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→ In this paper, I propose a number of similarities between the art 

academies of Europe, which emerged in the 1500s and fl ourished until 

the mid-nineteenth-century, and visual art education and research 

as it is practiced in a contemporary university context. I suggest that 

a number of parallels can be drawn between the way in which visual 

art education, scholarship, practice and dissemination took place 

within the academies, and within visual art education, scholarship, 

practice and dissemination in a contemporary university context. 

I demonstrate that, while the academies contributed positively 

towards expanding and growing art (education, scholarship, practice 

and dissemination), they also, ironically, came to aff ect these aspects 

negatively. However, I posit that art in a contemporary university 

context mirrors the phenomenon of the art academy in many ways, 

and in so doing, suggest that historical insights can shed light on 

current thinking about how the contemporary institution relates to 

practice-led research in art.

30on making



on the art academy: parallels between contemporary university contexts and their precedents with regard to practice-based research on the art academy: parallels between contemporary university contexts and their precedents with regard to practice-based research

31 32on making on making

Introduction

In this paper, I suggest parallels between the histori-
cal context of the art academy and the contemporary 
university context. The central focus is therefore on 
possible similarities between art education, scholar-
ship, practice and dissemination in the context of 
the academies and similar issues in contemporary 
universities in order to probe art’s relationship with 
institutions of higher learning. Debates at the prolif-
eration of conferences, publications and forums about 
practice-led research and the institutional contexts in 
which it operates, seem to lack historical awareness 
of the nature of art in a historically situated institu-
tional context. I offer this historical viewpoint as a 
useful angle to interrogate current ideas about art and 
the institution, most notably the university. Current 
thinking about the role of art and the university is 
exemplified by Judith Caroll (2006) who suggests 
that, “the impact of university teaching in shaping 
contemporary art practice is widely acknowledged”. I 
therefore propose that an historical precedent to this 
situation can be found in the art academies – in view 
of the latter’s significant role as having “a sovereign … 
privilege to offer instruction” in art; for their develop-
ment of art into an institutionalised, intellectual field 
of study; for bolstering artistic practice as well as 
for providing a forum for art dissemination (Sciulli 
2007:39, 43, 44). As I have identified the historical 
perspective as an area that needs attention, the focus 
of this paper is on the art academies.

Caroll (2006) propounds that much current visual 
art education, scholarship, practice and dissemina-
tion tends to take place in the context of a university. 
Indeed, the professionalisation of artists often occurs 
in a university setting. This is the case because many 
artists teach at universities (in South Africa, they also 
teach at universities of technology, formerly known 
as technikons),i and have been appointed to a large 
degree on the basis of their distinguished artistic 
outputs. Once appointed, they are not only responsible 
for educating students, but also for producing scholarly 
work (textual research), which helps to secure funding 
in a university environment increasingly marked by 
pressure to produce research outputs (Vermeulen 
2007:754; Bowen 2005:633; Unwin 1998; Caroll 2006) 

– as part of, or adjacent to, creative outputs. 

The concept of research in the creative arts has been 
interrogated and expanded to include various labels: 
‘practice-based research’ (Gothe 2002; Combrink & 
Marley 2009); ‘research through practice’ (Scopa 

& Grey 2000), and ‘practice-led research’ (Mafe & 
Brown 2006). Research in this sense refers to the 
fact that creative outputs must be differentiated 
from previous work and must employ identifiable 
methods; it must be available (through publication 
and/or exhibition) as a public activity and open to peer 
scrutiny; it must be transparent and clear in structure, 
process and outcomes; it must be transferable and 
properly theorised, described and contextualised 
(Mafe & Brown 2006:1-2) and may give rise to higher 
qualifications and research-related outputs (Douglas 
et al 2000). The university is also the institution 
related to the arts that is responsible for funding 
(United Kingdom Council for Graduate Education 
2001:17), professional and critical positioning (United 
Kingdom Council for Graduate Education 2001:47), 
career advancement (United Kingdom Council for 
Graduate Education 2001:46), the creation of new 
knowledge (Gothe 2002), and higher degrees (Scrivener 
& Chapman 2004) by means of, typically, practice-led 
research. Practice-led research initiatives often – but 
not always – assume the nature of an individual project. 
A further motivation for undertaking this type of 
research would be to explore the rich possibilities 
of collaborative projects.ii Regardless of motivation, 
however, practice-led research is typically undertaken 
in a university context, and thus within the confines 
and prescriptions of such institutional frameworks.

