876), Mary Morton Allport (1806ï1895), et al, none compare to 

Meredithôs extensive time frame for production, diversity of mediums, reach to 

audience via available reproduction technologies (then and now), volume and quality 

of production, and fidelity to the natural environment. These works in their day, 

contributed enormously to an understanding of Tasmaniaôs wilderness and the 

importance of conserving the flora and fauna, that continues to this day. Their 

significance can only increase with further research, publication of the RST art 

collection Meredith works, and interrogation of her extensive writings over time,.  

 

The Royal Society of Tasmaniaôs art collection is rare, and unique to Australia. It is a 

coherent and focussed group. The majority of the artworks were collected around 

1900, when, fearing that Tasmania might lose its individual identity after Federation, 

the RST set about collecting artworks, publications and other material they considered 

illustrated Tasmaniaôs unique history. 
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The collection is of national/international significance for its contribution to an 

understanding of Tasmaniaôs unique flora, fauna, and first peoples, and the role of 

women artists working in the 19th century. 
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History of the Royal Society of Tasmania and the Art Collection 
 

About the Royal Society and its collections 

 

The Royal Society of Tasmania (RST) was the first Royal Society to be established 

outside the UK, having commenced in 1843. It is the oldest continuously active 

scientific society in Australia. It has a long history and was instrumental in the 

development of the colony of Tasmania especially in its first 100 years. This includes 

establishing the Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens (RTBG), the Tasmanian 

Museum and Art Gallery (TMAG), the Salmon Ponds in the Derwent Valley, the first 

meteorological stations, and was involved in other key issues such as the exploration 

of the Tasmanian landscape, promotion of the first areas for National Parks and 

experimentation and identification of suitable industries for Tasmania.  

 

The RST holds two very valuable historical collections: 

 

¶ A collection of approximately 950 artworks, including an important collection 

of colonial art, currently held at TMAG on loan ï including many of the top 

colonial artists; WC Piguenit, John Skinner Prout, Louisa Anne Meredith, 

Simpkinson de Wesselow, TE Chapman, Benjamin Duterrau, Owen Stanley, 

Captain Lucas, and J Lycett. 

¶ A collection of over 20,000 rare books, scientific journals, maps, letters and 

key documents, most dating from 1840 to 1940, that are in continual demand 

for research by historians, researchers, students and scholars of many fields. 

The Societyôs library collection has been held and curated at the University of 

Tasmania since 1969. A separate Significance Assessment applies to this 

collection. 

 

Loan of the Royal Society Art Collection to TMAG 

 

In 1965 the Royal Society of Tasmania placed on long-term loan to the Tasmanian 

Museum and Art Gallery a substantial body of artworks. The artworks, including 

several sketch books, were the subject of a letter by Dr William Bryden, dated 25 June 

1965. 
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The Bryden Letter. 

 

In 2021, a new loan agreement was signed with the Tasmanian Museum and Art 

Gallery. 

See Appendix 1. 

 

Provenance 

 

Prior to the new agreement, extensive research was undertaken by a Joint Working 

Committee comprising personnel from both the society and TMAG regarding the 

provenance of the art collection. The aim of the working committee was 'for the 

Council of RST and the Board of TMAG to reach a clear understanding about the 

issues regarding ownership, loan terms, and future management of the RST Collection 

at TMAG, that resolves earlier issues and concernsô. 

 

See Appendix 2 for the references list for the society. 

 

The Art Collection 
 

The Royal Society of Tasmania art collection is of National and International 

Significance primarily in the categories of 19th century Tasmanian womenôs art, (both 

professional and amateur), and for original works of art representing the First Peoples 

of Tasmania.  

 

The RST art collection in addition contains extensive groups of works by seminal 

professional and amateur artists working in Tasmania from c1830ï1860: GTWB 

Boyes, Thomas Evans Chapman, Anna Maria Nixon, W.C. Piguenit, John Skinner 

Prout, Owen Stanley and Francis Simpkinson de Wesselow. The works by Meredith, 

Nixon, Stanley and de Wesselow, held in the RST art collection, represent the largest 
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and more important groups of these artistôs works held anywhere. Without the RST 

art collection, no understanding of those artists could be achieved. 

 

Tasmanian Aboriginals in Art  

 

The most important works within the RST art collection are those works representing 

the first peoples of Tasmania, Palawa, by Margaret Legge, and Francis Simpkinson de 

Wesselow. All dating from the 1840s, during a period of horrific cultural impact by 

Empire, and population transferral. The works are reliable and personable images, 

dated and titled with the individuals being identified by name. The British Museum 

contains related works by John Skinner Prout. The John Skinner Prout and Francis 

Simpkinson de Wesselow works are inter-related, which is unique. They contribute 

immeasurably to the tiny surviving group of original art images from this time, of 

Palawa. No other 19th century works by a female European artist survive, of Palawa 

people, such as the Legge portraits. These works are of enormous cultural importance 

to present day Palawa. They are therefore of international significance for their ability 

to contribute to an understanding of changed ways of life of First Peoples, and the 

ongoing impact of Empire/European settlement on Palawa. The fact that this group of 

works, in superb condition, with excellent provenances, is virtually unknown is 

extraordinary. Therefore their significance must greatly increase and change over time 

with publication, research and further understanding by a wider audience.  

 

Margaret Legge 

 

The societyôs collection contains two works by Margaret Legge, an early settler in the 

Break OôDay region of Van Diemenôs Land c1830s. Two watercolours by Miss Legge 

(AG 728, AG729) were donated to the RST by the artistôs great nephew in September 

1931. 

