
RESTORATION OF THE BRIELLE NIGHT WATCH 

BLOG 1. START OF THE RESTORATION 

I’m currently restoring the militia group portrait ‘De Officieren van het Oranje Vendel’ (The Officers of 

the Orange Banner) in the Council Chamber of Brielle’s Old Town Hall. 

 

At first glance that doesn’t seem to be much wrong with the painting. There are no visible tears, and 

there’s no paint flaking off it. It looks like a very large painting painted by a fairly mediocre artist, 29 

stiff men align with strange spots on their faces. 

But nothing is further from the truth. 

 

Militias were a kind of armed Neighbourhood Watch. They protected the inhabitants of the town and 

maintained order. Militia portraits are a uniquely Dutch genre. In no other country have so many 

wealthy citizens have themselves depicted in a group for their public buildings. In 1660 the Brielle 

painter Maarten van der Fuijck painted the officers of the orange banner. 

When the French took power in the Netherlands in 1795 they felt threatened by these militias. The 

militias were abolished, and their portraits were lost or hidden. Only 125 militia group portraits survive 

in the Netherlands, of which the most famous is obviously the Night Watch by Rembrandt. 

In 1908 the militia portraits of the Brielle Militia were found by Johan Been (archivist and writer of 

well-known children’s books) rolled up in the attic of the Town Hall. 

The paintings were restored between 1913 and 1923 by J.A. Hesterman en Zonen. The militia portrait 

‘The Officers of the Orange Banner’ was the first to be restored. During this major restoration the 

seriously damaged canvases were lined using wax resin. That means that an additional support canvas 

was attached to the back of the original canvas using beeswax mixed with a natural resin as the 

adhesive. The long vertical tears caused by rolling up the painting were secured and filled with gesso (a 

mixture of chalk and glue). Thick layers of dirt and discoloured varnish were removed. The canvas was 

restretched on a new wooden frame, and the damage was retouched. 

The photos (Streekarchief VPR collection) from Hesterman's studio taken in around 1916 show how 

seriously the painting was damaged. 

Over the years the retouchings applied then have increasingly discoloured. Archive research now 

shows that since the start of the 20th century the painting must have been worked on several more 

times. As a result, the image has increasingly deviated from the original. 
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By studying the painting under UV light it is possible to gather information about pigments and binding 

agents but also about layers of varnish applied later, retouchings and overpaintings. Prior to 

restoration the painting is therefore thoroughly examined under UV light. The right-hand photo shows 

large purplish spots in various shades. These are the retouchings and overpaintings. The greenish 

colour indicates layers of varnish. 

 

Solvent tests are then carried out. Different mixtures are concocted at the right strength and pH 

(acidity). These can be used first to remove the surface dirt (from the air, dust etc.), and then the 

discoloured layers of varnish, retouchings and overpaintings. 

 

The image can then be rebuilt by retouching the damage that has been revealed under the 

overpaintings. 



But we haven’t got to that stage yet. 

 

 

 

 

Before restoration   After removing layers of varnish,  

     retouchings and overpaintings. 

Perspective, colour and details  

become visible again. 

 

 

Josien van der Werf  

18 February 2015  

  