With reference to this brief contextualisation of 
practice-led research in the contemporary univer-
sity context, a few points can be crystallized that 
structure this paper, namely ‘differentiation from 
previous work’, ‘identifiable methods‘, ‘transferable 
and properly theorised’, ‘publication and/or exhibi-
tion’, ‘critical positioning‘, ‘transparent and clear 
in structure and outcome‘, ‘peer scrutiny‘, ‘new 
knowledge‘, ‘research-related outputs’ and ‘funding’. 
These points all refer to scholarly aspects in the visual 
arts. ‘Identifiable methods’ and ‘transferable’ suggest 
a measure of formalisation and standardisation, and 
relate to education – here ‘higher qualifications’ are 
also relevant. Visual art practice is described by terms 
such as ‘exhibition’, ‘public activity’, ‘funding’ and 

‘professional and critical positioning’ together with 
‘creating new knowledge’ and ‘career advancement’. 
‘Publication and/or exhibition as a public activity’ and 
‘professional and critical positioning’ refer to dissemi-
nation practices.

Clearly, the areas of education, scholarship, practice 
and dissemination overlap, but these are nonetheless 
used as a guide for exploring the various ways in which 

the academies impacted on the visual arts in order to 
create a historical antecedent for art as it relates to a 
contemporary university context. 

the academies

In this section I explore the historical underpinnings 
of what is shown to have been an uneasy marriage 
between the European art academiesiii (that developed 
from the 1500s onwards and whose influence declined 
largely by the mid-nineteenth century) and visual 
art production, education, debate and scholarship 
of the time. 

The art academies of Europe were initiated and 
sustained over a period of more than three centuries 

– among notable academies are the Accademica del 
Disegno in Florence (established in 1563), the Roman 
Accademia di San Luca (established in 1593), and the 
Parisan Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture 
(established in 1648), as well as the Royal Academy 
in England (established in 1768); many academies, 
such as the Royal Academy, are still operational in 
2010. Other similar academies, large and small, were 
abundant in Europe by the seventeenth-century. Up 
until the early modern period, academies were the 

“dominating fact of artistic life” (Williams 2004:78). 

Art in the context of the academies (‘academic art’) 
has been used, since the mid-1800s and increasingly 
during the modernist era of the early 1900s, as a 
derogatory term that has received fairly bad press for 
promulgating formulaic teaching and values (Williams 
2004:81) and for espousing a dogmatic form of classi-
cism and denying any form of experimentation or 
freedom (Williams 2004:85). Nonetheless, David 
Sciulli (2007) in particular argues that the academies 
were responsible for a number of positive contribu-
tions towards art education, scholarship, practice 
and dissemination. Since my suggestion is that art 
academies constitute, in some senses, a historical 
predecessor of the current situation, they therefore 
deserve closer scrutiny in order to establish what can 
be gained, by the artist-scholar, from working with an 
awareness of the historical context of the academies. 

education and scholarship

At first, during the early sixteenth-century, academies 
were little more than social clubs of artists pretending 
to be more than artisans, and were aimed at elevat-
ing the status of these artists while excluding those 
regarded by club members as ‘mere tradesmen’iv 

(lower-order guild members, most likely). Painters, 
for example, deliberately downplayed the manual 
component of their livelihood because of the stigma 
of manual work – menv of gentle birth were prohibited 
by law to earn a livelihood by such means (Sciulli 
2007:38-9). 

