
 

 
 

FRENCH DEPARTMENT 

CENTENARY (1918-2018) 

The history of French at the 

University of Adelaide is 

almost as old as the 

university itself. The French 

Department itself, however, 

has its origins in the 

appointment in 1918 of John 

Crampton as Lecturer in 

French. See below for more 

details on the Department’s 

history. 

Early History 

When teaching for the Bachelor of Arts began 
in 1876, two years after the establishment of 
the University, French (like German) was 
formally recognised as a central area of study 
at matriculation level. The University had 
stewardship for the matriculation syllabus 
and was responsible for setting and marking 
the examination papers. Some teaching of 
French also took place during the early dec-
ades of the University’s existence, notably by 
the Hughes Professor of English, Edward 
Vaughan Boulger. Other influential figures 
who championed the cause of language teach-
ing and acted as examiners for French and 
German include John Anderson Hartley and 
William Mitchell, both of whom would later 

become Vice-Chancellor of the University 
(and in Mitchell’s case, Chancellor). During 
this time, basic tuition in French, German and 
Italian was provided through the Elder Con-
servatorium. 

It was not until 1918, however, that the first 
dedicated Lecturer in French, John Crampton, 
commenced duties. A native of the north of 
England, he had completed a Bachelor of Arts 
at the University of London before emigrating 
to Australia. Crampton’s training was almost 
certainly in the Classics, given his involve-
ment with the Classical Association of South 
Australia during the 1920s, as a member and 
committee man. It is also known, however, 
that he had earlier spent some time in Paris 
studying at postgraduate level. While he did 
not go on to qualify for an award, his time in 
France was clearly instrumental in developing 
his knowledge and appreciation of French 
language and culture to the level required to 
teach them. Exactly when he arrived in South 
Australia is not known, but Victor Edgeloe 
notes that “by 1892 he had acquired a fruit 
block at Renmark” (French and German in the 
University of Adelaide, p. 11). At some point he 
obviously made the move to Adelaide and 
was identified as the right man for the job of 
establishing and teaching a syllabus in French 
language and literature. 

The early curriculum was primarily text 
based, but in 1927 students were required for 

the first time to attend group tutorials “for 
exercises in oral French, including conversa-
tion, reading, and dictation” (1927 Calendar). 
This focus on spoken French received a boost 
in 1930 with the appointment of John 
Crampton’s only daughter, Hope, as Assistant 
Lecturer and Tutor for French Language. 
Mary Hope St Clair Crampton was born in 
Renmark on 18 May 1901 and, having 
received some early schooling from her father, 
completed her secondary education at Girton 
Girls’ School. She then went on to study Arts 
at the University of Adelaide, where she 
completed her BA in 1923. She subsequently 
enrolled in an MA, which she was awarded in 
1927. In that same year, she won a free pas-
sage to Europe from the British Passenger 
Lines, for the purpose of continuing her 
studies, and spent two years in Paris, where 
she earned a Diploma from the Institut de 
Phonétique in Paris. 

Hope Crampton’s main brief, when she was 
appointed, was to foster the development of 
speaking skills in French. One of her more 
important duties was to establish a “French 
Language Club”, where students could prac-
tise their oral skills, and this she promptly did 
in her first year of teaching (1930). The 
Adelaide University French Club has been in 
operation ever since. Back in 1930, its meet-
ings played a central part in the cur-riculum. 
Matters of a general nature were discussed at 
these meetings, with students also encourag-
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ed to practise their French by playing games 
and acting out scenes from plays by Molière 
and the like. The annual French Club play, 
which has been an integral part of campus life 
for many decades now, has its origins here. 

The next signifant event was the appointment 
in 1938 of James Gladstone Cornell (pictured) 
to the position of Lecturer in French Lan-
guage. This position had become available 
following the resignation of John Crampton at 
the end of 1937 after 20 years of service, and at 
the impressive age of 75. Cornell, who was 
born in Melbourne in 1904, received an excel-
lent education in the classics and in French, 
first at Scotch College and then at the Univer-
sity of Melbourne, where he studied under 
Professor A.R. Chisholm, one of the major 
figures in the history of French studies in Aus-
tralia. He graduated with first class honours 
in French in 1925 and was subsequently 
awarded the prestigious Aitchison Travelling 
Scholarship, which allowed him to pursue his 
studies at the Sorbonne, from 1927 to 1929. 
There, he earned the esteem of his professors 
for the quality of his French and his 
knowledge of French literature. On his return 
to Australia, he was appointed Lecturer in 
French at the University of Melbourne, where 
he worked under his old mentor, Chisholm, 
from 1930 to 1937. The following year, the 
opportunity to take up a position as Lecturer-
in-Charge of French at the University of 
Adelaide lured him to South Australia, with 
his wife Helen and their four daughters. A 
new era in French studies was about to begin. 

In terms of course development, Cornell’s 
first move was to introduce an Honours 
degree in French Language and Literature, 
starting immediately, in 1939. He also re-
designed the existing courses in second and 
third year to give the major a greater degree 
of consistency. The literature strand in French 
II was devoted to the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, and the focus in French 
III was on the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. The introduction of an honours 
programme involved setting additional work 
for students in French II and French III, in the 
form of a reading course devoted to a 
particular period or theme. Two new courses 
were also offered: Old and Middle French I (to 
be taken in second year) and Old and Middle 
French II (to be completed in third year). A 
fourth year was to be devoted entirely to 
honours work in literature and philology. 

The effects of these changes were immediate, 
in terms of both student numbers and the 
general standing of the discipline within the 
institution. The introduction of an honours 
programme, followed shortly by the addition 
of a French Language and Literature syllabus 
for the MA, served to enhance the status of 
French. The promotion of J.G. Cornell to 

Professor of French Language and Literature, 
in 1944, was both a reward for his efforts and 
a further sign of the respect afforded to the 
discipline. This status was also reflected in the 
honours cohorts. For a considerable period, 
the numbers of students graduating with 
French honours rivalled those in other subject 
areas. In 1943, for example, when the first two 
honours degrees were awarded in French, 
there were only two other honours graduates 
in the Faculty (both in Political Science and 
History). The French Department was now 
well and truly on the map. 

[The above is an edited extract of an article by Jean 
Fornasiero & John West-Sooby, “A Tale of 
Resilience: the History of Modern European 
Languages at the University of Adelaide”. The full 
text is available on-line at:  

https://www.adelaide.edu.au/press/titles/faculty-
arts/ ] 
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