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MCCUBBIN MASTERPIECES REAPPEAR ON THE MARKET AFTER A CENTURY & 
ALMOST HALF A CENTURY RESPECTIVELY AT SMITH & SINGER  

Considered one of McCubbin’s Greatest Compositions, ‘The Bathers’ 1906 will be 
offered for Auction for the First Time in One Hundred Years 

Originally from the Renowned Collection of Lawrence Abrahams, ‘The Bathers’ 
Combines Australian Impressionism with European Classicism 

One of the Last McCubbins created at the Artists’ Camp at Box Hill Remaining in 
Private Ownership, ‘Winter at Nunawading’ 1886 Reappears on the Market 

After a 48 Year Hiatus  
 

 

MELBOURNE, 12 June 2020 – Smith & Singer is honoured to announce the forthcoming sale of two 

masterpieces of Australian Impressionism by Frederick McCubbin.  Presented for sale for the first time 

in a century and almost half a century respectively, The Bathers 1906 and Winter at Nunawading 1886, 

will be offered within the Important Australian & International Art auction on 24 June 2020.  The striking 

quality of each painting is matched only by their remarkable provenance.  The Bathers has been 

cherished by the family of its 1919 purchaser since that time and emerges for sale one hundred years 

later with Smith & Singer.  Winter at Nunawading 1886, meanwhile, spent the first 80 years of its 

FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917 

The Bathers 1906 

oil on canvas, 51 x 76.5 cm 

Estimate $400,000–600,000 
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existence in the collections of Frederick McCubbin and his family, and is presented here for its second 

auction appearance, having last sold in 1972.  

 

FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917 THE BATHERS 1906 (PICTURED TOP)  
 

In none of McCubbin’s paintings do we find more exquisite quality, more harmonious colouring or unity 

of effect, than in the refined and beautiful The Bathers, 1906. 

 

Long considered one of the artist’s 

masterworks and known only from a 

black and white illustration in James 

MacDonald’s monograph on the artist 

published in 1916, The Bathers 1906 

emerges here for public sale and 

exhibition for the first time in one 

hundred years.  The composition remains 

a key work in McCubbin’s oeuvre, 

providing a definitive example of his 

subtle synthesis of the art of the 

European masters with the distinctive 

Antipodean light and poetry he found in 

the contemporary Australian landscape. 

 

Whilst most-known for his bush scenes of 

pioneering life and rural labour, 

McCubbin simultaneously created 

remarkable depictions of the bush 

imbued with a heightened sense of poetry, mystery, and symbolism.  Commencing in 1905, McCubbin 

produced a series of five major compositions showing landscapes with female bathers that at times 

challenged his audiences and transformed his interpretation of the local South Yarra and Mount 

Macedon environs into something more universal and timeless. 

 

McCubbin’s anonymous bathers, inhabiting a soft, dreamy landscape, devoid of any symbolist and 

mythological overtones, were most inspired by the mid-nineteenth-century compositions of Jean-

Baptiste-Camille Corot.  McCubbin’s scrapbook contained numerous references to the French master, 

revered by so many contemporary artists around the world during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century.  In 1906 The Studio published an extensive article on Corot that reproduced twenty-

nine paintings by the artist from the collection of Alexander Young that McCubbin would have seen and 

studied in-depth.  The jewels of Alexander Young’s collection included Les Baigneuses (The Bathers) – 

of particular relevance to the present composition – and of particular Australian significance, L’Arbre 

penché (The Bent Tree) (1855-1860), pictured above and shortly thereafter purchased by the Felton 

JEAN-BAPTISTE-CAMILLE COROT 1796-1875 

L’Arbre penché (The Bent Tree) (1855-1860) 

oil on canvas, 44.3 x 58.5 cm 

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 

Felton Bequest, 1907 
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Bequest for the National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, in 1907 to extensive critical and popular 

acclaim. (1) 

 

Geoffrey Smith, Chairman of Smith & Singer commented: ‘We are honoured to offer Frederick 

McCubbin’s The Bathers for public sale for the first time in a century, a composition that extols the 

finest qualities of one of Australia’s most revered and beloved Australian Impressionists and whose 

refined, sensitive and luminous compositions continue to enthral and inspire.  We look forward to 

presenting the work to the public in Melbourne and Sydney and thank its consignor for entrusting us 

with a painting of such great historical and cultural significance.’ 

 

 

FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917 

WINTER AT NUNAWADING 1886 

(PICTURED LEFT) 

 

Frederick McCubbin’s Winter at 

Nunawading 1886, reinstated with 

its original title by Geoffrey Smith 

and not seen in public in almost fifty 

years, represents a rare and 

remarkable example of the first 

flowering of Australian 

Impressionism: the work of Tom 

Roberts and his close contemporary 

McCubbin, of the younger Arthur 

Streeton and Charles Conder, and 

of their numerous confederates 

and followers. 