An interesting shift in this regard took place in the 
Paris Académie: artistic education was expanded 
to include both an intellectual, advanced liberal (in 
other words, theoretical) and manual component. In 
this way, art education was elevated to the status of 
expert occupational practice (Sciulli 2007:46). From 
the tradition of guilds with masters and apprentices, a 
synthesis was accomplished with the sphere of intellec-
tualisation hitherto reserved for the study of philoso-
phy and the like at universities.vi Initially the history of 
the academies was marked by bitter battles to define 
themselves against universities and other institu-
tions (Williams 2004:85). The academies developed 
a liberal curriculum outside of the universities but 
allowed for art practice to be taught and theorised 
on a higher level than ever before, even introducing 
the first art history professorship alongside practical 
classes – before the universities did (Walsh 2002:86-
87).vii Elevating art from the general perception of a 
‘trade’ and the practical implication of guilds (as it had 
been practised since medieval times) meant that art 
increasingly had the character of higher learning and 
scholarship until then associated with disciplines such 
as philosophy. The word ‘artist’ similarly underwent a 
semantic change because of the academies (Barnard 
1998:64); it referred to a more elevated, intellectual 
pursuit. The inclusion of a manual component as well 
as an education meant that artists educated this way 
were the first practitioners in any field to experience 
professional, occupational career preparation.viii 

Indeed, the formalisation of art education in a marriage 
of liberal arts and manual training constituted a 
vast leap in the arena of education in general. The 
academies were therefore responsible for establish-
ing rigour (theoretical and practical) in education. 
Furthermore, the curriculum and its implementation 
established an entire visual lexicon for western art 
through a set of identifiable, teachable principles 
(Sciulli 2007). From here, the theorising about art 
and the place of art history in higher education could 
grow. In particular, the French Académie produced 
a large legacy of theoretical writings that included 
philosophical, literary, technical, historical and 
physiological angles on art (Willams 2004:85).
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Education was further bolstered by a radical shift 
toward meritocratic entry into the academy. The 
French Académie of the eighteenth-century took the 
lead in this regard. Rejecting the initial exclusivity that 
characterised the academies, the French Académie set 
out to privilege merit by the then unheard-of practice 
of anonymous entries and advancement, thus negating 
the existing aristocratic norms of nepotism, patron-
age and venality (Sciulli 2007:45-46). Men of common 
birth but exceptional talent could therefore receive 
an education and rise to fame within the institutional 
framework of the Académie.ix 

 Art practice and dissemination

The formalisation of education and concomitant rise 
of scholarship in the academies led to the profes-
sionalisation and legitimisation of art as a career, 
and improved the social position of artists to that of 
someone with increased socio-cultural authority (thus 
challenging the institutional design of aristocratic 
society based only on birth – see Sciulli 2007:49). In 
light of this bolstering of art as a career as well as the 
abundance of academies, the number of practising 
artists and art students flourished during the heyday 
of these institutions. In 1720 there were more than 
nineteen academies of painting and sculpture; by 1790 
there were over one hundred (Atkins 1993:47).

The academies made art an extremely visible part 
of daily life and discourse in the larger centres. One 
example of how they made art visible and generated 
discourse was the Prix de Rome competition – artists 
competed for this prestigious prize under the auspices 
of the academy. Such competitions propelled the 
careers of many; Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825) 
is among the well-known recipients of this prize 
(Ledbury 2000).

Art was made more publicly accessible through 
frequent exhibitions at the academies (a departure 
from older practices of art only being on view in 
private collections and royal palaces), thus answer-
ing to public demand for art viewing, professionalis-
ing the art market, promoting the careers of artists 
and bolstering national prestige in terms of culture 
(Arnold 2004:61). In particular, the annual Salon in 
Paris drew much attention (until the 1863 Salon des 
Réfusés challenged its authority). 

