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Colensoõs sketches in the Mitchell Library, Sydney 
 

The Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney holds three collec-

tions of sketches attributed to Rev. William Colenso (for the sake of clarity, referred to 

herein as RWC). Two are certainly his, but the third is, I think, not. 

The first (Mitchell ref. PXB66) is a hardbound small sketchbook, landscape layout, 

about 100 x 200 mm. It contains naïve watercolours and pencil drawings of Cornish 

scenes, a number of them of places mentioned by RWC in his ñMountôs Bayò guide, as 

well as religious and moral themes, animals, shells, and domestic objects. The inside 

front cover has a signature, unmistakably that of RWC. None of the art is dated, and 

only a few are signed ñW.C. delint.ò or ñW.Colensoò. These are works by RWC from 

his youth in Cornwall: some can be dated with certainty as post-1828. 

The second (Mitchell ref. PXA236 CY283) is a collection of 20 unbound pencil 

sketches of varying sizes (only one with a little green wash), of New Zealand scenes. 

About half of them are annotated or signed or both. Nearly all are North Island places 

that RWC visited, and several are dated, between 1837 and 1840. These are RWCôs 

work from his early years at Paihia. 

The third (Mitchell ref. PXB177) is a bound quarto book of quite accomplished and 

skilfully executed pencil drawings of English houses, ships and people, and crude 

umber wash sketches of a ruin; one of the pencil drawings is shaded with the same 

colour, suggesting a single artist, despite very different styles. A number of the pencil 

drawings are signed ñW. Colensoò, but not in RWCôs hand. Some of the pencil draw-

ings have comments (e.g. ñgoodò) suggesting this was an exercise book. This I think is 

by a trained artist, possibly RWCôs nephew William Colenso (1845ï1942), but not 

RWC. There is a puzzling annotation on one study: ñJDH 1869ò (suggestingïïat least 

in the context of RWCïïñJoseph Dalton Hookerò) and ñpubd. by G. Grant & Coò. 

Grant & Co were London engravers and publishers. 

A detailed list from the first two follows: the subject of the illustration is given in regu-

lar font; original inscriptions are in double quotation marks; my comments are in ital-

ics. 

Small sketchbook (Mitchell Library ref. PXB66) 

IFC ñWilliam Colensoò signature. 

(first leaf missing) 

3. Watercolour terrace houses with ruined engine-house of a tin mine. 

4. Pencil sketch houses.  

5. Pencil sketch houses.  

6. Watercolours: miniatures, apparently five ways of dying: being robbed, being 

caught poaching, in a duel, in bed, and by hanging. 

7. Watercolour: Sir Francis Drake, paddle steamer. Volume 9 of Maritime South West, 

the journal of the South West Maritime History Society, features ñThe Paddle 

Steamer Sir Francis Drakeò. 

8. Pencil sketch: lions and sheep. ñAnd the lion and the lamb will lie down togetherò: 

actually Isaiah 16 says ñIn that day the wolf and the lamb will live together; the 
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leopard will lie down  

with the baby goat. The calf and the yearling will be safe with the lioné.ò etc. 

9.ï16. ñMonkeyana or the Gamblerôs Progress, Illustrated in 9 stepsïïW. Colensoò. 

Title page and seven ñStepsò. These are based on Thomas Landseerôs 1828 

ñMonkeyanaò series of 25 etchings (http://www.trocadero.com/summerhill/

items/848268/item848268store.html), cynical social satire in the style of Hogarthôs 

ñRakeôs progressò and ñHarlotôs progressò. The monkey, in Landseerôs caricature, 

has the habits, costumes, and imprudence of man and serves as a symbol of his fool-

ishness, sin and fall: ña fool, a figure of vanityò. A periodical called ñBellôs Life in 

Londonò carried a series by Robert and George Cruikshank, called ñThe gamblerôs 

progressò and this was reprinted in 1831 (and several times thereafter) in a new 

periodical called the ñGallery of Comicalitiesò. There seem to have been 9 steps, 

and at some stage verse was added. I cannot find the originals, but suspect that 

Colenso made copies of the first seven. 

17. Pencil drawings of deer heads; ñW.C. delint.ò 

18. Pencil drawings of goat heads; ñW.C. delint.ò 

19. Pencil drawing child kneeling. Angelic, statuesque and wooden. 

20. Watercolour: dogs digging; ñW.C.ò; perhaps in a badger sett. 

21. Pencil sketches; 11 small items. Roman helmet, bishopôs mitre, etc: almost looks 

like a pictorial code. 

