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A Shillito Student Portfolio from the Mid-1940’s 
We illustrate here a remarkable portfolio of colour exercises and notes produced at the East Sydney 

Technical College (now the National Art School, Sydney) by Helen Jean Burgess (1926-2018) while 

she was a student in the Design diploma course in 1943-47. The portfolio is important as an early 

record of the colour curriculum of Phyllis Sykes Shillito (1895 – 1980), who was a major influence on 

colour design education in Australia from the 1920’s to the 1970’s (Kent, 1995), and an indirect 

influence on subsequent colour education in both design and fine art in Australia through her former 

students, including one of us (Eva Fay). The catalogue entry for the item at the Caroline Simpson 

Library & Research Collection in Sydney includes a biographical note on Helen Jean Burgess. 

Our interest in this research began when one of us (DB) recognized some previously overlooked 

influences on the Shillito colour curriculum in a 1958 portfolio by Jocelyn Maughan OAM, and 

documented some of these in a Colour Society of Australia exhibit for International Colour Day 2017 

(Briggs, 2017). Eva Fay attended the exhibit and recognized the same influences in her notes and 

exercises from the Shillito Design School in 1976-77, as noted in her recent book on these exercises 

(Fay, 2021). The Burgess portfolio came to our attention when it was highlighted in a talk for the CSA 

2021 National Conference by curator Michael Lech on the collection of the Caroline Simpson Library 

and Research Collection. 

The Burgess portfolio comprises a woven fabric cover and 36 loose boards comprising three 

sections, "Shillito Theory" (13 boards), "Ostwald Theory" (12 boards) and "Munsell Theory" (11 

boards). Thirty of these boards feature renderings in gouache that range in complexity from a simple 

nine-step value scale (Plate 3) to intricate Ostwald and Munsell pages (Plates 20-23, 31-32)  that 

each required careful mixing in gouache of dozens of colour chips. The portfolio also includes six 

annotated transparent overlays, three pen and ink versions of Munsell and Ostwald diagrams, and 

44 part-sheets or full sheets of typed text attached to the reverse sides of 24 of the boards. We have 

examined these sheets and found that in their entirety they closely paraphrase or copy verbatim 

passages from a total of just seven texts. These texts comprise Henry Barrett Carpenter's 

Suggestions for the Study of Colour (Carpenter, 1915, 1923, 1932), Maitland Graves' The Art of Color 

and Design (1941) and five texts on the Munsell and Ostwald systems and theories of colour 

harmony. The only significant addition is that on some sheets Shillito's distinctive 15-hue 

classification (see below) replaces Carpenter's hue terms. Some of the passages on these sheets also 

appear in typed or handwritten pages included in other Shillito student portfolios of the later 1940's 

and 1950's.  

We believe that these typed sheets are likely to be typed-up lecture notes. One of us (Eva Fay) 

studied at the Shillito Design School in the late 1970’s and still possesses the notes that she copied 

down during lectures at the School, including the complete colour component of the course. Our 

examination of these lecture notes from 30 years later shows that they also closely paraphrase or 

copy verbatim most of the same sources, including Graves and especially Carpenter, with some 

additions near the end of the course including notes on colour symbolism, colour psychology and the 

Bauhaus. In particular, Eva Fay’s lecture notes contain many subject headings and long passages 

taken nearly verbatim from Carpenter’s book, including notes under the headings “Harmonies” 

(including “simple harmony” and “extended harmony”, as in Carpenter, Ch. III, “Harmony”), 

“Contrasts” (including “reduced contrasts”, as in Ch. IV, “Contrasts”), “Discords” (cf. Ch. V, 

“Discord”), “Broken colour” (cf. Ch. III, “Harmony”, p. 25, “The breaking of a colour …”), “Differences 

in tone and its effect upon colour” (cf. Ch. IX, “Differences in Tone and its Effect Upon Colour”), 

“Colour reactions” (cf. Ch. XII, “Reactions”), “Harmonizing jarring or irritating colours” (cf. Ch. X, “To 

Harmonize Jarring Colours”), “Use of intermingled colour” (cf. Ch. XI, “The Use of Intermingled 

http://collection.hht.net.au/firsthht/fullRecord.jsp?recnoListAttr=recnoList&recno=45031


Colours”), “Colour schemes affected by conditions of lighting” (cf. Ch. XIII, “Colour Schemes Affected 

by Conditions of Lighting”, “Dirty colour” (cf. Ch. XV, “Dirty Colour”), “Colour in dark situations” (cf. 