The academies served to create a public forum for 
art-related discourse on a scale never seen before 
(Shelton 2001:728). It was widely believed that an 

informed, interested public contributes towards 
general cultural upliftment – ‘refinement’ was the 
loaded term used during the centuries dominated 
by the academies. It has been suggested that a taste 
for art and access to art by the wider public can be 
attributed to the coordinated efforts at art education 
and dissemination brought about by the academies 
(Sproll 1994:107). Indeed, art was a ticket for 
admission into society (Stankiewicz 2002:324) – and 
therefore highly sought after. Generally, it was also 
believed that a well-informed public was essential in 
order to maintain a sense of cultural supremacy and 
advancement.

Contact with potential patrons and other good connec-
tions were fostered in the academies; these institu-
tions functioned as a meeting-place where artists 
could meet with patrons and other artists (Arnold 
2004:59). In this manner, the academies became a 
tool for self-advancement in a society marked by a 
seemingly inviolable class hierarchy based hitherto 
only on birth. This happened during a time when the 
Roman Catholic Church as main patron of the arts (a 
reality since medieval times) declined; the academies 
rose in synchronisation with secularised patronage 
(Barnard 1998:63). 

Collaboration was introduced on a large scale by, for 
example, the Accademia del Disegno in Florence, 
whose most successful productions set a new standard 
in terms of size and complexity of collaborative 
efforts. Here they followed Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino 
(1483-1520) (better known as Raphael) who, with his 
team of assistants, systematised a working method 
that reflected the desired rational (and therefore 
intellectual) nature of art. However, the individual 
work of artists of the Accademia was formulaic in the 
extreme as a result of the Accademia’s insistence on 
exclusively classical approaches to theme and style 
(Williams 2004:80-81).

The academies at large were tasked to produce a clearly 
articulated canon of masters and to codify this process, 
and to manage the past in the interest of perpetuat-
ing an unchanging standard of artistic achievement 
(Walsh 2002:90; Sciulli 2007:39). The art of classical 
antiquity, the Italian High Renaissance and of Nicolas 
Poussin (1594-1663) were the absolute standard (Walsh 
2002:90) – not to be exceeded, only emulated, in 
order to provide a standardised definition of good 
art and good taste for artists, patrons and genteel 
society alike. Ancient values of truth, morality and 
beauty were exalted, following the influential German 

theorist Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768) who 
presented these as the highest values for art and life 
in his publication The history of ancient art in 1764 
(see Fernie 1995). 

In view of these values, the academies further 
functioned as controlling bodies of subject matter 
(mostly historical, sometimes biblical), style (a 
monotonous classical stylisation, much like the 
neo-classical style) and method (studio work with 
gentle modelling of the nude) as well as values (noble 
ideas and lofty ideals of perfection). Many hours were 
spent not only copying the great masters, but in the 
latter’s absence and as a general teaching aid, copying 
plaster casts made from ancient Greek sculptures (a 
practice extended not only to American collectors 
such as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, 
but also to American academies and that wished 
to emulate European counterparts – see McNutt 
1990). Systematic copying (in painting, especially of 
Raphael and Poussin) was central, and innovation was 
discouraged. The academies’ control over style and 
subject matter amounted in a doctrinal insistence on 
ancient values and techniques, so much so that the 
public became accustomed to only seeing work of an 
academic nature (Gombrich 1982:406). Consequently, 
the academies were viewed as immutable and univer-
sal determiners of taste and visual discernment (Sciulli 
2007:41). Therefore, the academies institutionalised a 
fixed ‘tradition of beauty’; however, with this tradition 
came the associations of authoritarian power, civili-
sation and legitimacy, philosophically linked to the 
long-standing pursuit of classical beauty. The above 
discussion points to a number of problems at the heart 
of the academies, some of which are highlighted in 
the next section.

Failures of the academies

In a sense, the academies seemed to have undermined 
some of the very principles they wanted to uphold. 
While on the one hand revolutionising art education 
and elevating it from its artisan status, it stifled 
individualism and revolutionary ideas by imposing 
prescriptive classical norms of beauty. These norms 
became preservationist rules embedded in a nostal-
gic desire to maintain ancient values. Also, while 
the academies took the salient step of formulating 
curricula and formalising a workable system of art 
education, the attempts at preserving tradition by 
promoting art’s timelessness and universality were 
increasingly viewed, from the mid-nineteenth-century 
onwards, as stifling and not allowing individual 

artistic expression (Smith 1995:242). It was also felt 
that the academies were imposing a particular brand 
of art – classic, heroic, standardised – on the public 
(Shelton 2001:711).