22. Pencil sketches, animals and ships. Ten small items. 

23. Pencil sketch, basket and strange fish. A fishlike body and a mammalian head. 

24. Pencil sketch, woman with basket on back. Rough. 

25. Pencil sketch, woman with basket on back; a better attempt at the same subject. 

26. Pencil drawing wall of rocks. 

27. Pencil sketch stone circle; perhaps the Merry Maidens, between Penzance and St 

Ives. 

28. Pencil drawing coastal town; view of Marazion from St Michaelôs mount. 

29. Pencil drawings of six seashells. British? 

30. Pencil drawing; Lanyon Quoit between Penzance and St Ives. 

31. Pencil drawing; Penzance from above Newlyn and Paul with St Michaelôs Mount 

in the background. 

32. Pencil drawing stone cross. Appears to be a cross carved on a millstone. 

33. Pencil drawings; interior of old chapel at Madron Well. 

No number. Pencil and wash: man in epaulettes. 

Collection of 20 unbound pencil sketches (Mitchell Library ref. PXA236 CY283) 

1. ñView of the Bay of Islands.ò 

2. Faint & faded sketch of houses. 

3. ñWarehuinga Waiomio Apl. 1/37. W.ò The Waiomio valley is almost due south of 

Kawakawa. From 1836, this district was Colensoôs main missionary responsibility 

and he made visits every couple of weeks. 

4.ï6. Moa bones; drawings for his 1843 Tasmanian Journal of Natural Science paper. 

7. Maori and houses. 

8. ñWaiomio March 1837.ò 

9. Pohutukawa tree with exposed roots on cliff, with climbing man. Perhaps to illus-

trate his visit to Cape Reinga. ñAbout 40 feet from the tidal rocks rising beneath, the 
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long bleached main root of a Pohutukawa (Metrosid. toment.) projects a few feet 

seaward; it at high water overhangs the sea.ò (Note 30 to ñEssay on the Maori 

Racesò). 

10. ñWaiomio 1st April 1837 (W.)ò 

11. ñKaupapa Turanga Decr./41ò Turanga is Gisborne. 

12. Rocky point; Whangarei Heads, with comments as to inaccuracy; the subject 

properly done in 17 below. 

13. River mouth with house and fence. 

14. ñHerewaka Mr Preeceôs House;ò geographical features are annotated ñPukearahaò 

ñAvoiaò ñPutuauò ñTotaraò ñTurua woodò ñRiver Thamesò. The view is taken from 

the north, and shows the Kauaeranga River, Waihou River, part of Firth of Thames 

and Totara Pa, Mt Te Aroha in the distance.(Preeceôs mission station was on the 

Kauaeranga river). I cannot find a record of Colenso having visited here, though he 

does mention ñBeneath us, in the extensive plain, the river Waiho, hence navigable 

for canoes, meandered, mingling its waters with those of the ocean at Puriri on the 

Thames.ò The Fairburns had briefly lived there. 

15. ñSplendid Birdôs Eye View of Bay of Islands;é. W.C.ò 

16. ñS.V. of W. March 9/40.ò Colenso was at Wairua for at least part of March 1840. 

Wairua was inland from Helena Bay, Whangaruru Harbour but has not been locat-

ed. It is evidently not associated with the Wairua River. 

17. ñView of Bay of Wangarei from road bet. Taika & Te Waite, Decr. 14/39. W.C. 

18. ñKaitaia from the N.N.W. April 5/39. W.C.ò 

19. ñOkao. Ebenezer Cottage in the distance. W.C. Aug.17/38.ò Okaihau? (a small 

town just north of Kaikohe). 

Pencil drawing from the larger sketchbook: note the inscriptions:  
ñJ.D.H. 1869ò and ñpubd. by G. Grant & Co.ò 
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Who signed them?  
 
 
 
 
The signature on the drawings 
in the larger sketchbook 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rev. William Colenso (1834) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rev. William Colenso (1880s) 
 
 
 
 
 
Bishop John William Colenso 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ridley Latimer Colenso 
 
 
 
 
 
William Colenso 1845-1942 
 
 
 
 
William (Wiremu) Colenso 


