
Introduction

The academic architectural education tradition that is ingrained in the ideology
and activities of schools of architecture throughout the world today started
with the inauguration of the Académie d’Architecture on 3rd December 1671.
The Académie was the first institution to be devoted solely to the study of
architecture, and its school was the first dedicated to the explicit training of
architects. The contribution that the Académie made to architecture during its
lifetime was unrivalled, and the success it achieved in training architects caused
it to have a direct and significant influence on subsequent architectural schools
throughout the following centuries. Until 1742 the Académie was the only aca-
demic institution in Europe offering formal instruction in architecture, and
thereafter, though other architectural schools emerged, it remained the most
distinguished architectural academic institution until its suppression in 1793.1

The architectural Académie was the last in a collection of institutions that
were inaugurated during the seventeenth century. Armand Jean du Plessis,
better known as Cardinal Richelieu, founded the first French académie, the
Académie Française, in 1635 as a literary school. Thirteen years later, Louis
XIV’s favourite painter, Charles Le Brun, formed the Académie de Peinture et
de Sculpture. The success and admiration that these institutions gained led the
king to form a further six state-funded académies, the last being the Académie
d’Architecture.

The architectural institution initially comprised eight elected Membres who
were tasked with engaging in the fundamental architectural pursuit of the time,
namely, elucidating the most correct form of Classical architecture to advise the
king on his building programme, and to hold classes for the instruction of stu-
dent architects. The architect Nicolas-François Blondel, the first director of the
new architectural Académie, outlined its intended functions and activities at a
lecture on the last day of 1671. At the lecture, Blondel announced that the
Académie existed to practise a dual role. The first role was to study the history
of architecture, survey historic buildings and define the most correct form of
Classicism. In this respect, the Académie sought to acquire a body of knowl-
edge and to advise architects who were commissioned to design monarchic or
civic buildings. The second role was to teach their newly found knowledge to
‘students’; initially, these students comprised of anyone who turned up to



weekly public lectures given by the Blondel, but during the middle of the
eighteenth century a teaching structure was devised that resembled an educa-
tional system that is practised in many current Western architectural schools.

During the latter years of the seventeenth century, Western culture reassessed
many of its underlying assumptions and generated new ideas that were to shape
subsequent thinking throughout the eighteenth century. By 1800, principles of
rationalism that before only existed in the domains of science and mathematics
had drifted into almost every area of life. The term ‘Enlightenment’ was used to
describe the illuminating power of personal intelligent light over the perceived
dark and anarchic ideas of institutions, both religious and royal. Many people
were quickly drawn towards the personal decision making that Enlightenment
philosophy proscribed, and whilst they did not initially forsake a belief in God
or a sense of communal identity, many grew to dislike the institutional cages
that they perceived were enclosing them.

The Académie’s ideology developed at a time when the Enlightenment’s atti-
tude towards human nature played a pivotal role in the reappraisal of political
and religious opinion throughout central Europe; it conducted its activities and
constructed its ideas within the context of Enlightenment thinking. When the
Académie was inaugurated, the prevailing epistemology that shaped the con-
tinental European philosophical landscape was distinctly rationalistic. The
Académie’s ideology initially emphasised the view that God had created the
universe on the basis of geometrical laws, and that these laws could be com-
prehended and applied to architecture. By the close of the eighteenth century,
the British interest in empiricism had captured the minds of many French thin-
kers, including many who worked at, or wished to influence, the academies.
Whilst those in charge at the Académie desired to continue a distinct rationa-
listic theoretical approach and architectural style, many students and prominent
architectural critics outside the academic system ridiculed their perceived anar-
chic viewpoint until eventually, warring words turned to actions.

During the eighteenth century, France increasingly felt the strain of wars with
neighbouring states. By the end of the century an expanding, educated public
looked on their social landscape with decreasing confidence. Moreover, the
devoted eyes of the king’s nation turned away from the perception that royalty
held some form of divine authority and gazed more on a personal positivist
belief. An antimonarchic sentiment began to steadily grow in the minds of
many French citizens, which eventually gave rise to the formation of the
republican Assemblée Nationale, which brought to an end a unique combina-
tion of political, social and economic systems that had been under monarchic
governance. The académies were a clear emblem of royal superiority. As the
revolutionary forces gained momentum during the second half of the eighteenth
century, the overwhelming perception held by the growing body of angry revo-
lutionaries was that it was necessary to remove the académies from the firm
grip of the king. It was the Académie de Peinture et de Sculpture that bore the
brunt of a long and savage attack led by the artist Jacques-Louis David,
although the Académie d’Architecture and other related académies suffered the
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same fate. What began with a complaint by some students towards the pro-
fesseurs and officers resulted in an onslaught against the French académies that
led to their total suppression. The Académie suffered significant disruption
during the French Revolution until 16 August 1793, when it was abolished
along with all French academic institutions. However, the academic archi-
tectural tradition continued with a string of institutions that, at least to begin
with, bore a close resemblance to the former Académie.