The democratisation of art education, facilitated by 
anonymous selection based on merit, was ironically 
undermined by setting up elite and bourgeois beliefs 
and values in art. This relates to the moral persua-
sion of academies, namely, that art’s function was to 
elevate, and in the process it was believed that civil 
society could also be elevated morally (as illustrated 
by Winckelmann’s insistence on truth, morality and 
beauty). 

By the outbreak of World War I the importance of 
academic art came to an end (Atkins 1993:47). The 
decline of the influence of the academies entailed a 
dismantling of the very values held dear by the classi-
cists – and it came to pass that truly creative work had 
to be produced outside of the academy, in opposition to 
the system of values and theory it stood for (Williams 
2004:121). A consequence of these sentiments was a 
profound questioning by the romantics, and later by 
modern artists regarded as dissidents, of the basic 
assumption held by the academies: that creativity 
could actually be taught (Barnard 1998:65).

Many masters of the canon (itself a product of 
theorised, institutionalised art practice) are not 
products of institutionalised art education. Famously, 
Pablo Picasso and Salvador Dalí never completed 
their courses at the Real Academia de Bellas Artes 
de San Fernando in Madrid (the former because he 
found classes dull, and the latter because he was 
expelled before final examinations for pronouncing 
that no-one was competent enough to examine him 
(Weyers 1990:15)); further examples of artists who 
have succeeded precisely because they debunked 
academic education abound. The academies, clearly, 
were often regarded as too stifling and too rule-bound. 
Given that the word ‘academic’ has been a pejora-
tive since the mid-nineteenth-century (and came to 
suggest rule-bound, safe, technically proficient, and 
competent rather than inspired qualities), working 
as artists in the academic sphere continues to be an 
uneasy occupation even in the twenty-first-century 
(Macleod & Holdridge 2010:7).x

Failures of the academies, from a contemporary 
perspective, paradoxically centre on a core success: 
formalisation and standardisation. In the pursuit of 
setting up a ‘universal’ standard of art, individualism 
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and autonomous thinking were denigrated (and even 
more so in the case of collaborative practice). The 
systematic undoing of any impulse towards the new, 
or towards experimentation, or questioning, was 
accomplished by an ever-tightening system of ‘neutral’ 
rules based on sterile draftsmanship regarded as 
‘classical’. The public did not escape the system, but 
were – amply so – fed with a “highly particularized 
brand of art making, the superiority of which was 
deemed to be beyond dispute” (Shelton 2001:711). 
Academic art’s compulsion towards uniformity gave 
rise to unvaried bourgeois taste and decorous notions 
of a genteel society. Inherent in this call for a neutral 
style were deeply embedded universalist beliefs that 
ultimately helped to ingrain, develop and sustain 
European feelings of supremacy regarding class and 
race (see Shelton 2001). Added to this, the exclusion of 
women – while not uniquely the fault of the academies 

– compounds the current general perception that they 
fostered notions of male European supremacy.

Underpinning the legacy of the academies is a profound 
suspicion as to the viability of institutionalised art 
education, scholarship, practice and dissemination. By 
the end of the nineteenth-century the academies had 
lost most of their authority as their greatest aspira-
tions had been proven to be excessively restrictive 
to art education and practice. It would be a while 
before anyone would dare to propose that such a 
relationship was worth reviving. Thomas Munro’s 
Scientific method in aesthetics was published in 1956; 
Richard Siegesmund (1998:206) suggests that Munro 
was the first to propose “the visual arts as a form 
of enquiry for the discovery, creation and enlarge-
ment of knowledge”. From this point on, the history 
of this relationship developed with art offered as a 
subject at the so-called technikons (which flourished 
in South Africa during the 1980s) or polytechnics (in 
Britain) and at universities. South Africa seems to 
have been ahead of the Britons, where art at univer-
sity was only instituted in the mid-1980s (Macleod & 
Holdridge 2010) and the issue became more pressing 
when the polytechnics converted to universities in 
the 1990s.xi Currently, the worldwide debates on art 
and research bear testimony to an ongoing search to 
strike the right balance, to articulate the concerns, 
and certainly, I believe, to avoid the mistakes of the 
erstwhile academies. 