Ch. XIV, “Colour in Dark Situations”), and “Black and white” (cf. Ch. XVI, “Black and White”). Fay’s 

notes also include a few additional topics including “Symbols of Colour” (verbatim from Graves), 

“Colour Psychology” (mainly after Birren, 1955, 1961, with a passage verbatim from Cheskin, 1947), 

and a handout on the Bauhaus manifesto. Surprisingly we found no passages we could attribute to 

the colour theory texts of Itten or Albers of the early 1960’s. These texts were already highly 

influential in contemporaneous teaching institutions internationally and in Sydney, but their 

similarities with the Shillito colour curriculum, noted by O’Connor (2013), are very broad compared 

to the direct links we identify here. 

 

Left: Contents page of Carpenter’s Suggestions for the Study of Colour (2nd edn, 1923). Right: Scan from Eva 
Fay’s “Colour” lecture notes from the Shillito Design School in 1976-77 showing the list of lecture topics for this 

component of the course. 

The Burgess portfolio stands out from later Shillito portfolios by the exceptional emphasis on 

carefully mixed Munsell and Ostwald atlas pages and diagrams, and by the quantity of accompanying 

text. A slightly later colour theory portfolio by Barbara Abbott held at the Powerhouse Museum, 

Sydney, has generally similar content, including closely comparable but less numerous typed notes, 

but the Munsell component is reduced somewhat and there are more numerous colour design 

exercises, some of them applying Ostwald notations. As far as we can see these trends of 

diminishing the amount of Munsell and Ostwald content and increasing emphasis on more creative 

colour design exercises continue progressively in later Shillito colour theory portfolios through to the 

late 1970’s (cf. Fay, 2021, p. 53). 

The notes in the "Shillito Theory" section of the portfolio all derive from Henry Barrett Carpenter's 

Suggestions for the Study of Colour (Carpenter, 1915, 1923, 1932), and the plates in this section 

illustrate “Simple Harmonies” and “Discords” in the sense that these constructs were defined by 



Carpenter, plus “Pure Colours, Tints and Shades”, “Contrasts and Tints”, a grey scale, and two 

“colour wheel” diagrams designed by Shillito. The “Shillito Wheel” (Plate 2) illustrates a distinctive 

15-step paint-based hue scale that was Shillito’s own invention. On this plate the fifteen hues 

comprise six “primary colours”, each corresponding to a specified pigment, plus three “secondary” 

and six “subsecondary” colours (called “Sub-Primary” colours in some other Shillito student 

portfolios), all mixed from facing pairs of the six “primary colour” paints. Double-primary palettes 

like this are used as a practical remedy for the severely limited colour gamut obtainable from any set 

of just three “primary” red, yellow and blue paints, and became very popular for this purpose with 

painters from the 1960’s onwards, but there are very few comparable earlier examples apart from 

those by Shillito and her students. The closest possible antecedent that we are aware of is the 

diagram of six primary colours and three secondary colours illustrated by Pellew (1918, p. 79). The 

15-step hue scale remained part of Shillito’s colour curriculum through to the late 70’s, when it was 

used as the basis for several additional exercises in gouache (see Fay, 2021, pp. 15, 16, 20). The 

arrangement must therefore have been quite well known at that time, and could well have inspired 

later instances of “double-primary” palettes, though we are not aware of any direct evidence to 

support this. The “Tertiary Wheel” (Plate 10) is another original Shillito design lacking clear 

antecedents. With its radiating triangles grouped in hierarchical orders and its concentric bands 

lightening in tone radially there are some very tenuous resemblances to a diagram by Adams (1862). 

The Tertiary Wheel was another fixture of Shillito student portfolios through to the end of Shillito’s 

teaching career, with some variation in the number of concentric bands and in the degree of 

differentiation of the two orders of radiating triangles. 

 

Left: “Diagram of mixed colours” from Dyes and Dyeing (Pellew, 1918, p. 79). Right: Plate 2 from Die Farben-

Harmonie in ihrer Anwendung auf die Damentoilette (Adams, 1862). 

The typed notes in the “Ostwald Theory” section include eighteen pages extracted with omissions 

from J. Scott Taylor’s  A simple explanation of the Ostwald Colour System (Taylor, 1935), plus pages 

derived from Ostwald’s Colour science (Ostwald, 1931, 1933) and Judson’s A handbook of colour 

(Judson, 1935). The more elaborate plates in this section appear to derive from Colour Science and 

from Ostwald’s colour atlas Der Farbkörper (Ostwald, 1919).  

