
442

Alpine Club Notes

443

The Matterhorn from the slopes of the Unter Gabelhorn. Arthur Cust. 1881. 
Watercolour. 34 x 53cm. (Private Collection)
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Early Drawings of the Matterhorn
The early history of depicting the Matterhorn was described by Charles 

Gos in 1923,1 and more recently in a series of publications by Anton 
Gattlen. The best known of these was his collaboration with Laura and 
Giorgio Aliprandi2 in 1978, followed by a comprehensive two-volume 
survey of published prints in 1987,3 and an abridged version from 19994 
concentrating on Zermatt. Readers whose interest is pricked by the Matter-
horn pictures used at the front of each section in this year’s AJ should find 
more to stimulate them in these publications. They deal mostly with the 
north side of the Alps. There was a comprehensive survey of early depic-

1. Gos, Charles, Le cervin par l’image. Editions Spes, Lausanne, 1923
2. Gattlen, Anton & Aliprandi, Laura e Giorgio. Il Cervino e le sue stampe. Collana, 1978. [German version: Das 
Matterhorn im Bild. Rotten-Verlag, Brig, 1979]
3. Gattlen, Anton, Druckgrafische Ortsansichten des Wallis 1548-1850. Rotten-Verlag, Brig, 1987 and Druckgrafische 
Ortsansichten des Wallis 1850-1899. Martigny, editions gravures, 1987. [French versions: L’estampe topographique du 
Valais, etc.]
4. Gattlen, Anton. Zermatt – Druckgraphisches ansichten. Rotten-Verlag, Visp, 1999



T h e  A l p i n e  J o u r n A l  2 0 1 5444 A l p i n e  C l u b  n o t e s 445

Zermatt, which grew rapidly from a mere scatter of houses to a village 
with hotels. John Ruskin came in August 1849, and made sketches of the 
north side on which the wonderful engravings in his Modern Painters9 and 
some beautiful watercolours were based. Ruskin’s diary recorded two days 
‘spent daguerrotyping’.10 Charles Gos (p32) rather meanly suggested that 
these primitive photographs explained Ruskin’s ‘impeccable profiles’, 
but one might consider Ruskin’s superb draughtsmanship responsible. 
Another English artist who visited in the period before the first ascent 
was Edward William Cooke. Cooke’s drawings were used to produce a 
splendid engraving for his friend John Tyndall.11 The French artist Gabriel 
Loppé made several visits to Zermatt, producing some later pictures which 
rendered the mountain faithfully, but his early efforts drew it as a dagger of 
rock and ice piercing the skies12 – certainly a valid and effective treatment.

Following the first ascent, the Matterhorn was drawn by too many 
artists to mention here, but splendid examples by Elijah Walton, George 
Barnard, John Singer Sargent, Edward Theodore Compton and Arthur 
Cust are presented at the start of later Journal sections.

Robin Campbell

9 . Ruskin, John, Modern Painters: Volume 4, Part 5: Of Mountain Beauty. Smith, Elder & Co. 1856
10. See Evans, Joan & Whitehouse, J H, The diaries of John Ruskin 1848-1873. Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1958
11. Tyndall, John, Mountaineering in 1861: A vacation tour. Longman Green, 1862
12. For example, a coloured lithograph published by Becherat of Geneva which was tipped into various tourist 
picture-books of the 1850s. I have seen it only in Souvenirs de la Suisse et des Alpes in the National Library of Scotland. 
This is given a guessed date of 1863, but 1850s seems more likely. 

tions of the Aosta valley side of the Alps by Ada Peyrot, published in 1972,5 
but it contains few Matterhorn drawings.