summary: Art and the academic institution

In order to return to the central concern (similari-
ties between art education, scholarship, practice and 

dissemination in a contemporary university context 
as compared to the context of the academies) I now 
summarise the main points made in this paper.

education and scholarship

The synthesis of art and theoretical/philosophical 
education introduced in the academies elevated arts 
curricula to a proper educational standing, a situation 
that is mirrored at universities in the twenty-first-
century. The necessity of a sound education is lodged 
in the fact that, “Most artists are not self-made but 
graduated … versed in the methodologies of contempo-
rary art” (Singerman 1999:157). Current art education 
and scholarship tend to be concentrated at universi-
ties where the requirements of research, also in the 
creative fields (differentiation from previous work, 
identifiable methods, transferable and properly 
theorised, publication and/or exhibition, critical 
positioning, transparent and clear in structure and 
outcome, peer scrutiny, new knowledge, research-
related outputs and funding), are purposefully 
explored in the discourse of practice-led research (see, 
amongst others, Caroll 2006; Gray & Malins 2004).

Regarding educational approach, the principle of 
meritocratic entry into art courses as introduced by 
the academies is maintained at universities (redress 
policies may however impact on entry requirements, 
formally or informally). Furthermore, teaching 
methods are rendered identifiable and transferable 
by means of efforts towards a measure of standardi-
sation and formalisation (compare, for example, the 
requirements for accreditation and registration by 
the South African Qualifications Authority, the Higher 
Education Quality Committee and the Department 
of Higher Education and Training). This pursuit of 
standardisation and formalisation is discernible in the 
efforts made at academies to design proper curricula. 
Their mistake, from which the contemporary univer-
sity can learn, was to insist on a set of standardised 
rules that also entailed prescriptions regarding subject 
matter and style. Current university offerings would 
rather stress individualism and experimentation, as 
these are primary ingredients for the creation of “new 
knowledge” (Caroll 2006).

Art practice and dissemination

It has been indicated that the integration of art 
training and the liberal arts (theory and philosophy) at 
the academies effectively gave rise not only to profes-
sionalising art education, but also professionalising 

art practice and dissemination, notably at exhibitions 
hosted at the academies as public activities. Similarly, 
visual art practice at contemporary universities is 
stimulated and circumscribed by practice-led research 
methodologies that integrate theoretical grounding 
(Mafe & Brown 2006:1-2). Exploring equivalence of 
creative work with conventional scholarly research 
outputs as well as higher degrees of a practice-
based nature forms part of the universities’ efforts 
to introduce workable practice-led methodologies. 
These methodologies also require that the outcomes 
of practice-led research must be exhibited (Combrink 
& Marley 2009:194-5) – either to show the educational 
outcome of higher degrees or that of creative projects. 
Such exhibitions often take place at university galler-
ies, but may also be shown at commercial galleries or 
arts festivals, for example, the large-scale exhibition 
of the Tracking Creative Creatures project at the 
2007 Aardklop National Arts Festival (see Greyling & 
Marley 2009). Exhibiting work refers to dissemination 
practices and can be placed in the research require-
ment that work must form part of a public activity. 