The typed notes in the “Munsell Theory” section derive from T. M. Cleland’s A practical description 

of the Munsell Color System (Cleland, 1921), Maitland Graves’ The Art of Color and Design (Graves, 

http://www.huevaluechroma.com/062.php#split


1941), and an article called Color Organization by De Forest Sackett in the 1938 edition of the journal 

Printing Art. The two double-hue-page Munsell plates (pls 31 and 32) do not match the 

corresponding plates in this format in the 1915 Atlas of the Munsell Color System or in “Opposite 

Hues” editions of the Munsell Book of Color, but one closely matches a Munsell chart by the Allcolor 

Co., Inc., New York City, illustrated in an article on colour science in Life Magazine (17 [1], July 3, 

1944, p. 47). The “Munsell Theory” section also includes gouache renderings (Plates 33-35) of three 

pages from Graves' The Art of Color and Design (1941, pp. 137, 156, and 162 respectively), which had 

been published just a few years earlier. These pages illustrate Graves' concepts of "value keys" 

("High Minor", "Low Major" etc.) and "value chords", which he devised as a means of systematically 

classifying tonal distributions in compositions in relation to the Munsell value scale. Graves’ textbook 

proved to be highly influential and his concepts of “value keys” and “value chords” still find 

application today in both fine art and design. Exercises rendering Graves’ "value key" and "value 

chord" diagrams (see below) and applying these concepts to design exercises were retained 

throughout Shillito’s teaching career (for examples, see Fay, 2021, pp. 37-38), and Eva Fay recall’s 

Graves’ book was present in some of the classes where his classification was discussed.  

 

Three pages from Maitland Graves' The Art of Color and Design (1941, pp. 137, 156, and 162 respectively), 

viewable online at https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/mode/2up Compare Plates 33-35 below. 

Comparison of the Burgess portfolio of the mid 1940's with Shillito's colour exercises in the 1970's 

(discussed by O'Connor, 2013, and individually described and illustrated by Fay, 2021), suggests that 

throughout this period, Shillito's colour teaching emphasized the intimate grasp of colour 

relationships that can be obtained through many hours of meticulous practical colour manipulation 

in paints, whether in copying Ostwald and Munsell hue pages in the 1940's or in rendering more 

creative colour design exercises in the the 1970's. We hope that by making documents like this 

available we will assist future investigators in establishing the extent of comparable training 

temporally and regionally; certainly today it seems very rare outside realist painting ateliers. 

 

Another aspect of the Shillito colour curriculum that compares very favourably to much colour 

education today was the level of attention paid to a systematic, three-dimensional understanding of 

colour organization. In the 1940's, this was presented in the context of the two major scientific 

colour order systems used in art and design at the time, alongside Shillito's own palette-based hue 

system. By the late 1970's the Ostwald system had declined in influence globally, and three-

dimensional colour organization at the Shillito School was presented primarily in terms of the 

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Ok8EAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA47
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Ok8EAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA47
https://www.celebratingcolor.com/6-plans-to-create-mood/
https://www.pinterest.com.au/zena_oconnor/colour-strategies/high-key-minor-chord/
https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/mode/2up


Munsell paradigm of hue, lightness ("tone") and chroma ("intensity"), but we have little doubt that 

today Shillito would discuss both the Munsell and the NCS frameworks. 

The concepts of Henry Barrett Carpenter set out in his book Suggestions for the study of colour 

evidently formed the backbone of the Shillito’s colour theory classes from at least the mid 1940’s to 

the late 1970’s. In fact, given that Carpenter was headmaster of the Rochdale School of Art, 

Manchester, only a short distance from the Halifax Technical College in South West Yorkshire where 

Shillito studied and also taught classes before coming to Australia, it’s likely that Shillito knew of 

Carpenter’s book from the beginning of her teaching career. Carpenter’s book was one of a number 

of popular texts for artists and designers that built on concepts derived from Ogden Rood’s Modern 

Chromatics of 1879, which was in turn a popularization of the new scientific view of colour ushered 

in by Helmholtz, Maxwell and others beginning in the 1850’s. Other such texts include Emily 

Vanderpoel’s Color Problems of 1901 and Albert Munsell’s A Color Notation of 1905, but Carpenter’s 

approach to colour theory stands out for its emphasis on learning by exercises and experimentation. 