After the Revolution, the functions of the Académie d’Architecture were
conducted by two distinct organisations. All matters other than the schooling of
students became the responsibility of the Académie des Beaux-Arts, part of the
Institut de France. The architectural descendant of the school of the Académie
is somewhat more complicated. Julien-David Leroy led the school at his own
home for a short period while the École Polytechnique took the Académie’s
official scholastic functions. Six months after the Suppression, Leroy’s school
was accredited with the title École Spéciale d’Architecture and regained from
the École Polytechnique the official functions of the former Académie. The
school was then housed with the École Spéciale de la Peinture et de la Sculpture,
and they became collectively known as the École Spéciale de Peinture, Sculpture
et Architecture, after which its name changed again to the École Impériale et
Spéciale des Beaux-Arts. When the monarchy was restored in 1816, the school
became known as the École Royale et Spéciale des Beaux-Arts. In 1819 the
architectural and art schools were wholly fused together to form École des
Beaux-Arts. After students rioted in 1968, André Malraux, then the Ministère
de la Culture, closed the École on account that he regarded it as being anti-
quated. In so doing, Malraux brought an end to nearly 300 years of formal
academic architectural education at the Parisian Académie and École. In place
of the architectural educational system, Malraux instigated a collection of
Unités Pédagogiques d’Architecture. In 1986 the schools were collectively
renamed École d’Architecture, and later in 2005, their name changed again to
École Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture.

A blinkered account of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French archi-
tectural academic education that is ignorant of historical context would run the
danger of over-simplifying the complex and mutable meaning of the term
Academy. It might also overlook the important nuances the term had acquired
during the Italian Renaissance as a pioneering education system, and lead to
missing out altogether what distinguishes the academy from other educational
types. This book, therefore, starts with an examination of the origins of the
academy itself.

Chapter 1, The origins of academic education, investigates the meanings of
the term Academy. It starts with tracking the definition of Academy from its
attribution to a forum led by Plato, until the fifteenth century, when it became
an important influence on Renaissance humanist thought. In so doing, this
chapter follows the path from ancient Greek tuition to the medieval university
and guild systems of education, and then moves on to show that, as the Italian
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humanist’s renewed interest in ancient Greek texts grew, so the number of new
academies that emerged during the fourteenth century increased.

Chapter 2, The formation of the Académie d’Architecture, examines the
French dominance of European culture, which emerged during the seventeenth
century, and the political and mercantile forces that forged a collection of
French académies, including the Académie d’Architecture. It also outlines how
the Académie came to hold sway over the guild system of architectural educa-
tion. The various residences of the Académie during its existence are explored,
particularly Le Vau’s plans for Mazarin’s College des Quatre-Nations drafted
in 1662, which refers to an ‘Académie for Architecture’. When the building was
completed, it did not initially house the Académie; however, the note on Le
Vau’s plan is the first known record of an institution dedicated to the study of
architecture as a distinct discipline. This chapter also discusses why the social
standing of the architect increased during the eighteenth century and how
during this time architecture came to be a more distinct profession.

Chapter 3, The Académie’s early ideology, starts with an overview of N.-F.
Blondel’s inaugural lecture at the Académie, which outlined its aspirations, the
programme of lectures and meetings that followed. Nicolas-François Blondel
steered the ideological course of the Académie and sought to uncover archi-
tectural precepts that defined ‘absolute Classicism’; his particular preoccupation
was with the Orders and their relationship with the entablature. However, an
exact definition of absolute and eternally valid architectural rules was never
satisfactorily grasped and that the primary topic of debate within the Académie
moved from, ‘good architecture is defined by its adherence to correct Classical
principles’, (a view that N.-F. Blondel referred to as ‘good taste’) to, ‘good
architecture is that which is suitable for the purpose it is designed to perform’,
(a view that emerged during the end of the seventeenth century). This chapter
also discusses the studies and the activities the Académie practised. It is shown
that Membres were not merely deliberators, but were well versed in practical
matters such as construction detailing, structures and legal arbitration. The
Membres, together with the administration and management systems placed
over them, are also discussed.

Chapter 4, The school at the Académie, examines the school of the Académie
under the leadership of N.-F. Blondel, and then how it was radically overhauled
by Jacques-François Blondel (probably no relation to Nicolas-François Blondel).
Under J.-F. Blondel’s professorship, the lecture room and atelier were united
and a demanding curriculum devised. The ideological stance of the Académie
was also altered to accept relative values that were dependent upon climate,
materials and other factors in line with Enlightenment thinking. The Acadé-
mie’s competitions, which were the most sought-after accolade in French
architectural education for over 250 years, are also examined.

Chapter 5, Philosophical and stylistic debate on architectural style, examines
the Académie’s preoccupation with Cartesian Rationalism. It is argued that
Descartes’ quest to explain epistemological truth is echoed in the Académie’s
pursuit to define a coherent set of architectural principles. This chapter also
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shows how N.-F. Blondel’s rationalistic ideology is most apparent in his debates
with Claude Perrault (1613–1688); the two characters became the main propo-
nents of a philosophical debate known as the Querelle des Anciens et Moder-
nes. It is also argued that Perrault’s philosophical stance was ultimately
superior to that of Blondel on the matter of optical correctness. Perrault
believed that the human mind was able to correct optical perspective and no
‘improvements’ by the architect were necessary, whereas Blondel advocated that
the architect should counterbalance optical perception in his design, and that
this was best done by relying on his inner ‘genius’; however, Blondel was
unable to define what ‘genius’ is or how is it best practised.