Aside from some rather unconvincing drawings on old maps, no attempt 
to draw the Matterhorn was made until the visit of Marc-Theodore Bourrit 
in 1803. Bourrit is well known for illustrations of early books about Mont 
Blanc and Chamonix, particularly in collaboration with H B de Saussure. 
However, Gattlen dismissed Bourrit’s effort: ‘In his picture, the Matterhorn 
is seen as a not particularly distinct part of a mountain range, drawn from 
the Italian side of the Theodulpass.’ [Gattlen, p16, author’s translation] 
So the first clearly recognizable drawings of the Matterhorn are two rather 
impressive watercolours by Hans Conrad Escher von der Linth in 1806 – 
one of the Zermatt side on 14 August and – after a presumed crossing of the 
Theodul Pass – one of the Valtournanche side on 16 August. Escher had a 
most productive life as politician, engineer, scientist and artist.6

Escher’s drawings might be thought remarkable for their faithful record 
of the mountain’s topography: the east and north faces and enclosing 
ridges are very accurately drawn. However, in general, late eighteenth 
century drawing was faithful to topography; artists made their living by 
accurately rendering portraits of the faces and grand houses of the rich 
men that employed them, and these habits persisted when they turned to 
recording other subjects. It might also be thought remarkable that we had 
to wait until 1806 to see a decent drawing of the Matterhorn, but the Visp 
valley was inaccessible then, and Switzerland was enduring a period of 
exceptional political turmoil. 

It wasn’t until 1820 that the startling appearance of the Matterhorn 
became widely known. This was largely due to Johann-Jakob Meyer, who 
published an engraving of the northern side in the Helvetischer Almanach 
and various other publications. The Club has a faithful later copy of one 
of these by Johann-Jakob Sperli. Meyer’s engraving and the badly faded 
watercolour on which it is based may be seen at www.jjmeyer.ch. Other 
engravings appeared in the 1820s and 1830s, notably a fine one by Johann 
Heinrich Meyer in 1829.7

The first artist from French Switzerland to draw the Matterhorn was 
perhaps the Genevan Alexandre Calame. His excellent drawing Le Mont 
Servin, appeared in a vanishingly rare book of lithographs in 1841.8 I was 
unable to obtain a usable image of this. At this time James D Forbes also 
produced a drawing from the Riffelberg, ‘Plate VII’ in his Travels through 
the Alps of Savoy (1843). He described the Matterhorn as ‘the most striking 
natural object I have seen, an inaccessible obelisk of rock.’

After the establishment of the Swiss Confederation in 1848, tourism 
flourished, and numerous attractive little books, illustrated with coloured 
lithographs, were published. Foreign artists took note, and came to 

5. Peyrot, Ada, La Valle d’Aosta nei Secoli. Tipografia Torinese Editrice, 1972
6. Brandenberger, René, Hans Conrad Escher von der Linth: die ersten panoramen der Alpen. Baeschlin, 2002
7. Sauvan. Jean-Baptiste-Balthazar, Le Rhône. Description historique et pittoresque de son cours depuis sa source jusqu’à la 
mer. Various publishers, 1829
8. Calame, Alexandre, Douze vues du Mont-Rose et la vallée de la Viège. Lithographs printed by Schmid. Wessel, 1841

Robin Collomb: An Appreciation
Robin Collomb, who died in January at the age of 84, was an eminence 

grise in the mountain world, his West Col publishing imprint better known 
than his name. Although his lengthy alpine record more than qualified 
him for AC membership, he preferred to avoid any conflict of interest by 
remaining close to the Club, though never actually of it. 

Son of a French engineer with Rolls Royce, in his teens Robin spent 
a year with an aunt in Nice, joined the Club Alpin Français and started 
to climb methodically throughout the Alps. After national service in the 
RAF – during which he claimed to have worn a uniform only rarely – he 
worked for the now long defunct Mountaineering Association, in summer 
as deputy chief instructor in the Alps (Hamish MacInnes and Ian Clough 
were among the temporary instructors) and in winter back in London 
producing Mountain Craft, the MA magazine. (This eventually metamor-
phosed into Mountain under the YHA.) Robin became a stalwart member of 
the London Mountaineering Club, itself originally an offshoot of the MA. 

Jobs in printing and publishing allowed Robin to develop his expertise 
in the field and evening classes at St Martins (now Central St Martins) 
honed his artistic skills; throughout his life Robin produced bold paintings 
and delicate line drawings of mountains for both pleasure and business. 
Meanwhile, he was busy collecting and filing useful information from the 