 

No other 19th century works by a female European artist survive, of Palawa people. 

 

Margaret Legge, arrived at Hobart Town, Van Diemenôs Land, aboard the Medway on 

12 August 1827, with her four sisters and two brothers. Her brother Robert Vincent 

Legge was granted 1200 acres near St Maryôs on the Break OôDay River which he 

named after the family home, Cullenswood in Ireland. 

 

The Miss Legge who sketched is not distinguished (even in this way), her grand-

nephew Robert W Legge merely annotating two watercolour and pencil sketches of 

Tasmanian Aborigines (1830s) verso: 'original sketch of Break OôDay Native (VDL) 

taken at Cullenswood Homestead in the early days by a sister of the late Robt. 

Vincent Leggeô. It is possible that this Miss Legge was Eliza Pitcairn's aunt ï except 

that since 1987 some doubt has been cast on the entire Legge attribution. The 

Aborigines in the drawings are coarsely caricatured in a most 'unladylikeô way and 

some art historians now wish to re-attribute them to William Buelow Gould. 

However, the one closely comparable caricature of a group of Aborigines attributed to 

Gould (pencil and w/c, c.1833, ML) is unsigned and quite unlike his (signed) far more 

sympathetic portraits of Aborigines. It, perhaps, should be re-attributed to Miss 

Legge. 
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See below for the Simkinson de Wesselow paintings. 

 

Federation Collection 

 

An important component of the art collection, the works of Simpkinson de Wesselow 

and Owen Stanley were added in 1900, just before federation in Australia.  

 

Fearing Tasmaniaôs unique identity would be overwhelmed, the society set about 

collecting material that would showcase Tasmaniaôs history and culture for their 

library and art collection. This element of the collection adds to the significance to the 
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history of Tasmania. These artworks were collected specifically to preserve the 

historical and cultural identity of the island state. 

 

Simpkinson de Wesselow, Francis Guillemard (1819ï1906) 

 

There are 204 artworks by Simpkinson de Wesselow in the societyôs art collection. 

This represents the largest collection of this artistôs works in Australia. De 

Wesselowôs work has featured sporadically in a number of exhibitions at TMAG, 

however was featured in an exhibition there to celebrate the Royal Society of 

Tasmaniaôs 175th Anniversary in 2018. In 1984, Tasmanian artist Max Angus 

published Simpkinson de Wesselow: Landscape Painter in Van Diemenôs Land and 

the Port Phillip District 1844-1848, a magnificent full colour volume on the artist. 

 

Francis Guillemard Simpkinson de Wesselow, naval officer and artist, was born in 

London the son of Sir John Augustus Francis Simpkinson. His mother, Mary Griffin, 

was the sister of Lady Jane Franklin. Upon joining the navy in 1832 he served with 

his uncle, Sir John Franklin (later Lieutenant-Governor of Van Diemenôs Land). He 

arrived in Van Diemenôs Land in September 1844 to take up his appointment to the 

Rossbank Magnetic Observatory in Hobart Town. 

 

Simpkinson was an accomplished artist and recorded a great many landscapes around 

Van Diemenôs Land. He was often accompanied on his painting excursions around the 

colony, and even to Port Philip, by the artist John Skinner Prout (see more on Prout 

below). 

 

When Lieutenant Simpkinson returned to England in December 1848, he took his 

collection of some 200 drawings and watercolours with him. In 1869, he added de 

Wesselow to his name by deed poll. Responding to a request from the Royal Society 

of Tasmania, Simpkinson de Wesselow gifted his colonial collection of paintings and 

drawings to the Society when he was aged 81. 
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The Royal Society of Tasmania Papers and Proceedings detailing correspondence 

between Simpkinson de Wesselow, Bishop Montgomery and the RST, regarding the 

donation of the artworks by the artist. 

 

The de Wesselow collection can be divided into several categories: 

¶ Landscapes 

¶ The Flinders Island trip 

¶ The Magnetic Observatory at the Domain, Hobart 

¶ Convict history 

¶ Work with John Skinner Prout. 

 

He took lessons from the English artist John skinner Prout who lived in Tasmania at 

the time. The two formed a great friendship, and often went on painting expeditions 

together. They travelled together extensively during the four year period that de 

Wesselow was stationed in Van Diemenôs Land, creating a unique record of VDL in 

the early days of European settlement. 

 

Landscapes 

 

Simpkinson de Wesselow was a naval officer, as such he was trained in drawing, 

particularly in describing features that enabled recognition of the landscape. 

This makes his landscapes remarkable in their honest depiction of the scene before 

him. 
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The Magnetic Observatory at the Domin, Hobart 

 

Simpkinson de Wesselow was stationed at the Magnetic Observatory at the Domain in 

Hobart from September 1844 to 1848. This Observatory was a part of a wider 

geomagnetic project, known as the magnetic crusade. The magnetic crusade was in 

operation from 1839 to roughly 1854 and was made up by a combination of 

observation at fixed magnetic and meteorological observatories ï both within and 

beyond the boundaries of the British Empire from Europe to South Africa to Australia 

ï and by observation on a number of mobile surveys, of which this was one. The 

magnetic crusade was the most extensive and ambitious project of the early nineteenth 

century. His duties there ï although important to the world-wide network of magnetic 

observations ï were extremely tedious and mechanical ï readings took place every 

hour ï day and night. To occupy himself during this time he painted the landscape 

around him. 

 

 
 

 

 