Chapter 6, The professional expression of the Académie’s ideology, explores
the relationship between the Académie and the contemporaneous architectural
profession. No register of architects or any formal definition of a profession
existed in France until the nineteenth century. However, this chapter contends
that the French profession of architecture was effectively, though unin-
tentionally, conceived with the introduction of the Académie, and that whilst
the Académie never completely controlled the profession, it acted as its public
face. This chapter also examines the relationship between the Académie’s
ideology and French architecture of the time, together with the extent to which
the Académie affected the theory and form of contemporaneous architecture.
Against an overview of French eighteenth-century architecture is an examina-
tion of the built work undertaken by those who most affected the ideological
trajectory of the Académie; namely, the Professeurs. The chapter argues that
until the 1760s buildings produced by Membres of the Académie generally
adhered to the rationalist belief that beauty is afforded by the adherence to
certain rules and proportions. However, after the appointment of J.-F. Blondel,
the ideology of the Académie emphasised an acceptance of relative values;
beauty was replaced by the notion of utility and a desire to demonstrate struc-
tural logic grew in line with the emergence of French Neoclassicism during the
latter half of the eighteenth century. Lastly, this chapter explores the differences
between the Académie’s ideology and royal buildings; it demonstrates that not
only did Louis XIV ignore much of the aesthetic preferences of the Académie,
but often played the role of the designer himself.

Chapter 7, The suppression of the Académie, examines why and how the
Académie came to be abolished. It shows that the running of the school was
affected by a growing degree of student outrage towards its managerial staff
and how the role of Jacques-Louis David lies at the heart of the Académie’s
demise. The primary cause of David’s grievances towards the académies, parti-
cularly the Académie de Peinture et de Sculpture, stemmed from the institu-
tion’s decision to close all exhibitions of art except for those organised by the
officers. David denounced this monopolistic stronghold as manifestly incompa-
tible with surrounding European art cultures. This chapter traces how David’s
initial passion for ridding the Académie de Peinture et de Sculpture of despotic
officers ironically led to his ambition to overthrow the entire academic system;
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a quest that he successfully managed in a fashion that caused him to be known
as the ‘dictator of the arts’.

Chapter 8, The revival of the former Académie, follows the complicated path
of the school of the Académie after the Suppression until the formation of the
École des Beaux-Arts. Julien-David Leroy played a pivotal role in the con-
tinuation of the academic architectural tradition during the troubled times of
the Revolution, and the school that he led was officially acknowledged in part
because Leroy was sympathetic towards the cause of the revolutionaries; a
stance that brought him favour from David. This chapter also examines how
the accommodation of the École developed during the nineteenth century, and
how many of the functions traditionally undertaken by an architect during the
Ancien Régime diminished after the Suppression with the development of spe-
cialist engineering schools that were introduced to fill the academic void that
existed immediately after the Revolution.

Lastly, Chapter 9, The enduring influence of the academic tradition at the
École, explores the extent to which the activities and practices of the Académie
were transmitted to the École. The French architectural academic tradition
fundamentally changed very little from its inception in 1671 until the 1920s.
This continuity is perhaps most evident in the Grand Prix competitions, which
continued to be the most important measure of a student’s ability at both the
Académie and the École. The chapter finishes with the separation of archi-
tectural education from the École and the enduring influence of the academic
architectural education tradition in contemporary architectural schools.

It is perhaps surprising that the Académie has not received scholarly attention
in proportion to the important role it played in the history of architectural
education, especially given that the schools of architecture that evolved from it,
most notably the École des Beaux-Arts, have been so thoroughly researched and
critiqued.2 Of the sparse scholarly attention the Académie has managed to
amass, the vast majority is written in French, and either in a fragmentary form
that is peripheral to a broader story of architectural education, or in the context
of the École.3 The Procès-Verbaux de l’Académie Royale d’Architecture 1671–
1793 is the official record of the Académie. It was published from 1911 to 1929
in ten volumes, long after the events it records. It is wearisome to read, save for
the introduction by Lemonnier who presents an informative overview. Another
important source is N.-F. Blondel’s Cours d’Architecture: Enseigné dans l’Aca-
démie, was written with the intention of defining a coherent, comprehensive set
of architectural principles and comprises lectures that N.-F. Blondel gave at the
Académie. Some early twentieth-century research by French scholars and his-
torians provide valuable, if only partial, accounts of specific aspects of the
Académie. However, no one volume exists that is dedicated to the Académie
d’Architecture, its school, and its position in the broader realm of architectural
education.

In many respects the Académie d’Architecture lends itself to study; the dates
of its formation and closure are clearly defined, its contribution to the wider
realm of architectural education is considerable, and its history recounts a
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critical period of time stretching from the point at which architectural educa-
tion became a distinct discipline to when it was almost entirely quashed during
the tyrannies of the French Revolution. This book, the first to capture the rise
of academic architectural education at the Académie d’Architecture, not only
sheds lights on a previously overlooked era of important architectural history,
but also provides a valuable context to current discussions in architectural
education.

Notes
1 In 1740, Jacques-François Blondel started an independent school called the École des

Arts, although it was not formally recognised until May 1943; J.-F. Blondel had also
been informally teaching architecture for fifteen years prior to the start of his
school.

2 Examples include: Bonnaire, Marcel (ed.), Procés-verbaux de l’Académie des
Beaux-Arts, Vols. 1–3, Paris, 1937; Chafee, Richard, ‘The Teaching of Archi-
tecture at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts’, The Architecture of the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts; The Museum of Modern Art, ed. Arthur Drexler, The MIT Press, Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1977, pp. 61–110; Egbert, Donald Drew, The Beaux-Arts Tradition
in French Architecture: Illustrated by the Grand Prix de Rome, (edited for pub-
lication by David Van Zanten), Princeton University Press, 1980; Middleton,
Robin (ed.), The Beaux-Arts: And Nineteenth-Century French Architecture,
Thames & Hudson, London, 1982; Van Zanten, David, ‘Félix Duban and the
Buildings of the École des Beaux-Arts, 1832–1840’, The Journal of the Society of
Architectural Historians, Vol. 37, no. 3, 1978.

