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Key

Short Answer

Ethical/Legal

Conservation

Art Issue

These questions are
aimed to evoke class
discussion and provide
opportunities for students
to formulate their own
responses.

Ethical or legal issues
that RMIT Gallery has
encountered when dealing
with artworks and artists
in a professional setting.
This is most applicable to
VCE Studio Arts.

Preservation and
conservation of artworks
are practical concerns to
consider when exhibiting
and presenting works
of art in a professional
setting. This is most
applicable to VCE Studio
Arts.

Contemporary art issues
that come up when
engaging with and talking
about particular artworks.
This is most applicable to
VCE Art.
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Teacher’s Overview
The following education kit has been
designed specifically for VCE Art and Studio
Arts students completing units 1 – 4. The kit
highlights the relevance of the exhibition
Quiddity, which runs at RMIT Gallery from
1st July to 20 August 2016, to key objectives
and learning outcomes of the curriculum.
Quiddity seeks to unpack the RMIT University
Art Collection both literally and figuratively.
Coming from the Latin meaning ‘the essence
of a thing’, Quiddity showcases the varied
nature of the collection in unconventional
ways, as well as highlighting for students the
different approaches institutions, both public
and private, have to collection practice and
policy.

the aim of highlighting the depth of analysis
and research required by students in the
curriculum. Cultural and creative frameworks
of a broad nature contextualise the works
analysed and serve as a source of inspiration
for students to begin thinking about their
own artistic practice and creative ideas in
order to develop their studio arts portfolio.
Discussion of exhibition spaces and modes of
storage, display and conservation in Quiddity
will broaden students’ understandings of the

relationship between studio production
and contemporary art contexts.

Have you ever wondered what goes on
behind the scenes at an art gallery, once
the artworks come down off the walls? How
are they handled, packaged, stored and
conserved? What do curators, registrars and
conservators actually do?
Given the VCE focus on practice-led research
and analysis of the physicality of artworks,
Quiddity provides an excellent learning
opportunity for students of both VCE Art and
Studio Arts courses.
Materiality, influences and stylistic qualities
are analysed in-depth in this kit and will
assist students in formulating their skills
of critical inquiry and visual analysis.
Identification of artistic elements utilising a
formal framework has been undertaken with
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Key Terms
Roles in the Gallery

Collection vocabulary

Registrar | implements policies relating to the care of
a collection. Among their duties are managing loans
and borrowing artworks, packing and transport, and
accessioning new works.

Accession/deacession | Accessioning is the process of
adding a work to a collection. This involves classifying it,
establishing its provenance and value (both curatorial
and financial), and giving it an accession number in
order to identify it in future. Deaccessioning is the
reverse of this, and is only happens if an object can no
longer be taken care of, or if the scope of the collection
radically changes.

Conservator | assesses the condition of works and take
necessary measures to preserve or restore the work to as
close as possible to its original state. Ethically, the work
they do must be reversible, and have as little permanent
impact on an artwork as possible. A conservator can work
freelance or be employed by larger institutions such as a
museum or gallery.
Collection Manager | will often oversee the above roles,
and will be responsible for designing collection policies,
including risk management and emergency procedures
in case of fire, flood, or pest infestation. They will be
in charge of the database or catalogue, manage the
accessioning of new items, and the deacessioning of
obsolete items.
Curator | traditionally researches, documents, oversees
the care of, and facilitates the interpretation of artworks
and objects in a collection. This will include exhibitions,
publications, and didactic materials. In contemporary
galleries, freelance curators may work with artists or
permanent staff to design exhibitions.
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Provenance | the history of an object’s custody,
exhibition, and movement from location to location.
This is important when tracing who owns an artwork
and where it came from, and helps prevent crimes like
theft, fraud and forgery.
Lux | a measurement of direct sunlight exposure on
a particular area. Lux is important for conservators
and gallery workers to consider as lighting a work too
brightly can cause irreversible damage.
Inherent vice | the inevitable decay that occurs in
some art objects over time due to the instability of the
materials they are made from, rather than from external
forces.
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Hugh Ramsay
Nude (1895)

If you cou
ld remove all
the crack
s
from this
painting,
would yo
u?

