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TOM ROBERTS’S MASTERPIECE EMERGES FOR PUBLIC SALE FOR THE FIRST 
TIME SINCE THE 9 BY 5 IMPRESSION EXHIBITION IN 1889 

 
She-Oak in Sun-Light Makes Auction Debut After Over a Century in the  

Sir Walter Baldwin Spencer Collection 

An Enduring Symbol of Roberts’s Vision to Create a Distinct & ‘National’ Visual 
Vocabulary for Australian Landscape Painting   

  

MELBOURNE, 30 October 2019 – On 20 November 2019, Tom Roberts’s celebrated Impressionist 
masterpiece, She-Oak and Sun-Light (1889), will go under the hammer at Sotheby’s Australia’s auction 
of Important Australian Art.  The work was first seen by the public during the iconic The 9 by 5 
Impression Exhibition in Melbourne in 1889 before being acquired by one of Australia’s first great art 
patrons Sir Walter Baldwin Spencer (1860-1929).  The panel has been cherished by Spencer’s 
descendants since that time and will make its auction debut at Sotheby’s Australia this November. 

TOM ROBERTS 1856-1931 
She-Oak and Sun-Light (1889) 

oil on wood, 30.5 x 30 cm 
Estimate $220,000–280,000 
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THE MOST CELEBRATED WORK FROM AUSTRALIA’S FIRST IMPRESSIONIST EXHIBITION 

 
Over the past century, beginning with Frank Gibson, R.H. Croll, William Moore and Arthur Streeton 
himself, local art historiography has elevated The 9 by 5 Impression Exhibition to the status of ‘a turning-
point in the history of art in Australia.’ (1) Indeed, both of the most recent major exhibitions and 
publications on Australian Naturalist painting, those presented by the National Gallery of Victoria in 
1985 and 2007, devoted whole chapters of words and pictures to the exhibition and its impact. (2) 

Roberts presented a diverse range of subjects within The 9 by 5 Impression Exhibition, that included 
landscapes, portraiture, and genre themes, and were priced from 1 guinea.  She-Oak and Sun-Light, 
larger than the standard ‘9 by 5’ inch format and priced at 2 guineas, was one of the few works singled 
out for comment, ‘No. 19, “Sheoak and Sunlight,” by the same artist, is considered by those competent 
to judge to be a very strong bit of work, but the ignorant will find the sheoak rather too “germy.” Its 
brown tinge shows up well against the golden tinge of the burnt-up grass.’ (3)  The impact of She-Oak 
and Sun-Light remains as remarkable today as it did to nineteenth-century observers one hundred and 
twenty years ago.  This radical, inventive and intense composition celebrates the almost piercing light 
and heat found in the inland regions of the Australian countryside.    

‘An effect is only momentary: so an impressionist tries to find his place.  Two half-hours are never alike, 
and he who tries to paint a sunset on two successive evenings, must be more or less painting from 
memory.  So, in these works, it has been the object of the artists to render faithfully, and thus obtain 
first records of effects widely differing, and often of very fleeting character.’ (4) 

 

THE SIR WALTER BALDWIN SPENCER COLLECTION, MELBOURNE 

 

The inherent quality of She-Oak and Sun-Light is further enhanced not only by its inclusion in the 

landmark The 9 by 5 Impression Exhibition but also by a most distinguished provenance.  The painting 

formed part of the extensive collection lovingly created by Sir Walter Baldwin Spencer (1860-1929), 

considered one of the greatest private collections of Australian art ever assembled.  Spencer occupies 

a singular position within the history and development of Australian art.  A truly remarkable individual, 

Spencer is best known for his considerable legacy to Australian anthropology; however, he traversed 

several disciplines.  He was a trustee of the combined National Gallery of Victoria, Museum Victoria and 

State Library of Victoria from 1895 to 1928, and actively promoted the acquisition of historical and 

contemporary Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australian art.  

 

Baldwin Spencer assembled an extraordinary collection of contemporary Australian art, including 

numerous works by Charles Conder, Frederick McCubbin, Tom Roberts and Arthur Streeton – he was 

Streeton’s greatest patron and at one time he owned 41 paintings and works on paper by the artist. 

Spencer’s collection contained several examples from The 9 by 5 Impression Exhibition, including 

Charles Conder’s The Children’s Hour (1889, Private Collection), Tom Roberts’ Going Home (1889, 

National Gallery of Australia, Canberra) and the present work.   

mailto:Thomas.Austin@sothebysaustalia.com.au


 
 

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

 

3 
Sotheby’s Australia is a trademark used under licence from Sotheby's.  Second East Auction Holdings Pty Ltd is independent of the 

Sotheby's Group.  The Sotheby's Group is not responsible for the acts or omissions of Second East Auction Holdings Pty Ltd 

 

  
 

Tom Roberts (seated) in his studio at Grosvenor Chambers, 9 Collins Street, Melbourne, with 

Arthur Streeton.  She-Oak and Sun-Light (1889) is shown hanging on the wall behind Arthur Streeton 

Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. 

 

 

Geoffrey Smith, Chairman of Sotheby’s Australia commented: ‘Re-emerging for public sale for the first 

time in its one hundred and twenty year history, Tom Roberts’s She-Oak and Sun-Light remains an 

enduring masterpiece of Australian Impressionism and clear evidence of the genius of an artist who 

created images of startling originality and beauty that continue to astound, exhilarate and inspire.  We 

are honoured to be entrusted with the sale of such a rare and exceptional work of art from this defining 

moment within the story of Australian art.’ 
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(1) See Frank Gibson, Charles Conder: His Life and Work, John Lane, The Bodley Head, London, 1914, pp. 33-35; William Moore, The Story of 

Australian Art: From the Earliest Known Art of the Continent to the Art of Today, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1934, Vol. 1, pp. 74-75; R.H. 

Croll, Tom Roberts: Father of Australian Landscape Painting, Robertson & Mullens, Melbourne, 1935, pp. 24-25; Arthur Streeton, ‘Eaglemont 

in the ‘Eighties: Beginnings of Art in Australia’, The Argus, Melbourne, 16 October 1934, ‘Souvenir of a Century of Progress’ supplement, p. 49 

(2) See Jane Clark and Bridget Whitelaw, Golden Summers: Heidelberg and Beyond, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, 1985, pp. 112-

127 and Terence Lane, Australian Impressionism, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, 2007, pp. 156-179  

(3) The Evening Standard, Melbourne, 17 August 1889, p. 1 

(4) Introduction, The 9 by 5 Impression Exhibition, Melbourne, 1889, n.p. 

 
AT A GLANCE 
 
Lot 16 
TOM ROBERTS 1856-1931 
She-Oak and Sun-Light (1889) 
oil on wood 
30.5 x 30 cm 
Estimate: $220,000–280,000 
 
 
Important Australian Art 
Estimate: $10,061,000–13,733,000, 79 lots 
Auction in Sydney, 20 November 2019, 6.30 pm 
InterContinental Sydney, 117 Macquarie Street, Sydney 
 

Exhibition in Melbourne, 6-10 November 2019, 10 am to 5 pm, 14-16 Collins Street, Melbourne 

Exhibition in Sydney, 14-20 November 2019, 10 am to 5 pm, 30 & 34 Queen Street, Woollahra 
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News: www.sothebysaustralia.com.au/articles/press  
Twitter: www.twitter.com/sothebysAUST  
Facebook: www.facebook.com/sothebysaustralia  
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