3 There are, of course, some articles and books that are important sources of
information concerning the Académie. Of particular note is E. Delaire’s, Les
Architects élèves de l’École des Beaux-Arts, Librairie de la construction moderne,
Paris, 1907. Likewise, an essay by Manique Mosser & Daniel Rabreau, ‘L’Acadé-
mie Royale et L’Enseignement de L’Architecture au XVIIIe Siècle’, Archives
d’Architecture Moderne, no. 25, 1983, gives a reliable overview of the Académie,
while David Lloyd Dowd’s, Pageant-Master of the Republic: Jacques Louis David
and the French Revolution, University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln, 1948, is an
excellent account of the plight of the French académies during the Revolution.
Other works by scholars that have proved to be insightful in the broader realm of
French academic education during the time of the Académie include: Blomfield,
Reginald, A History of French Architecture from the Reign of Charles VIII till the
Death of Mazarin 1494–1661, Vols. 1 & 2, Hacker Art Books, New York, 1973.
(First Pub. 1921); Blomfield, Reginald, A History of French Architecture from the
Death of Mazarin till the Death of Louis XV 1661–1774, Vols. 3 & 4, Hacker Art
Books, New York, 1973. (First Pub. 1921); Blunt, Anthony, Art & Architecture in
France 1500–1700, Penguin Books Ltd, Harmondsworth, 1953; Hautecoeur, Louis,
Histoire de l’Architecture Classique en France, 7 Vols. (Vols. 1i & 1ii, La forma-
tion de l’idéal classique, Pub. 1963 & 1965; Vols. 1iii* & 1iii**, L’architecture
sous Henri IV et Louis XIII, Pub. 1966 & 1967; Vol. 2, Le Règne de Louis XIV,
Pub. 1948; Vol. 3, Première Moitié du XVIIIe Siècle : Le Style Louis XV, Pub.
1950; Vol. 4, Seconde Moitié du XVIIIe Siècle le Style Louis XVI, 1750–1792, Pub.
1952;.Vol. 5, Révolution et Empire 1792–1815, Pub. 1953; Vol. 6, La Restauration
et le Gouvernement de Juillet, 1815–1848, Pub. 1955; Vol. 7, La Fin de L’archi-
tecture Classique, 1848–1900, Pub. 1957.) Paris, 1943–57; and Pevsner, Nikolaus,
The Academies of Art: Past and Present, Da Capo Press, New York, 1973.
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1 The Origins of Academic Education

Plato and the first Academy

The etymological origin of the word Academy derives from the Greek word
Hekademeia (Ἑκαδημεια); it was the name of a region that was located two and
a half kilometres to the northwest of Athens.1 In ancient Greek mythology, the
legendary hero Hekademos (Ἑκάδημος)2 had been given the area as a reward
for revealing to the Diokouroi where Theseus had hidden Helen of Troy, and
later renamed the property Hekademeia in homage to himself.3 The area has
been used by religious cults dedicated to Hekademos dating back to the sixth
century B.C.4 The arid land was later developed by the statesman, Cimon
(c.510–450 B.C.), who constructed running tracks and shady walks, planted a
grove of olive trees and enclosed much of its precincts with a wall.5 The olive
trees, according to an Athenian fable, were reared from cuttings of the sacred
olive that Athena had ‘made grow’ in the Erechtheum, an ancient temple on the
north side of the Acropolis.6 They produced the oil given as a prize to victors at
Panathenaic festivals.7 Both the walled garden and the surrounding areas
became known as the Akademeia (the ‘He-’ became abbreviated to ‘A-’) and
they were adorned with a collection of temples, a gymnasium and a large
garden. It was in one corner of this garden that Plato (428–348 B.C.) gathered
his peers and pupils together to discuss various topical matters of the day. Plato
later acquired part of the garden and built a house and a chapel dedicated to the
muses.8 There is no historical record of the exact date the forum was officially
founded, but it was probably sometime after 387 B.C. Once the project gath-
ered momentum, the people of Athens regarded the forum for learning as
synonymous with the area, and it took on the name of the district.

With the community owning its own land and premises, Plato would have
been required to proffer a name for it. The legal requirement of the day was
that every thiasos, namely, a cult, organisation or association, would nominate
an ‘owner’ of any property or asset the thiasos might possess, and that the
owner would provide a formal title for the group. No records of the ancient
registry remain; thus, it is unknown whether Plato used the term Academy as
an official title for the thiasos. The Academy was also legally required to be
affiliated with a religious association. To suffice this requirement Plato chose to



dedicate his society to the Muses, the patrons of education, not so much
because he believed that philosophy was the highest ‘art’, but because a
Museion, or a chapel of the Muses, was a regular feature of the schools of the
day.9 It is clear from the writing of Plato that the society was never intended to
be a religious sect. Instead, it was a collection of scholars, teachers and students
working together, dedicated to philosophical, mathematical and scientific study;
a set of interests that Plato started to develop during his privileged childhood.