Keywords: Australian | Painting | 19th century
Acquired: 1947
Media: Oil paint on canvas
Dimensions: 71.5 x 56 cm			

Cultural framework

Hugh Ramsay was one of
Australia’s most skilled artists during the 19th
century., and won a
number of prizes during
his time at the NGV School.
He died tragicaly young at
the age of 29.
Some of his significant
works are held in Australia’s major state galleries,
including ‘The Sisters’ (Art
Gallery of NSW) and ‘Lady
with a Fan’ (NGV).
This particular work was
painted by the artist when
he was 18 years old. The
offset gaze of his female
subject is typical of nude
portraiture at the time.

H U G H R A M S AY
NUDE 1895
Oil paint on canvas
71.5 x 56 cm

Exhibition framework

The piece is one of the
most notable in the RMIT
Art Collection. It recently
became damaged: paint
flaked off the surface due
to age and movement. It
is now stabilised, and has
been specially patched
with Japanese paper. We
have chosen to show the
work in it’s unrepaired
state to highlight the process of conservation.

Technical framework

Importantly, it must be
kept as stable as possible, to avoid ‘mechanical’
movement of the media on
the canvas.

Conservator ‘sinsight
The surface of this painting is covered in a pattern of fine cracks. This is known
as craquelure. It occurs often in old artworks: paint dries as it gets older and
becomes less flexible, and canvases stretch and slacken in response to age,
heat and moisture. Typically, paint at the edges of the canvas is the most affected.
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Peter Ellis
The Oyster Eye (2007)
Why do y
o
the artist u think
has chose
n
to create
a
posite rath comer th
single im an a
age

Keywords: Australian | Surrealism | Drawing
Acquired: 2011
Media: Ink, gouache and gold leaf on shikishi paper
Dimensions: 162 x 240 cm (installation);
each panel 27 x 24 cm
Cultural framework
Ellis was born in 1956 in Sydney.
A contemporary artist, his work
comprises of a range of
techniques including
printmaking, drawing and
painting. This particular work
is a multi-panelled series of 43
rectangular pieces which are
stored together and assembled
collectively for display.
Ellis is deeply influenced by the
Surrealist and Dadaist
movements of the 20th century,
and features fantastical
elements drawn from the artist’s
subconscious.
Ellis’ works are represented
in collctions across Australia,
including the NGA, NGV, Art
Gallery of New South Wales, and
Queensland Art Gallery.

PETER ELLIS
THE OYSTER EYE 2007
Ink, gouache and gold leaf on shikishi paper
162 x 240 cm (installation); each panel 27 x 24 cm

Technical framework
This work needs to be stored and displayed between 40% - 60%
relative humidity, and never less than 25%, as the object will
lose structural water. Organic materials are susceptible to mould
growth and biological attack above 65% relative humidity. The
panels need to be stored flat, separated by tissue paper and Mylar
sheets.

Exhibition framework
Ellis has an ongoing relationship with RMIT and is an Associate Professor
Fine Art, and the Painting Studio Coordinator, in the RMIT School of Art.
Within the exhibition, ‘The Oyster Eye’ relates to ideas of packing and
unpacking, collective and split image, and scale.

Curator’s insight
‘The Oyster Eye’ has been made from a specially prepared type of
Japanese paper called shikishi. These small paper squares were
traditionally glued to boards or canvas when the artist was creating a
large calligraphy work or painting. The boards Ellis has used are edged
in gold leaf, which is very soft and delicate, and can only be handled
with cotton gloves.
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Paul Zika
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Terme 4 (2012)

Keywords: Abstraction | Contemporary | Sculpture
Acquired: 2014
Media: Wood and acrylic paint
Dimensions: 113 x 132 x 50 cm (installation)
Cultural framework
Zika is an artist of refugee parents who
grew up in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs.
His work combines elements of painting
and sculpture, and utilises geometric
abstraction, bright colour and organic
materials such as wood.
This particular piece is part of a larger
series which Zika began after returning
from a field trip to Rome and Naples. It
was inspired by geometric border friezes
at the Imperial Roman Baths.
Zika cuts complicated geometric forms
out of plywood, a process he adopted in
the mid-1970’s.
Exhibition framework
‘Terme 4’ will be displayed in its crate,
which was purpose built by Zika for
transport and storage, due to the works
unconventional shape and size. It will
be displayed along with a photograph
of the work fully installed, in order to
show how the shadows it casts form
part of the work.
Technical framework
As organic materials are highly susceptible
to mould and growth, this work must be
kept between 15 and 25 degrees Celcius.

