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Herbert Badham’s Masterpiece  
Emerges for Auction and Ignites the 
‘Mystery of the Unknown Woman’ 
Important Australian Art  |  Auction in Sydney 23 November 2016 
 

 
HERBERT BADHAM 1899-1961, Botanical Gardens, Sydney (circa 1936).  Estimate $80,000-100,000 

 
One of Herbert Badham’s largest oil paintings will be auctioned by Sotheby’s Australia on 23 
November at the InterContinental Sydney.  Botanical Gardens, Sydney (circa 1936) (estimate 
$80,000-100,000, lot 1, pictured) reveals the artist’s interest in colour and form.  Impressionistic in 
capturing light and shadow, it is a reverie of sunlight upon the water, and is arresting in its technical 
aspects of photo-journalistic qualities, recording a favoured pastime at one of Sydney’s most popular 
attractions.    
 
Geoffrey Smith, Chairman of Sotheby’s Australia commented: ‘Herbert Badham occupies a 
fascinating position within the history and development of Australian Art.  His images, once 
considered staid and retrograde, have in recent years, captured the imagination and attention of 
collectors, curators and academics for their ability to surprise and reveal unusual aspects of everyday 
contemporary society.  As Sir Marcus Clark, a contemporary of Badham commented, “[he] paints 
aspects of Sydney life which very few painters have the courage to tackle.”’   
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During the course of research, the backing board was 
removed and revealed a highly finished and 
previously unknown portrait of a woman seated in 
front of Sydney Harbour.  Painted several years later, 
(Portrait and Sydney Harbour) (circa 1942) was 
created by Badham whilst he was living in Neutral 
Bay.  The location of Sydney Harbour is easily 
identifiable with the outline of Fort Denison, naval 
ships, ferry and red roofs providing a distinct bird’s 
eye view of Sydney’s preparedness at war.  Who the 
female sitter is in (Portrait and Sydney Harbour) will 
remain a mystery – there is no record of who she is on 
the work and the artist’s daughter is unable to identify 
her.  The threat of a Japanese invasion resulted in the 
artist’s wife and daughter retreating to rural New 
South Wales while Badham rented accommodation on 
the North Shore.  The impact of wartime restrictions 
possibly forced Badham to paint on the reverse of 
Botanical Gardens, Sydney due to the scarcity of 
canvas.  It is hoped that the identity of the subject may 
be revealed as the image becomes more widely known  
and that the mystery of the unknown woman is solved. 
 
 
AT A GLANCE 
 
HERBERT BADHAM 1899-1961 
 
Botanical Gardens (circa 1936) 
oil on canvas 
60 x 90 cm 
 
(Portrait and Sydney Harbour) (circa 1942) 
oil on canvas 
90 x 60 cm 
 
Estimate $80,000-100,000 
 
Important Australian Art 
Auction in Sydney, 23 November 2016, 6.30 pm 
InterContinental Sydney, 117 Macquarie Street, Sydney 
Total auction estimate $6,699,000-9,265,000  |  102 lots 
 
Exhibition in Melbourne 9-13 November, 10 am to 5 pm, 41 Exhibition Street, Melbourne 
Exhibition in Sydney 17-23 November, 10 am to 5 pm, 30 & 34 Queen Street, Woollahra 
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For More News on Sotheby’s Australia 
 
VISIT  sothebysaustralia.com.au/articles/press 
FOLLOW  twitter.com/sothebysAUST 
JOIN  facebook.com/sothebysaustralia 
 

 
*Estimates do not include buyer’s premium and prices achieved include the hammer price plus buyer’s premium. 
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