Plato bore the name of his Grandfather, Aristocles, although it was super-
seded by his now familiar nickname, given by his gymnastic master on account
of his powerful build (Pláto-n, meaning ‘wide or broad-shouldered’). Plato was
born into an aristocratic family that was never far from politics. Plato’s
mother’s brother, Charmides, and her cousin, Critias, became notorious leaders
of a government known as the ‘Thirty Tyrants’. However, this party so mis-
used its power, that even the blindest eyes that despised the government it
overthrew were open to the perils of the political victors. After Plato’s father
died, his mother married Pyrilampes, a supporter of the Periclean democracy
that overthrew the Athenian government in 404 B.C. Plato grew up in a context
that assumed he would enter politics; however, he never joined a partisan group
having been repelled by the irresponsible and often violent actions of political
parties, including those of his own family. Considering the political turmoil
that surrounded Plato, the historian Eduard Zeller notes;

It is easy to see how a noble, high-minded youth, in the midst of such
experiences and influences, might be discouraged, not only with democracy,
but with existing state systems in general, and take refuge in political uto-
pias, which would further tend to draw off his mind from the actual
towards the ideal.10

Plato turned to pursue a deeper understanding of knowledge and virtue after
the newly empowered direct democracy accused Socrates, his mentor, of cor-
rupting the youth of Athens and sentenced him to death. Plato offered to pay a
fine to spare his friend’s life, but Socrates decided to go to his death willingly.
In Plato’s Republic, which explores whether it is always better to be just or
unjust, a character argues that people would all behave unjustly if they could
get away with it. To address this, Plato required Socrates to imagine what a
perfectly just city might look like and applies lessons from that to the individual
soul. If the soul is best ruled by reason, he argues, then the city would be best
ruled by philosophers. Plato’s stance on justice led him to believe that an edu-
cation worthy of an Athenian citizen was unfairly reserved for the influential
and affluent and was eager to address the imbalance.11 One example of this can
be seen by his inclusion of women within his own school:

And I say further, without hesitation, that the same education in riding and
gymnastic shall be given both to men and women. The ancient tradition
about the Amazons confirms my view, and at the present day there are
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myriads of women, called Sauromatides, dwelling near the Pontus, who
practise the art of riding as well as archery and the use of arms. But if I am
right, nothing can be more foolish than our modern fashion of training men
and women differently, whereby the power of the city is reduced to a half.12

Plato wrote little on his Academy’s ideology and teaching practices, and only a
few notable ancient texts by others on the activities undertaken at the Academy
have been preserved, most of which were produced by Plato’s star student,
Aristotle (384–322 B.C.).13 Of the texts that Plato did write that relate to the
Academy, the most insightful is the dialogue, Seventh Letter. Here Plato notes
that he did not give formal lectures except for one he called ‘on the good’. The
dialogue outlines Plato’s emphatic belief that lectures ought never to be given,
that notes should never be taken because of their ill effects on the memory, and
that manuals of instruction should be treated with scepticism. Given this view,
it is likely that Plato intended to avoid recording matters discussed at the
Academy; thus, our understanding of its activities remains scant. It is known,
however, that Plato was the leader of the Academy until his death and that he
had appointed Speusippus (408–339 B.C.) to be his successor. Younger members
held minor offices such as gatekeeper for the temple (who was responsible for
the offering of sacrifices), secretary (who registered the members), and censor
(who kept order in the meetings and prepared the symposia). The symposia
were based on banquets and were regarded in the Academy as solemn festive
acts where animals were sacrificed. It appears that no fees were charged, at least
while Plato was in office, and that no staff or qualifications existed.

The Academy aimed to produce political experts who were guided by philo-
sophy. Plato’s primary aspiration was to train a chosen group of righteous men
(and possibly women) in the ways of the Academy to propagate justice in
society. To this end, Plato believed that ‘education should be exercised by all
people’, which most distinguishes the Academy from other contemporaneous
Greeks schools. In The Laws Plato notes:

It shall not be so, that teaching is only sought by those fathers who wish it,
yet is neglected by those whose fathers will not have them taught; but each
man and each boy shall so far as is possible submit to compulsory educa-
tion, for they belong more to the republic than to their parents.14

Additionally, whereas the Sicilian Pythagorean schools of the late sixth century
B.C. were closed societies of an exceptional character, the Academy covered a
range of subject matters and was mostly open to public debate.

On the activities of the Academy, Professor Mueller, an expert in ancient
Greek philosophy, cites Philodemus’s history of the Platonic school, written in
the first century B.C. on papyrus and in a damaged condition.

At that time, great progress was seen in mathematics, with Plato serving as
general director (architektonountos) and setting out problems, and the
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mathematician investigating them earnestly. In this way, the subject of
metrology (metrologia) and the problems concerning {…} then reached
their high point for the first time, as E[udo]{x}us and his followers trans-
formed the old-fashioned work (a{rch}aismon) o[f Hip]po[cra]tes. Geo-
metry, too, made great progress; for analysis and the {lemma} concerning
diorismoi were created, and in general the subject of geometry was
advanced greatly. And [op]t[io]s and mechanics were not at all ignored.15

The main subject of discussion at the Academy was mathematics, though the
reason for discussing this topic was not to produce specialists in mathematics,
but so that the students’ minds might be trained and prepared for dialectics. It
was dialectics that formed the basis of almost all the twenty-five dialogues that
Plato wrote, and which he claimed to be the highest form of educational activ-
ity.16 Thus, his achievement was primarily to challenge and inspire a systematic
argument rather than contribute any real advancement in mathematics. Plato’s
style of teaching at the Academy was more akin to that of a mentor than a
school principal. Harold Cherniss notes:

Plato’s role appears to have been not that of a “master” or even of a
seminar director distributing subjects for research reports or prize essays,
but that of an individual thinker whose insight and skill in the formulation
of a problem enables him to offer general advice and methodical criticism
to other individual thinkers who respect his wisdom and who may be
dominated by his personality but who consider themselves at least as
competent as they consider him in dealing with the details of specific
issues.17

Plato appears not to have been as interested in his own involvement in the
Academy as the activities and discussions that it pursued. He was not always
present at the Academy and embarked on numerous journeys that would have
taken many months to complete. During his travels, the Academy was run by
some of the students.