Conservator’s insight
Paul Zika’s work is made from wood. Wood, like most organic materials, is hygroscopic: it
absorbs moisture, and as a result, is swells, contracts, and warps. If artworks made from
wood are wet, or even absorb humidity from the air, they can change shape. Paint can
flake off them, or they can even split and break in half.

PA U L Z I K A
TERME 4
Wood and acrylic paint
113 x 132 x 50 cm (installation)
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Kindness (2011)

Keywords: Australian | Textile | Fragile
Acquired: 2012
Media: Cotton, polyster, cinnamon sticks
Dimensions: 18.3 x 18.2 cm

Cultural framework
Lindsay is a textile artist of English
heritage who grew up in Sri Lanka. She
uses craft, textiles and ancient
weaving techniques to tell stories about
her heritage, childhood, family and self
in a contemporary context and in a
unique form. Lindsay uses these
techniques as a kind of meditative,
creative self-expression. This
particular work is made of a
combination of natural materials
including cotton and cinnamon.
Exhibition framework
Representation of diversity in
exhibitions and collections is
important. Lindsay’s work represents
histories of womens’ involement with
craft and its empowering role in a
contemporary context. Within the
exhibition, ‘Kindness’ also relates to
ideas of deterioration, conservation
and fragility.
Technical framework

S A R A L I N D S AY,
KINDNESS, 2011
Cotton, polyester and cinnamon sticks
18.3 x 18.2 cm

Temperature in storage is crucial to
the preservation of this work.
Fluctuations in temperature can cause
cracking to the cinnamon. The work
also needs to be kept flat whenever
possible, and avoid excessive
movement, which risks causing
breakages.
Conservator’s insight
Textiles can be particularly hard to conserve. Firstly, they are
susceptible to attack from insects - not eaten by moths, as many
people assume, but by larvae that hatch from eggs laid in the
fibres. Secondly, dirt - or even particles as small as dust - can slowly
abrade fibres over time.
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Studio of Domenico Brucciani
Cast of stone panel from the North West
Palace of Ashurnasirpal II
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Keywords: Assyrian | Reproduction | Bas relief
Acquired: c. 1895
Materials: Plaster
Dimensions: 90 x 131 x 4.5 cm

Cultural framework
Relief carvings are one of the oldest
forms of sculpture, used to lend
human scale to architecture, and to
symbolise the function of buildings
and the values of their inhabitants in
an age when sculpture and
architecture were regarded as
intrinsically linked. This frieze, copied
from Assyrian originals at the British
Museum in the 1860’s, were among
many acquired by the Melbourne
Public Library as a means of instructing
and elevating the general public – a
purchase authorised by Sir Redmond
Barry for the then enormous figure of
two thousand pounds. By 1890, the
casts had been moved the Working Men’s College (as RMIT was then
known), in order to assist in teaching
Western art history, and for students to
use in drawing and
modelling exercises.
Exhibition framework
S T U D I O O F D O M E N I C O B R U C C I A N I ( AT T R I B . )
C A S T O F S T O N E PA N E L F R O M T H E N O R T H - W E S T
PA L A C E O F A S H U R N A S I R PA L I I , C . 1 8 6 0
Plaster cast
90 x 131 x 4.5 cm

This tablet is a reproduction of the
original, and will be displayed with
a newer reproduction made from
the first cast. The original cast is
damaged, and the second cast is in
perfect condition, but does not share
the same history with RMIT that the
original does.
The exhibition questions which
piece is more valuable, and which
should be used for display.

Technical framework
Plaster casts like this need to be stored in stillages, which
are a temporary frame or pallet made to hold and transport the work, and keep it safe from contact with other
surfaces.

Curator’s insight
While the original stone relief is safe in the British Museum,
the palace it came from, in the ancient city of Nimrod, was
deliberately bulldozed by ISIS in 2015. Many other equally
beautiful and significant sculptures were destroyed at the
same time.
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