Exhibitions held at the academies contributed not 
only towards public visibility, but also functioned 
as a forum to meet patrons and other artists (the 
same is true for prizes awarded). Prizes, as well as 
exhibitions as meeting places, therefore bolstered 
the professional and critical positioning of artists. 
Similarly, exhibitions of work in a contemporary 
university context are often prominent showcases 
of creative work undertaken as practice-led research 
(see Combrink & Marley 2009). Furthermore, in 
the same way that artists’ careers were bolstered at 
the academies by prizes such as the Prix de Rome, 
prizes and awards have been instituted at universi-
ties. North-West University, for example, presents 
the Institutional Award for Creative Excellence 
(ITUKU) to staff members whose creative outputs are 
peer-reviewed.xii This award is given to staff members 
whose work contributes to the field (new knowledge) 
and is exhibited (as a public activity). Since the award 
is visibly communicated by the university’s internal 

web page as well as a prestigious award ceremony, it 
contributes to recipients’ professional and critical 
positioning. 

From the points made above, it can be concluded 
that art (in terms of education, scholarship, practice 
and dissemination) in a contemporary university 
context shows a number of parallels with the context 
of the art academies. Art being situated in the univer-
sity context can be said to have benefits in terms of 
being an artist/scholar/educator (see Caroll 2006). 
Christopher Frayling, in the foreword to Katy Macleod 
and Lin Holdridge’s Thinking through art: Reflections 
on art as research (2010) lucidly makes the case for the 
academic environment:

 It is timely, in my view, to redef ine and 
re-evaluate the academy – which, like it or not, is where 
many of us are for much of our time – to emphasise 
the radical nature of some of its elements. Towards a 
radical academy. Towards a distinctive research culture 
within it, a culture which examines and understands 
its own assumptions, which produces new knowledge, 
and which is no longer ashamed to be located within 
the academy. A research culture which is distinct from 
advanced practice in the professional worlds of art.

Conclusion 

In this paper, I sought to highlight historical parallels 
between art academies and art education, scholar-
ship, practice and dissemination in a contemporary 
university context. I argued that the academies, while 
infamous for their stifling, rigid practice and highly 
prescriptive and dogmatic approaches to art making, 
nonetheless served to considerably advance the 
stature of artists, the richness and frequency of art 
discourse by the public, and the professionalisation 
of art education and practice. In order to continue the 
interrogation of art education, scholarship, practice 
and dissemination at universities today (by means 
of practice-led research in particular) an historical 
awareness of both the failures of the art academy as 
well as its successes can yield valuable insights.
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endnotes

i. Since 2005, Technikons in South Africa have either been converted into Universities of Technology (for example the Vaal 
Triangle Technikon became the Vaal University of Technology), or have been incorporated into existing universities (such 
as the Technikon of the Witwatersrand being incorporated into the University of Johannesburg together with the former 
Rand Afrikaans University and the Soweto campus of the previous Vista University) as part of radical transformations in 
the tertiary education landscape of the country. The British Polytechnics, a type of institution comparable to Technikons, 
have been transformed into universities since the 1970s. The United Kingdom Council of Graduate Education’s document 
on practice-based Doctorates in the creative and performing arts and design (1997:18) notes that, “Post 1992 universities 
are the largest component of the Art and Design sector and also include the majority of Architecture departments. For 
many of the former polytechnics, ADA departments have been important for both research and institutional esteem 
because they have an opportunity to take a leading position in their fields”.

ii. Examples are the North West University’s Tracking Creative Creatures (2006-2009) and Transgressions and Boundaries 
of the Page (2009-2011) projects. Here artists, researchers and artist-researchers collaborate in various capacities: 
art-making, publication and project management – and roles often include combinations of these capacities. Collaborative 
projects allow for doing creative work while exploring concomitant research possibilities but also allow for a less 
isolationist approach and community involvement. Tracking Creative Creatures was a large-scale collaborative practice-
based research project at the Potchefstroom Campus of the North-West University that entailed using nine drawings of 
creatures (produced by artist and project leader Ian Marley) as stimulus for a number of artists from various disciplines in 
order to create art, music, poetry and other products – all of which were exhibited at Aardklop 2007. A large community 
component (involving a craft initiative and school exhibitions) was part of the process; hundreds of people were involved 
and the project was finalised with a special edition of the accredited journal Literator (2009) which featured eight articles 
(some by the artists who participated) as well as creative writing and an interactive DVD/Rom catalogue of the project. A 
full overview of the extent of the project can be found in the introductory article of this edition of Literator (Greyling & 
Marley 2009:1-30). 
 Transgressions and boundaries of the page is a similar collaborative practice-based research project, involving a number 
of invited artists making artist’s books and documenting the creative process. The project was shown at the Word Festival 
in Stellenbosch during March 2010 as well as at the Gallery of the Potchefstroom Campus of the North-West University, 
and at the FADA Gallery at the University of Johannesburg (May and July 2010 respectively). The catalogue (digital and 
print) is currently under construction and research articles are planned for 2011.