Since the fourteenth century Plato’s Academy has been revered as an intel-
lectual forum of distinguished scholars; however, it appears that at the time of
its existence it was regarded as a strange and even foolish club. Epicrates of
Ambracia, a contemporary of Plato, wrote a satirical comedy that included a
conversation between a few unnamed speakers:

What about Plato, Speusippus, and Menedemus? What subjects are they
dealing with now? What thought, what argument are they investigating? If
you’ve come knowing anything please tell these things to me with discre-
tion. I can talk about these things clearly. At the Panathenaic festival I saw
a band of gay youth in the gymnasium of the Academy and heard them say
utterly weird things. They were making distinctions concerning nature, the
life of animals, the nature of trees, and the genera of vegetables. Among
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other things they were studying the genus of the pumpkin. How did they
define it? What is the genus of the plant? Reveal this to me if you know.
Well, first they stood silently, bent over, and they thought for a consider-
able time. Suddenly, while the young men still bent over and reflecting, one
of them pronounced it a round vegetable, another a grass, a third a tree. A
Sicilian doctor who heard these things blew a fart at the fools. That must
have made the students angry. I suppose they shouted out against the man’s
derision. For it is out of place to do such things during a discussion. It
didn’t bother them. Plato was there, and he enjoined them, very gently and
without agitation, to try again from the beginning to distinguish the genus
of the pumpkin. They proceeded to do so.18

During the Academy’s existence, most Greek citizens were unlikely to have
heard of Plato’s Academy at all. The Greek traveller and geographer Pausanias
wrote what might now be regarded as a tourist information guide on Athens in
the second century A.D. The text describes the graves of the Academy, the
altars and olive trees. Only towards the end does it mention a memorial to
Plato, but there is no mention of the forum.

In ancient Athens, the Academy was first and foremost a public park
dominated by its gymnasium, and the connection between it and Plato’s
school was only one of the numerous historical reminiscences in an area
rich in history.19

Indeed, until the mid-fifteenth century, only the Roman statesman Marcus Tullius
Cicero (106–43 B.C.) had cited the forum by using the term Academy. According to
the philosopher Pliny, Cicero used the term Academy to refer to his villa near
Puteoli.20 He used the term again as the title of his book, Academica in 45 B.C.,
which was an attempt to rework Hellenistic epistemological debates in Latin.21

The history of Plato’s Academy has been generally documented in chron-
ological eras relating to the philosophical bents of the succeeding leaders of the
school, or important figures who were associated with its legacy.22 The extent
and number of eras that categorise its history have changed in unison with
periods of renewed interest in the forum. Ancient Greek historiography tends to
distinguish between Old, Middle and New Academies. Essentially, these periods
cover one or more leaders of the school and articulate their philosophical pro-
pensities.23 As the history of the Academy was studied later, some authorities
such as the Roman statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero divided the history of the
Academy into the Old Academy, and the New Academy.24 Other authorities
took to dividing the history of the Academy into five periods: Old, Middle and
New, similar to that of the ancient Greeks, but also included Fourth and Fifth
periods.25 These covered certain philosophical threads that tie back to the
school after it was closed.26

After seventy years of uncertain progress under the leadership of Speusippus,
Arcesilaus (316–241 B.C.) reinvigorated the Academy to start the period known
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as the Middle Academy. This impetus was short-lived, and the Academy soon
dwindled again for a further eighty years. When at the end of the Hellenistic era
the growing Republic of Rome started to move against Greece, the Academy
had a final revival. Carneades of Cyrene (214–129 B.C.) became the director and
founded what is now known as the New Academy. However, as the school
passed through successive generations of leaders, the spirit of Plato faded.

The Academy enjoyed nine centuries of continuous operation before it was
closed by an imperial edict in 529 when Emperor Justinian I (c.482–565)
ordered the doors of all ‘pagan schools’ to be shut. It was closed during a time
when the Roman Empire was a collection of tribes that had been brought
together by Alexander the Great (356–323 B.C.) and others in a gradual and
unplanned fashion. The collection of remnant nations was permitted to retain a
myriad of beliefs that formed the Roman Pantheon, although over all of them
was exerted the dominant rule of the Roman Emperor who demanded cultic
worship in addition to political submission.27

Ancient Greek tuition

The ancient Greek consciousness, that brought about an era of cultural civili-
sation and exquisite architecture, grew gradually and was not the result of any
single occasion or personality. During the sixth century B.C., the collection of
scattered Greek islands and city-based states, that were divided by mountains
and rivalry, started to focus on Athens as it emerged as the dominant cultural
and military epicentre, having overpowered the invading Persians. It was during
this Hellenic period that a new impetus for collective identity came to the sur-
face of Greek society, and with an integration of education and culture.28 The
Greeks held so highly the importance that an Athenian should contribute
towards their republican governance that the word for education, Paideia,
became synonymous with social identity.29 Through the Greek Paideia the
whole man was to be stretched, in body through gymnastics and sports, in art
through dance and singing, and in mind through elementary studies such as
reading, writing and arithmetic. The architecture that the Greeks created
embodied their social concern; constructional elements were primarily designed
to be enjoyed from the outside, as architecture was to benefit the whole of
society. Temples and other buildings that formed the agora were consciously
designed with the exterior in mind; architectural detailing was exposed for all
to see and not reserved for the elite few who entered the inner rooms. Rem-
nants of the Greeks’ architectural interpretation of Paideia are still evident at
the Acropolis, which is home to one of their most acclaimed achievements, the
Parthenon.30 At the Acropolis, Greek architects juxtaposed symmetrical build-
ings with seemingly arbitrary irregularity, partly in response to the topography
and the orientation of the sun, but also to enable the external viewer to
appreciate the architecture in perspective. Enforced movement around the site
spoke of Paideia notions of holistic engagement, an experience that would
otherwise have been lost if the citizen could view façades only face on. This
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argument is given credence upon a realisation that the building hardly com-
prises a single straight line. Almost every surface contains a slight bulge or
curve to improve its optical beauty when seen in perspective.