Carpenter expressed the hope that his key concepts, which were presented to Shillito students more 

or less verbatim, would be of use to students of fine art as well as design, and we are very pleased 

that this has been confirmed by an artist and art teacher of the standing of Jocelyn Maughan OAM 

(see Fay, 2021, Foreword). Like Carpenter, Shillito promoted experiential learning through practical 

exercises and experimentation presented in tandem with theory, rather than in advance of or even 

in place of theory, as in Albers. 

 

Concluding paragraph from Carpenter’s Suggestions for the Study of Colour (2nd edn, 1923, pp. 98-99). 

We’d like to emphasize that what we have been documenting here are only the sources of the 

colour theory component of Shillito’s comprehensive curriculum, which spanned numerous design 

disciplines. Eva Fay recalls Shillito in the 1970’s as a unique, motivating and inspirational educator, 

who knew how to guide her students to observe, experiment, discover, and search for alternative 

answers, to prepare them for the fine art field or the commercial world of both in 2D and 3D design. 

Shillito’s mature method of teaching was unique in that apart from doing exercises in colour theory 

classes like those documented here, and having critical discussion at that point, the colour 



application to each design exercise was also followed up with further critiques in the design and 

design application section of the curriculum. Eva Fay recalls that even though the course was very 

structured, students were often given minimal instruction and learnt principles of colour application 

by experimentation, discovery, observation, and discussion. Gradually the students gained an 

informed colour confidence to solve challenging colour issues and an astute sensitivity to colour with 

a critical eye for nuances. 

Dr David Briggs and Eva Fay, February 11, 2022 (updated June 15, 2022) 
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Plate 1 



 

Facing Plate 2 

Contrast “Rood’s Table of the Natural Order of Colours”, Carpenter, 1923, p. 11; 1932, p. 5.  

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/10/mode/2up


 

Plate 2 

Contrast Carpenter, 1932, Plate II. 

  



 

Plate 3 

 

  



 

Facing Plate 4 

Compare Carpenter, 1923, Chapter III, pp. 20-21. 

  

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/20/mode/2up


 

Plate 4 

Compare Carpenter, 1923, Ch.VI, “Suggestions for Exercises in the Use of Colour”, p. 46.  

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/46/mode/1up


 

Facing Plate 5 

Compare Carpenter, 1923, Chapter III, “Harmony”, p. 23. 

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/n33/mode/2up


 

Plate 5 

  



 

 

 

Facing Plate 6 

Compare Carpenter, 1923, Chapter 4, “Contrast”, pp. 30, 31, 34, 35. 

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/30/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/34/mode/2up


 

Plate 6 

  



 

Plate 7 

  



 

Plate 8 

  



 

Plate 9 

  



 

Facing Plate 10 

Compare Carpenter, 1923, Chapter III, “Harmony”, p. 25.  

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/n37/mode/2up


 

Plate 10 

  



 

Facing Plate 11 

Compare Carpenter, 1923, Chapter V, “Discord”, pp. 36-37, 41.  

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/36/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/n67/mode/2up


 

Plate 11 

  



 

Facing Plate 12 

Compare Carpenter, 1923, Chapter V, “Discord”, pp. 42-44.  

https://archive.org/details/b30009339/page/42/mode/2up


 

Plate 12 



 

Plate 13 

  



 

Plate 14 

  



 

Facing Plate 15 

Compare Judson, 1935, p.77.  



 

Plate 15 

Very similar eight-hue Ostwald circles occur in several Ostwald-inspired educational texts including 

Colour Practice in Schools by O. J. Tonks (1935).   



 

 

Facing Plate 16, p. 1 

Compare Judson, 1935, p. 39.  



 

Facing Plate 16, p. 2 

Compare Judson, 1935, pp. 41, 43. 



 

Plate 16 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, Vol. 1, Plate 2.  



 

Facing Plate 17, p. 1 

Compare Judson, 1935, pp. 43-44.  



 

Facing Plate 17, p. 2 

Compare Judson, 1935, pp. 43-44.  



 

Plate 17 



 

Facing Plate 18, p. 1 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, Vol. 2, Plate 1.  



 

Facing Plate 18, p. 2 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, Vol. 1, p. 102.  



 

Plate 18 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, Vol. 1, Plate 1.  



 

Facing Plate 19 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, Vol. 2, opposite Plate 2.  



