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ABSTRACT

This thesis addresses a gap in research regarding South Australian china painting. Although
china painting has been practised in Australia for the last 120 years and is held in m ajor
Australian collections, it has been little researched and then in a minor role associated with
ceramics and studio potters, or as women’s art/craft. The china painters too, have been little

researched.

My research identifies the three ‘highs’ of the changing fortunes of china painting, and how
the pr actice survived in between. Iarguethatitw as first taught in the city’s School of
Design, Painting and Technical Art in 1894 as a skill for possible industrial employment, due
to the initiative of School Principal, Harry Pelling Gill. However china painting classes were
discontinued by 1897 due to an economic depression and the fact that the anticipated industry

did not eventuate.

In 1906 china painting classes were reinstituted in the (re-named) Adelaide School of Art and
teacher Laurence Howie was pivotal in that revival. China painting classes ceased during the
First World War while Howie served overseas in the Australian Forces, but resumed in 1923
after his return and appointment as Principal of the (renamed) School of Arts and Crafts. The
resulting change in the fortunes of china painting was the outcome of the School’s appropriate
training in art and design, and I ar gue this enabled emerging professional female artists to
confidently exhibit c hina pa inting a longside the ir fine art. 1w ill devote a cha pter to the
important role of the South Australian Society o f Arts in facilitating this impor tant public

exposure of china painting.

The Second World War marked a decline in popularity of china painting. Chapter 5 traces its
survival till it burst into popularity again in 1965. Further chapters describe china painting’s
following meteoric rise in fortune and the role played by the South Australian teachers of the
art/craft, few of whom had received formal art training. I argue that china painting became a
conservative social craft, but nonetheless a serious hobby, pursued by married, middle-class
women who strongly believed their work was art, not craft. I will point out how they were
visited and influenced by entrepreneurial American teachers, politically active in the art/craft

debate in the United States of America.



Chapter 8 will chart the steps taken by Australian teachers in the 1980s to break from the
American influence and regain an Australian identity in teachers’ organisations and

iconography. I will describe the debates that ensued following experimental work exhibited
by avant-garde Australian teachers to resolve the art/craft debate regarding china painting in
Australia, and the difficulties of maintaining china painting momentum as the m ajority of

practitioners became elderly women.

This t hesis identifies education of t he pr actitioners as a key f actor t hroughout S outh
Australian china painting history as a way of better understanding the place of china painting
within the decorative arts. China painting is currently in decline; nevertheless, as I will point
out in my conclusion, there are several future pathways it could take. Only within recent
decades have curators and writers shown an increased interest in women’s de corative arts,
including china painting. It is timely to undertake research before existing documentation of

china painting is lost.
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