With the new social consciousness came the first discernible impetus of
speculative thought that was separated from myth, which in turn led to a desire
to discuss their new interests in forums.31 One of the first forums to evolve in
Greece with this new outlook was the Milesian school, which emphasised
intellectual inquiry rather than physical condition.32 Its founding partners were
Thales (c.645–c.546 B.C.), two lesser-known contemporaries, Anaximander
(c.611–c.546 B.C.) and Anaximenes (c.585–c.528 B.C.), and Xenophanes (c.570–
475 B.C.), who all met at the Ionian city of Miletus. The group was merely a
forum with an agenda to survey their understanding of cosmology, the
arrangement of the inhabited world surrounded by heavenly bodies.33 They
concluded that climatic changes were due to rational patterns of temperature
change and environmental process, rather than being caused by the activities of
Olympian gods. It is not known what influence the group had on its con-
temporary social surroundings, although it was famous enough to entice
Pythagoras (c.570–495 B.C.) to emigrate from the nearby island of Samos to
Miletus. Pythagoras was drawn by the progressive strain of enquiry the school
practised, which led him to develop a distinction between matter and idea.34 He
amassed a considerable colony of disciples during his twenty-eight years at
Miletus, most of whom followed him on his return to Samos. The community
formed societies that adhered to strict codes of conduct to, as Pythagoras saw
it, refine the soul. In pursuit of a quiet retreat, he later left with a group of close
followers to Croton, Italy.

A rejection of mysticism did not initially follow the introduction of a pursuit
of rational intellect. The sects known as the ‘so-called Pythagoreans’ (Aristotle
coined the term), were on the one hand concerned with mathematics, while on
the other partook in mystical traditions. Pythagoras introduced a seemingly
random collection of rules, including: to abstain from beans, not to pick up
what has fallen, not to touch a white cockerel, not to stir the fire with iron and
not to look in a mirror beside a light. The sects lacked any known curriculum
and avoided teaching its wisdom. In fact, they differed from other ‘schools’ of
the time by being positively introverted.

As the Athenian notion of Paideia developed in fourth-century Athens, so a
tide of schools emerged.35 A hospital and medical school was attached to the
temple of Asclepius in Epidaurus, while Hippocrates (469–399 B.C.) founded
his own medical school on the island of Cos.36 Medicine and mathematics were
the two subjects that dominated the initial surge of specialist schools in Doric
and Ionian Greece, but these were closely followed by more amorphous schools
pioneered by the sophists who attempted to thrash out problems that accom-
panied the growing realm of knowledge with rhetorical methods. The sophists
emphasised linguistic skill over the more direct training of citizenship.

Athens did not share the Spartans’ desire for state schooling, though the state
did provide guidance for private schools, partly as a reaction to the growing
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influence of the sophist schools. The educational pattern of the non-specialist
schools of fourth-century Athens was generally a combination of gymnastics
and music, where music was regarded as any of the arts or sciences that came
under the patronage of the muses. The method of education typically found in
the emerging schools involved reciting what was regarded at the time as the
‘great poems’ and playing the music that accompanied them. The poems and
presentation techniques were chosen to create a sense of connection with cul-
ture and engender the Paideia experience. Education started for children of a
young age. From three to six years old children attended supervised play groups
and were encouraged to devise their own games. More formal schooling began
at six and was compulsory because parents, as Plutarch notes, ‘did not regard
sons as the peculiar property of their fathers, but rather as the common prop-
erty of the state’.37 Their teachers were imported foreigners paid by the state,
and while boys and girls had the same education, including physical and mili-
tary training,38 they were segregated in different schools.39 Plato’s The Laws
notes that their education was chiefly concerned with reading and writing:

For the study of letters, about three years is a reasonable period for a child
of ten years old; and for lyre-playing, he should begin at thirteen and con-
tinue at it for three years. And whether he likes or dislikes the study, nei-
ther the child nor his father shall be permitted either to cut short or to
prolong the years of study contrary to the law; … And, during these peri-
ods, what are the subjects which the children must learn and the teachers
teach – this you yourself must learn first. They must work at letters suffi-
ciently to be able to read and write. But superior speed or beauty of
handwriting need not be required in the case of those whose progress
within the appointed period is too slow. With regard to lessons in reading,
there are written compositions not set to music, whether in meter or
without rhythmical divisions – compositions merely uttered in prose, void
of rhythm and harmony…40

It was within this educational context that a school belonging to a philosophi-
cal rival to Plato was formed. Isocrates (436–338 B.C.)41 gave pupils of his
school a thorough preparation for the practical life of politics with the use of
rhetorical argument.42 Isocrates’s school was founded in 392 B.C., a few years
before the Academy. He stressed the importance of language to address prac-
tical problems in cases where absolute truth was not obtainable. His critics
accused him of corrupting youth by teaching them how to confound the evi-
dence and so order argument such that justice could be defeated, and the poorer
case was enabled to win. However, Isocrates proclaimed that rhetoric was an
art and should be taught as though it had the power to marshal military
opponents. His students would practise composing and giving speeches on a
variety of subjects, though the best students, Isocrates believed, were those who
had an inherent gift rather than those who adhered strictly to a set of oratory
rules. It appears that a curriculum was adhered to in the form of writing essays,
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studying the art of rhetoric, making speeches, and literary criticisms. The aim
was to be responsive to any given situation, whether it be the courtroom, a
public eulogy, or a political discourse; however, in all instances, the student was
taught to separate the rhetoric into four constituent parts: proem, narrative,
proof and peroration. Isocrates’s school was much more successful than Plato’s
in that Isocrates educated numerous important Greek and Roman leaders, from
whom he demanded a standard tuition fee, which made him a wealthy
teacher.43