 

Plate 19 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, Vol. 1, Fig. 16. 



 

Facing Plate 20 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, p. 106. 



 

Plate 20 

Compare Ostwald, 1919, Tafel 2. 



 

Plate 20, overlay 

  



 

Facing Plate 21 

Compare Ostwald, 1931, Vol. 1, pp. 95-96. 



 

Plate 21 

Compare Ostwald, 1919, Tafel 5. 



 

Plate 21 overlay 

  



 

Plate 22 

Compare Ostwald, 1919, Tafel 8.  



 

Plate 22 overlay 

  



 

Plate 23 

Compare Ostwald, 1919, Tafel 11.   



 

Plate 23 overlay 



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 1 

Compare Taylor, 1935, p.5. 



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 2 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 6-7.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 3 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 7-8.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 4 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 8-9.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 5 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 9-10.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 6 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 10-13.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 7 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 13-15.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 8 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 15-16.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 9 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 16-18.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 10 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 18-19.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 11 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 19-20.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 12 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 20-22. 



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 13 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 22, 26-27.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 14 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 27-31.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 15 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 31-33.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 16 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 33-37. 



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 17 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 37-39.  



 

Facing Plate 24, p. 18 

Compare Taylor, 1935, pp. 39-40, 44.  



 

Plate 24 

  



 

Plate 25 

  



 

Plate 26 

  



 

Facing Plate 27 

Compare Sackett, 1938, pp. 27-28. 



 

Plate 27 

Compare related diagram, Munsell Book of Color, 1929, p. 13. 

 

 



 

Facing Plate 28 

Compare Sackett, 1938, pp. 27-28.  



 

Plate 28 

Compare related diagram, Munsell Book of Color, 1929, p. 13. 

  



 

Facing Plate 29 

Compare Sackett, 1938, p.27.  



 

Plate 29 

Compare related diagram, Cleland, 1921, p. 16.  

https://archive.org/details/gri_c00033125006531145/page/n20/mode/1up


 

Facing Plate 30 

Compare Sackett, 1938, pp. 28-29.  



 

Plate 30 

Compare Munsell Book of Color, 1929, p. 10.  



 

Facing Plate 31 

Compare Cleland, 1921, “Balance”, pp. 20-21.   

https://archive.org/details/gri_c00033125006531145/page/n24/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/gri_c00033125006531145/page/n25/mode/1up


 

Plate 31 

Matches a Munsell chart produced by the Allcolor Co., Inc., New York City, and illustrated in The 

Science of  Color, Life Magazine, 17 (1), July 3, 1944, p. 47. 

  

https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Ok8EAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA47
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Ok8EAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA47
https://books.google.com.au/books?id=Ok8EAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA47


 

Facing Plate 32 

First paragraph: compare Cleland, 1921, pp. 20-21. Second paragraph: Graves, 1941, pp. 129-130.  

https://archive.org/details/gri_c00033125006531145/page/n24/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/gri_c00033125006531145/page/n25/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/129/mode/1up


 

Plate 32 

  



 

Facing Plate 33 

Compare Graves, 1941, pp. 131-133.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/131/mode/1up


 

Plate 33 

Compare Graves, 1941, p. 137.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/137/mode/1up


 

Facing Plate 34 

Compare Graves 1941, “5. Value Organization”, pp. 148-149, “Value Chords”, p. 152, “The Plan of 

Value Areas or Quantities”, pp. 154-155.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/149/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/152/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/154/mode/2up


 

Plate 34 

Compare Graves, 1941, p. 156.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/156/mode/1up


 

Plate 34 overlay 

Compare Graves, 1941, p. 156.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/156/mode/1up


 

Facing Plate 35 

Compare Graves, 1941, “Selecting a value chord”, pp. 163-164.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/163/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/164/mode/1up


 

Plate 35 

Compare Graves, 1941, p. 162.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/162/mode/1up


 

Plate 35 overlay 

Compare Graves, 1941, p. 162.   

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/162/mode/1up


 

Facing Plate 36 

Compare Graves, 1941, p. 180.  

https://archive.org/details/artofcolordesign00grav/page/180/mode/1up


 

Plate 36 

Similarly organized but not identical plates are found in the Atlas of the Munsell System (1915, Chart 

H) and the 1929 edition of the Munsell Book of Color (last two plates). 

 

https://archive.org/details/AtlasMunsellcol00Muns/page/n8/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/AtlasMunsellcol00Muns/page/n8/mode/1up

