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In 2011, Maari Ma Health and the Royal Flying Doctor Service said that addressing 
the joint parliamentary committee about their concerns with the National Broadband 
Network had been worthwhile.
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By Annette Northey

SENIOR Paintings Conservator 
from the Grimwade Centre at 
the University of Melbourne, 

Cushla Hill, presented on Friday 
evening at the Broken Hill Regional 
Art Gallery a 45-minute talk on the 
arduous restorative process of the 
gallery’s most prized artwork - Vae 
Victis! the Sack of Morocco by the 
Almohades.

The 1890 painting by Arthur Hacker 
was donated to the gallery in 1913 by 
Mrs J Coutts Michie (formerly Mrs 
George McCulloch), and Ms Hill found 
that the work had undergone at least two 
previous restorations. 

Ms Hill’s initial impression of the 
painting however, was that it was in rela-
tively good condition.

“Often, paintings that have been 
kicked around in storage from hand to 
hand; they’ve often had a lot of interven-
tion, a lot of previous restoration, and 
they are certainly not in as good condi-
tion,” said Ms Hill.

“As I looked further I could see these 
wax patches on the back which are usu-
ally associated with tears or holes.

“I could see it had been re-stretched, 
there are these new tacks, some that 
were failing, and some of these tiny 
cardboard spacers to try and prevent the 
tacks from corroding.

“I could also see there had been 
some re-touching ... and some of that 
re-touching appeared to be in oil paint, 
which we don’t use any longer, and it 
appeared to be slightly yellow.

“But overall, the restorations were 
pretty good,” she said.

Ms Hill consulted with Gallery and 
Museum Manager Tara Callaghan to 
unravel the mystery of any previous 
restorations. Searching the gallery’s 
archives, Ms Callaghan found that there 
was very little record about this painting 
but was able to confirm two significant 
dates.

Further investigation by Ms Hill 
found, in letters to the editor in the 
Barrier Miner on March 23, 1914, that 

the painting was treated by a local man, 
Mr Julian Christian Goodhart, possibly 
an engraver.

Ms Callaghan also found in the gal-
lery archive four inscribed black and 
white photographs from the 1970s which 
indicate the painting sustained further 
damage in the early 70s and work was 
carried out by Al Byron (aka Les). 

Any research is enhanced by prima-
ry sources, so Ms Hill was delighted 
that she was able to track down Mr 
Byron, now in his late 70s and living in 
Canberra.

He was one of the first-trained con-
servators in Australia, having undertaken 
a cadetship with the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales.

“It was really amazing to talk to 
someone from that era.

“He confirmed that he did do the 
re-touching over the old tear repairs of 
the oil paint, and he claimed that hooli-
gans had carried out the damage in the 
1970s,” Ms Hill said.

Projecting the archival photographs to 
the audience, Ms Hill pointed to several 
points on the painting which had been 
damaged.

“The worst damage occurred in the 
figure in the bottom left corner of the 
painting and you can see the damage in 
the top left corner of this photograph.

“A massive hole, quite a substantial 
tear,” she said.

Technical examinations were 
undertaken with equipment from the 
University of Melbourne to “try and lift 
the veil on Vae Victis.”

“These are standard procedure nowa-
days, prior to undertaking any treatment.

“We will examine the work inch-
by-inch to try and identify the extent 
of previous restoration and to try and 
reveal something of the materials and 
techniques of the artist.”

One of the examination techniques 
used now is XRF (Xray Fluorescence), 
where the photographs are zapped with 
non-destructive Xrays.

What MS Hill found very interesting 
was that the colours Mr Hacker used in 
the nineteenth century were quite new. 
There was evidence of lead, zinc, iron, 
chromium and cobalt in the pigment.

“The upshot is we see this painting 
as a very traditional nineteenth century 
academy artwork but actually, for the 
time, it was quite modern.

She said, “Some of these colours 
would have been quite vibrant for a 
nineteenth century viewer.”

An ultraviolet light examination tech-
nique was also used to help ascertain the 
pigments used and to identify retouch-
ing, “which shows up like a sore thumb, 
it looks like a big black mark on top of 
the paint layer,” she explained.

Ms Hill also performed a cross sec-
tion of the layers of the painting using a 
300-times magnification using a porta-
ble microscope.

“What I did was take a tiny sliver, 
probably less than a quarter of a mil-
limetre, with a tiny scalpel, and we 
get that paint chip and we put it into 
polyester resin, and then we cut into it 
and grind it and polish it. So you get 
this nice little cross section, a bit like a 
Licorice Allsort.

“And then you can see the layering 
that the artist has used.”

Ms Hill also used an infrared light 
technique that penetrates the oil paint 
and picks up the carbon underdrawing.

“So that if the artist has used graphite 
or charcoal you’ll see it under the infra-
red light.

“These can show you something about 
the way the artist is working,” she said.

In all, Ms Hill carried out about 50 
tear repairs on the back of the painting 
and there was some age cracking of the 
paint as well as some drying craquelure, 
which is a fine pattern of dense cracking 
on the surface. She also found the oil 
paint applied by Mr Byron had slightly 
yellowed. Surprisingly Ms Hill only 
found a couple of fly spots. 

“Typical rust-coloured little blobs.”
She found there was a lot of frame 

loss and that the frame conservator put 
about 300 hours of work into restoring 
the 24-carat gold leaf frame, which 
she estimates to be valued at around 
$150,000.

After a lengthy, public fundraising 
effort, the gallery was successful in 
securing enough funds to cover the 
$23,000-plus price tag of the restoration. 

Old beauty restored
Senior Paintings Conservator Cushla Hill stands proud beside her masterful restoration of Vae Victis at the 
Broken Hill Regional Art Gallery on Friday Night. PICTURE: Annette Northey


