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BACKGROUND: THE FORTY THOUSAND HORSEMEN MOVIE
AND THE CHAUVEL CINEMA
The Forty Thousand Horsemen movie tells the story of the Australian
Light Horsemen’s Palestine campaign during World War I. This film
reaches a climax at the battle of Beersheba where the Australians
assisted with the capture of the Yildirim Army Group. The fall of
Beersheba was a heroic event and thus provided a narrative that would
lift the spirits of Australians, just ten months after the first Australian
troops had arrived in the Middle East to take part in World War II.

Charles Chauvel directed the film, an adventurous feat for its day as it
involved carrying equipment long distances over sandy tracks to reach
filming locations throughout Australia. The film's national and
international success established Charles Chauvel's reputation as a
prominent Australian filmmaker. Today the Chauvel Cinema in
Paddington, Sydney stands as a reminder of his contribution to
Australian cinema.

The poster in situ at the Chauvel Cinema before treatment

INTRODUCTION: ICS AND THE FORTY THOUSAND HORSEMEN
POSTER
In early 2013 ICS was approached by the National Film and Sound
Archive, Canberra to remove and conserve a Forty Thousand Horsemen
poster from the Chauvel Cinema. The project raised a range of
complications which required intricate preparation, planning and multi-
disciplinary collaboration:

• Location: the poster was situated in a confined space, just outside
the main theatre, with difficult access and poor lighting

• Size: composed of 6 separate, overlapping panels, the poster was
very large, measuring approximately 1880mm x 1920mm

• Condition: the poster was in a poor and fragile state

CONDITION
The poster was installed into the Chauvel Cinema around the time of it’s
opening in the late 1970s. It was located near the main theatre entrance
and was unprotected. As a result, the passing traffic and events
frequently taking place in the vicinity over almost 4 decades left the
poster in a poor and fragile condition with areas of loss, tears, tenting
and creases. Originally fully adhered to a wall, over time the adhesive
failed in some areas causing the poster to become loose, with ad hoc
repairs being made using a range of adhesives. The paper support had
yellowed and there were areas of water staining, which were most likely
due to water ingress through the wall. Additionally there was overall
surface dirt, plaster and paint splatters, insect accretions, and a large
silicone accretion.

WORKING ON SITE: COMPLICATIONS AND CHALLENGES
Due to both the delicate nature and large size of the poster, a custom
built frame support system was constructed to support the panels of the
poster as they were removed from the wall. Input from conservators in
various departments (Paintings, Furniture, Sculpture and Paper) assisted
with the design. The Furniture Conservation department constructed
the wooden frame, from which a large PVC tube was hung on a rope.
The tube could then be moved up and down as the poster was
removed. A sheet of Mylar® was wrapped around the tube to provide a
clean, even surface.

Carrying out this work while the cinema was in operation also posed a
number of issues. A sound and visual barrier was erected to reduce
disturbance to and from cinema patrons. However, the barrier also
caused the working space to be considerably reduced, allowing just
enough room to fit the custom built support frame, a trestle ladder, spot
lights, and two conservators.

TREATMENT PHASE 1: REMOVING THE POSTER FROM THE WALL
The removal of the poster was carefully considered and planned.
Thorough testing of the media and adhesive showed that the media was
stable in water, and the main adhesive was water soluble, thus allowing
for the necessary aqueous treatments. The frame support system was
devised and constructed, and mock ups and test-runs were executed.
Due to the size and fragility of the poster it was decided that the
application of a facing to the panels prior to removal would provide
much needed support and protection. In further preparation, surface
cleaning and reduction of the silicone accretion were also carried out.

Once the working space and poster were prepared, a medium weight
Japanese paper was lightly wetted out on a sheet of Mylar® before
being pasted out with high viscosity methylcellulose, and then applied
to the panel. After being smoothed out to ensure adequate contact
between the panel and the facing, the Mylar® layer was removed.

The moisture from the facing had the additional benefit of assisting the
reactivation of the original water based adhesive used to apply the
poster to the wall, and therefore aiding the release of the panels from
the wall.

With the support system in position, the top edge of the faced panel
was gently guided away from the wall using spatulas and extra moisture
where required. On several occasions the panels could not be safely
released due to the various other non-water based adhesives which had
been used over time to make temporary repairs. In these instances,
scalpels were required to cut into the first layer of the wall plaster to
release the poster.

Once a sufficient portion of the top edge of the faced panel was
removed from the wall, this edge was placed onto the Mylar® covered
PVC tube of the support system. As the panel was guided off the wall
onto the tube, it was slowly rolled and lowered to support it. Once the
panel was fully disengaged from the wall it was removed from the tube
and placed onto a sheet of Mylar® to dry. At this point is was possible to
remove a lot of the plaster residues which were attached to the verso of
the panels. Once the panel was dry, it was packed for transport to ICS
for further treatment. The removal of the poster from the wall required
great care and precision and took one week to complete.

TREATMENT PHASE 2: CONSERVATION TREATMENT AT ICS
Now successfully released from the wall the next stage was to carry out
conservation treatment of the poster at ICS and prepare it for long term
storage and future display.

Any remaining plaster fragments, accretions, and non-water based
adhesives were reduced and removed. Each panel was washed via
immersion in deionised water. During the immersion wash the facings
were removed. As the paper supports were very weak, Reemay® and
acrylic supports were used to assist with handling. Aqueous treatment
was repeated several times and greatly reduced stains and overall
discoloration.

To provide much needed structural support, each panel was then lined
with a medium weight Japanese paper adhered with wheat starch
paste. Any loose fragments were reattached, and tears were repaired
during this lining process. In order to re-join the six separate panels,
some panel edges had the Japanese paper trimmed to the edge and

others were left with an excess edge of tissue. These excess edges were
used to join the panels together and reassemble the poster to its
original configuration. Once re-joined it was possible to appreciate the
full extent to which the poster had improved both physically and
visually.

Once treatment was complete, the poster was due to be transported to
the National Film and Sound Archive in Canberra, and put into long term
storage before going on display. As a result, a robust archival storage
solution was needed. Once the poster was reassembled it was rolled
around an archival tube with acid free tissue paper. A final covering of
Tyvek® was wrapped around the poster once it was rolled on the tube,
and it was then placed on a cradle in a custom made archival box.

CONCLUSION
Despite the multiple complications and challenges of this project, our
collaborative approach and carefully considered and executed
treatment resulted in an efficient and effectively run project with
extremely successful results.
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