Another school of note that followed those of Isocrates and Plato was one
started by Plato’s most highly regarded pupil, Aristotle. Aristotle stayed at the
Academy for around seventeen years,44 and often taught on matters that were
at odds with the teachings of Plato.45 He later formed his own school, the
Lyceum, which took its name from a gymnasium in the eastern suburbs of
Athens that he bought in 115 B.C.46 Aristotle made little impression on his
contemporaries, mostly because after his death the Lyceum kept his works for
the sole use of its teachers. His teachings were first published, it seems, around
the time of Christ, and even then, were not studied widely. Though Aristotle
remained a character of importance during the Hellenistic era, the Lyceum
waned. Theophrastus, who directed the school after Aristotle, took Aristotle’s
manuscripts to Skepsis in Troas (the region of the historical Troy) so that
subsequent directors could not use them.

Aristotle’s school existed at a time when Greece was contending with a long
and complex catalogue of battles and skirmishes with a multitude of neigh-
bouring empires, districts, states and leagues. Upon Alexander the Great’s death
in 323 B.C., fractures between Athens and Macedon erupted, and a spate of
revolts marked the start of a series of struggles for power amongst Mediterra-
nean territories, which broke up Alexander’s state. During this time, Greek
territories joined the Aetolian League, which was nominally subject to the Pto-
lemies, and the coalition enabled the continuation of cultural unanimity and
political independence. In 267 B.C. Ptolemy persuaded the Greek cities to attack
Macedon once more, although the incursion proved unsuccessful and they were
defeated in what became known as the Chremonidean War, after which their
independence was removed. In 198 B.C., the growing army of Rome under the
leadership of Titus Quinctius Flaminius attacked and defeated Macedon. He
declared the Greek cities free in 196 B.C., although, in reality, he set about to
control by proxy. A series of spats led to a final battle at Corinth in 146 B.C.;
the Roman Republic destroyed the city and divided the region into smaller
republics. The battle marked the end of the Hellenistic era, and eventually,
Greek city-states relented to Roman rule.47

Although the establishment of Roman domination did not prevent the con-
tinuation of Greek society and cultural civilisation, which persisted until the
rise of Christianity during the Middle Ages, it did mark the end of Greece’s
political independence. However, while the Roman Empire conquered Athens,
Greek civilisation infiltrated Roman society. Upon acknowledging their lack of
civility, the Romans were content to entertain Greek art and architecture,
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allowing them to pursue practical matters concerning the law, engineering and
administering territories. While the Romans preserved many of the customs and
cultural activities of the nations they overthrew, they had little concern for their
philosophical idealism, and so began a process of keeping that which they valued,
and discarding the remainder. In education, the Romans maintained reading,
writing (including grammar, dialectics and rhetoric), and encouraged mathe-
matics and the sciences including astronomy, medicine and architecture. The arts,
such as sculpture, drawing and music, were regarded as frivolous activities and a
distraction to the more important concerns of the day. While Plato’s notion of
the ‘ideal’ became the touchstone of the Roman’s definition of beauty, their
appreciation of sculptural form and the arts generally was very notably absent
from discussions in education. Educated Greek teachers were enlisted as slaves to
teach the Greek language and cultural etiquette. Livius Andronicus had Homer
translated into Latin so that Roman students could benefit from its poetry, and it
was not uncommon for Roman aristocrats to travel to Athens, Alexandria and
Rhodes to study Greek rhetoric and philosophy.

It was the ambition of the Roman statesman to become skilled in public
speaking so that he might be of practical service to the state. However, as
Roman military dominance started to wane during the fourth century, so Greek
ideals and education started to fall out of fashion. The city of Rome was
abandoned by Emperor Honorius as the capital of the Roman Empire in 402 A.
D. after repeated invasions and ransacking by the Visigoths and Vandals.48 The
date marks for many scholars the end of the reign of the Roman Empire and
the start of the Middle Ages.

The medieval university and guild systems

By the time that the Roman Empire had dissolved into numerous strands across
Europe, the mysticism that had inspired ancient Greece had mostly evaporated.
With the spread of Christianity, increasingly people turned to the worship of
God, some through genuine commitment and others who saw the Christian
Church as merely the next governing power. It was during the thousand years
after the fall of the Roman Empire that the church became the sole interna-
tional organisation in the Western world. Consequentially, as early as the
fourth century, new schools emerged that sought to explore and further the
Christian faith. By the sixth century, the Academy that Plato once led was the
only non-Christian school of any significance. While the Church actively sought
to propagate the Christian faith, many early Christian theologians and philo-
sophers, including Augustine of Hippo (354–430), were familiar with Greco-
Roman ideologies and philosophies, including those of Plato and Aristotle.
Furthermore, the doctrines of their philosophical predecessors were often seen
to accord with biblical scripture, and Augustine is often referred to as a Chris-
tian Neoplatonist. That the church despised Greco-Roman learning is perhaps
one of the greatest misunderstandings of modern literature’s account of history.
The derogatory term, Dark Ages, and its associated assumption that the
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