iii. The word ‘academy’ was derived from the villa where Plato taught his disciples and was used to describe gatherings of 
learned men in pursuit of wisdom (Gombrich 1982:379).

iv. Since the art of the ancient Greeks, the association of art with technical skill and accomplishment (hence the association 
with artist as tradesman) had held sway; the “higher” associations of intellectual seriousness came about as a result of the 
work done at the academies (Arnason 2004:12).

v. Women were belatedly accepted into certain academies, but the rule was that they were prohibited from drawing the male 
nude model in life-drawing classes, thus preventing them from competing with male counterparts for artistic excellence 
and recognition. The Royal Academy in England, for example, finally did away with this rule in 1893 – but by then the 
Academy had also lost its institutional power in the face of early avant-garde and reactionary stirrings that assumed 
significance in early modern art (Harris 2001:102-103).

vi. At universities, art was only dealt with exegetically.

vii. The illustrious Viollet-le-Duc was appointed in 1863 (the year of the first Salon des Réfusés – clearly a period of questioning 
accepted standards of art and of the Académie’s hegemonic ownership of artistic merit) as the first art history professor 
at the Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris, while the Sorbonne only instituted art history in 1893 (Walsh 2002:86-87). It 
was a disastrous appointment, as this occurred at a time of unpopular reforms at the Académie. His professorship lasted 
for only seven lectures, after which he left the Academy and was succeeded by the popular Hippolyte Taine, who was 
professor of art history until his death in 1893 (Walsh 2002).

viii. Other disciplines such as apothecaries, law and the military only followed this practice in the late nineteenth-century 
(Sciulli 2007:38, 46-47).

ix. Jacques-Louis David is perhaps the most famous of these, but his pupils such as Jean-Germain Drouais and Anne-Louis 
Girodet and many others are further examples of artists whose fame was predicated upon the academies.

x. Robert Hughes (1993:11), the influential art writer, as recently as 1993 derided contemporary university art schools in 
North America as being like crèches, whose aim was less to transmit the difficult skill of painting and sculpture than to 
produce fulfilled personalities. Hughes (1993:11) continues that art schools tended not to teach the disciplined skills of 
drawing from the live model because (these institutions) succumbed to the fiction that the values of the so-called academy   
were hostile to creativity. Clearly there exists a gap between what Hughes perceived to be the role of the university art 
school and contemporary concerns of what it is that artists do (see Caroll 2006).

xi. Institutionally speaking, the contemporary academic environment also has precedents in the academies – the French 
Académy, for example, opened a satellite school in Rome; and they dealt with the complexities of mergers (the Académie in 
Paris merged with the Accademia di San Luca in 1676 (Sciulli 2007:46)). 

xii. ITUKU stands for Institusionele Toekenning vir Kreatiewe Uitnemendheid (Institutional Award for Creative Excellence). 
Criteria for peer-review in order to receive the ITUKU award are: mastering of the relevant conceptual aspects; possible 
intrinsic values and significance of exhibition; aesthetic quality, if relevant; contextual relevance (academic and/or social); 
technical ability and execution; possible contribution to the relevant field of study (letter from the School Director: School 
for Communication Studies, Potchefstroom Campus, North-West University, 9 September 2009). Prize money is R22 000.