 

Beginning in the summer of 1885-1886 at their camp on David Houston’s bush block near Gardiner’s 

Creek, Box Hill, Roberts and McCubbin (and their amateur companion Louis Abrahams) developed a 

new language of Australian landscape painting, a new syntax of paint: of high-key, sunlit colour, of 

construction by tonal relations and gradations, of broad, airy pictorial spaces framed and articulated by 

‘vertical and horizontal tracery.’ (2)  

 

This first season in the bush was something of a watershed in Australian art history.  Despite the fact 

that their camping ground was set amidst orchards in rapidly-developing outer-suburban Melbourne, 

and despite their evident incompetence as bushmen – Humphrey McQueen points out that in Roberts’s 

The Artists’ Camp ‘not only is the tent too close to the fire but also its open end is in line with the fire 

from which sparks could fly and ignite their possessions’, and Roberts himself describes Abrahams 

falling into the creek in the dark, losing their bread and chops – the urban-bohemian Box Hill campers 

FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917  

Winter at Nunawading 1886 

oil on canvas, 60.5 x 87 cm 

Estimate $250,000–350,000 

mailto:Thomas.Austin@smithandsinger.com.au


 
 

Melbourne | +61 (0)3 9508 9900 | Thomas Austin | Thomas.Austin@smithandsinger.com.au  

 
 

 

of 1885-1886 succeeded in establishing the landscape with figures at the heart of Australian artistic 

enterprise. (3) 

 

Winter at Nunawading was one of three major paintings by McCubbin shown at the Summer Exhibition 

of the Australian Artists’ Association at Buxton’s Art Gallery in Melbourne in March 1887.  Its 

companions, the most famous Lost (1886, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne) and highly regarded 

Heath Paddock, Hawthorn (1887, Castlemaine Art Museum, Castlemaine), form a striking trifecta.  

Critics were unanimous in their praise for the picture: ‘Mr. McCubbin is well represented by … a 

landscape, entitled “Winter at Nunawading,” showing a slope of pasture land, a herd of cattle, a copse, 

which is beginning to become indistinct in the waning light and a lowering sky …’ (4) and: ‘In No. 7, 

Winter at Nunawading, by F. McCubbin, the artist depicts a winter’s day of subdued, but not cold, tints, 

which forms a very pleasing exhibit.’ (5) 

 

Geoffrey Smith, Chairman of Smith & Singer commented: 'Remaining in the possession of the McCubbin 

family for more than eighty years and last offered for public sale almost fifty years ago, Winter at 

Nunawading is reinstated with its original title and meaning and is reproduced in our catalogue for the 

first time in colour.  This pivotal composition forms an important addition to McCubbin’s early oeuvre 

as well as to our understanding and appreciation of the historical and aesthetic significance of the 

iconography of early Australian Impressionism.' 

 
 
(1) E.G. Halton, ‘The Collection of Mr. Alexander Young – The Corots’, The Studio, Vol, XXXIX, London, 1906-1907, pp. 3-22 
(2) ‘The Australian Artists’ Winter Exhibition’, The Daily Telegraph, Melbourne, 7 September 1886, p. 5 
(3) Humphrey McQueen, Tom Roberts, McMillan, Sydney, 1996, p. 158 
(4) ‘Australian Artists’ Association. Summer Exhibition’, The Argus, Melbourne, 5 March 1887, p. 14 
(5) ‘Australian Artists’ Association’, The Herald, Melbourne, 7 March 1887, p. 4 
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EXCEPTIONAL RESULTS FOR FREDERICK MCCUBBIN AT SMITH & SINGER 
 
 

 

FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917  

An Old Politician 1879 

oil on paper on board, 53.7 x 38.3 cm 

Private Collection 

Sold Sotheby's Australia (now trading as 

Smith & Singer), 27 August 2019 for 

$585,600 

FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917  

Whisperings in Wattle Boughs 1886 

oil on canvas, 25.5 x 46.7 cm 

Private Collection 

Sold Sotheby's Australia (now trading as Smith & Singer),  

8 May 2012 for $1,200,000 
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AT A GLANCE 
 
Lot 23 
FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917 
The Bathers 1906 
oil on canvas, 51 x 76.5 cm 
Estimate $400,000–600,000 
 
Lot 26 
FREDERICK MCCUBBIN 1855-1917  
Winter at Nunawading 1886 
oil on canvas, 60.5 x 87 cm 
Estimate $250,000–350,000 
 
Important Australian & International Art 
Estimate: $5,962,000–8,310,000, 59 lots 
Auction, Sydney, 24 June 2020, 6.30 pm 
National Council of Jewish Women of Australia, 111 Queen Street, Woollahra NSW 2025 

 

 

The health of our clients, employees and community is of paramount importance.  We have 

implemented stringent protocols within our premises, including social distancing, frequent hand and 

area disinfecting, and a maximum number of clients in each exhibition at any time.  Full details are 

available upon request. 

 

 

Viewings in Melbourne 9-14 June, 10 am to 5 pm 

14-16 Collins Street, Melbourne 

 

Viewings in Sydney 17-24 June 2020, 10 am to 5 pm 

30 & 34 Queen Street, Woollahra 
 
 
 
FOR MORE NEWS FROM SMITH & SINGER 
News: www.smithandsinger.com.au/articles/press    
Twitter: www.twitter.com/SmithandSinger 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/smithandsinger  
  
 
Attention:  Copyright in the image(s) supplied shall remain vested in Smith & Singer.  Please note that image(s) may depict subject matter 
which is itself protected by separate copyright.  Smith & Singer makes no representations as to whether the underlying subject matter is 
subject to its own copyright, or as to who might hold such copyright.  It is the borrower’s responsibility to obtain any relevant permissions 
from the holder(s) of any applicable copyright and Smith & Singer supplies the image(s) expressly subject to this responsibility.  Note that 
the image(s) provided is/are for a one-time use only and no permission is granted to alter the image(s) in any way. 
 
Images are available upon request 
 
All catalogues are available online at smithandsinger.com.au 
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