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The South Australian School of Art at
the Exhibition Building 1891-1963

Jenny Aland

n L5 June 1891, the School of Design, an

antecedent institution of the South Australian

School of Art, moved from its original location

in the Institute Building on the east corner of Kintore

Avenue and NorthTerrace to theJubilee International

Exhibition Building, where it would remain for the

next seventy-two years.l This move was precipitated

by increasing student enrolments which had stretched

the limits of its accommodation, and because the
nascent Art Gallery had already moved to the
Exhibition Building from temporary accommodation

in the Jervois Wing of the Public Library.2 A Fine Arts

Committee was set up in 1884 as a sub-committee of
the Public Library, Museum and Art Gallery Board

to oversee the work of both the School of Design and

Art Gallery. Its members held that the cultural
objectives of these institutions were closely aligned

and should therefore be iointly administered.

The South Australian School of Art in
context

The South Australian Society of Arts was founded in
late 1856, its main obfectives being to establish a
school of design and a permanent art gallery. As one

artist-educator later observed, the motivations for
such a school:

were intertwined with imperial aspiration,
economic needs and colonial

sibservience-a presumption of the
civilizing power of Western culture , of taste

and beauty, and the practical needfor
technical education to further industry

andtrade.3

Front face of Harry P Gill Medal
This medal is awarded annually to the student at the South

Australian School of Art with the highest grade point average in

the field of Design. The medal depicts Harry Pelling Cill in academic

dress as an Associate Member of the Royal College of Art (ARCA)

London, a position he claimed after 1899.

Image scanned from actual medal, courtesy South Australian

School of Art Archives, University of South Australial
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School of Design students and HP Gill

Director of Technical Art, H P Cill with second year students training

to be teachers in the Lecture Room, Exhibition Building, North

Terrace,1905.

lPhotographer not known, Searcy Collection, SLSA PRC 28O1U31191

Building. These rooms were'conveniently related to

the School of Design below where, presumably, Gill

had his office'.1o

Throughout the 1890s, the School ofDesign, Paint-

ing and Technical Art widened its curriculum to
provide instruction in craft: wood carving, leather

work, repoussd in copper and silver, sgraffito, china
painting and needlework. The annual student
exhibitions became increasingly crowded with out-

standing examples of their work. The school also

continued to provide instruction in art for teachers

and to assist in this work Gill published special course

notes in the Education Department Gazette or,what

he called the'new drawing'.ll Increased enrolments

and a more diversifled curriculum saw further staff

appointments. In 1893, former students, Laurence

Howie and Charles Paviawere promoted to Assistant

Masters while Elizabeth C Armstrong was appointed

Painting Mistress, a position she held until her

retirement in 1929. Such an appointment, of the

flrst woman in any Australian art school, was not

necessarily an attempt by Gill to create gender parity,

but rather more a strategic manoeuvre. He observed:

It has beenfound desirable in England ... at
schools where the students arefemales, to

have a mistress. Thewhole of the present

students in the School of Painting are, I
think, doing Elementqry Work and are

females.l2

Also in 1893, botanical illustrator and former student

at the school, Rosa Fiveash, was appointed part-time

to teach classes in china painting.

The flrst of many Federal Art Exhibitions held

at the South Australian Society of Arts Gallery at

the Institute Building from 1898 attracted entries

from all over Australia. From these exhibitions Gill
purchased a number of signiflcant works by Austra-

lian artists that are today considered key works in
the collection of the Art Gallery of South Australia,
particularly Tom Robert s' A Breakaway!,1891. Others
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by the Hambidge sisters, Alice, Helen and Millicent
(Millie), who were students at the school during the
1890s, were bought from the Federal exhibitions that
were held annually until 1923.

Federation and World \trar One

Following Federationthe School of Design enrolments

continued to grow-by 1909, there were 1750 full and
part-time students.l3 In that year, as a result of what
is generally now known as 'The Gill Enquiry' into
'the sale on commission of work by students-and
perhaps others'l4 the school's administration was

transferred to the Education Department and it was

renamed the Adelaide School of Art with Gill as

Principal.
The early 1910s were somewhat de-stabilised by

the looming possibility of world war, a situation
exacerbated further by the enlistment of male staff
in the Australian armed services. At Gill's resign-

ation in 1915, the Education Department appointed

twenty-six year old sculptor, John Christie Wright,

The South Australian School of Art at the Exhibition Building 1891-1963

despite knowing that he had already enlisted. Before

departing for service, Wright spent two months
reorganising the school in directions which, to a
large degree, ran counter to those set by his
pre-decessor. He also renamed the school the South
Australian School of Arts and Crafts (SASAC). Sadly,

Wright was killed on 2May 1917. As Caroline Adams
explains in her cameo in this book, during 1919 the
Exhibition Building was used as a hospital for influ-
enza patients. The SASAC's classes were held in
various rooms at the Adelaide Teachers' College,

Twin Street, and the old Glenelg Railway Station in
King William Street.'s Charles Pavia was appointed
Acting Principal until the return of Laurence Howie
from war service.

The 192Os and 193Os

By the time Laurence Howie returned to take up the
position of Principal of SASAC in 1920, the school
had become increasingly focused on developing
students'arts and crafts skills inwoodcarving, photo-

Students at South Australian
School of Arts and Crafts,
1945.
The bookcase at the rear is

the Elizabeth Armstrong
Memorial Library Bookcase.

One of the lecturers at the
school, Joseph H Choate
designed the bookcase and

students and staff designed

and carved the seven wooden
panels which can just be

seen at its top. These panels

were known as the 'Seven

Lamps of Architecture' which
acknowledge the work of
John Ruskin, British art critic,
art patron, draughtsman and

watercolourist.
lHistory SA South Australian

Government Photographic
Collection GN089511
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Printmaking class with Udo Sellbach, Lecturer, Exhibition
Building, July 1963

lPhotographer Allan Sierp. Photograph by courtesy family of
Allan Sierp. South Australian School of Art Archives, University

of South Australial

Post war years: 195Os and into
the 1960s

The 1950s saw an increasing number of critical
comments about the standard of teaching and student

work at SASAC appear in the Advertiser and News

despite the staff's continued focus on the production

of high quality arts and crafts works. The frequent

short-term appointments of principals-six between

l94land1963-certainly did not allow the adminis-

tration to develop or consolidate any plans for the

school's future. However, 1957 saw the introduction,
for the flrst time in its history, of three-year (later

four-year) diploma courses in Fine Art, Art Teaching

and Advertising Art. The advantage ofthese courses

was that they provided end-on diplomas as opposed

to a program of single subiects for which certiflcates

had been awarded since the Gill years. The flrst
Diplomas in Art Teaching were gained in 1958 and

awarded in May 1959 mostly to individuals who were

already teaching at the school. At the end of 1958,

signiflcantly, the name of the school was changed to

the South Australian School of Art (SASA).'z4

In late 1956, alteration of the Exhibition Building
was planned so that it more appropriately suited the
purposes of SASAC. These plans were later abandoned

in favour of constructing a new purpose-built campus

on a government-owned town acre at 48-60 Stanley

Street, North Adelaide.2s Over the next seven years,

plans were drawn and construction undertaken such

that by mid-1963, the new premises were ready for

occupation. In June 1963, just prior to the school's

move to Stanley Street, Principal Allan Sierp went
from classroom to classroom to photograph the school

at work, so providing an invaluable record of the

SASA in the last month of its seventy-two year

occupancy of the Exhibition Building.26 The photo-

graphs also reveal the derelict status of the building
and the makeshift nature of the classrooms. As one

former student recalled:
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