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Guy LAMBERT and Valérie NEGRE 
Jean Prouvé’s lecture course at CNAM from his own and pupils’ notes 

 
Jean Prouvé’s teaching at the Conservatoire National des Arts et Métiers is now seen as a 
crucial episode in both his own biography and the history of architectural education. The “Art 
applied to craft” course he gave from 1958 to 1971 (later renamed “Industrial techniques of 
architecture”) remains fairly well known via the accounts and notes of some of his listeners, 
Jean Prouvé’s own remarks and a number of historical studies. But these studies hardly 
exhaust the subject. This paper proposes three approaches one might adopt in examining his 
courses. 
First, an analysis of his preparatory lesson notes using the methods of textual genetics, as with 
writers’ drafts. This would make it possible to more accurately place these documents in order 
so as to follow developments in the course. The working notes are one of the richest sources 
of this sort, both in their number and their nature and variety. As Jean-François Archieri and 
Jean-Pierre Levasseur wrote in their Essai de reconstitution du cours in 1990, these pages, 
more than a thousand, still only reflect a “fragmentary” part of a course that was given for 
thirteen years. 
Second, comparison with equivalent courses taught at that time, either at CNAM or at other 
institutions (École des Beaux-Arts, Écoles des Arts Décoratifs). Although Prouvé appears to 
have been anything but a model “fine arts” teacher, it may be of interest to examine any 
connections there may be between his personal methods, academic methods and the methods 
drawn from the years of “apprenticeship” he was happy to remember. 
Third, the reception of the course, or how his pupils recorded it. This means first their notes, a 
few of which have already been published, but are still largely to be identified and 
inventoried. From CNAM student records it appears that he had an average of 200 listeners, 
and 300-400 in 1968 and 1969. They came from a wide variety of educational backgrounds. 
From its foundation in 1794, the Conservatoire National des Arts et Métiers has boasted both 
high standards and openness to professionals. The lectures, given in the evenings, were open 
to people who worked during the day. Jean Prouvé thus faced a varied audience: “one-third 
École des Beaux-Arts students” he estimated, a majority of “technicians” and “craftspeople” 
and a handful of budding CNAM engineers. How did these various listeners take the subject 
matter on board? How far can comparing pupils’ notes both with the professor’s and each 
other’s reproduce the multiplicity of Jean Prouvé’s lectures? 
 
Guy Lambert is an architectural historian, associate professor at ENSA Paris-Belleville, and 
researcher at IPRAUS (UMR AUSSER 3329). His field of research is the relationship 
between architecture, technology and society in the 19th and 20th centuries. He is currently 
interested in the history of architectural education and of the profession of architect, on which 
he has written a number of articles. He recently published L’atelier et l’amphithéâtre. Les 
écoles de l’architecture, entre théorie et pratique (jointly edited with Estelle Thibault, 2011) 
and Une ambition pour les métiers. Paul Guadet & André Boucton, l’architecture  de 
l’enseignement technique (catalogue for the Morez and ENSA Paris-Belleville exhibition, 
2013). 
 
Valérie Nègre is an architect, historian and professor of architectural history at ENSA Paris-
La Villette. Her field of research is the interactions between architecture, technology and 



society (18th-19th centuries), in particular the representation of construction and craft 
knowledge. She has published a number of books, including L'Ornement en série. 
Architecture, terre cuite et carton-pierre (2006) and, jointly with Carvais, Guillerme and 
Sakarovitch, edited volumes following two conferences: Édifice et artifice. Histoires 
constructives (Paris, Picard, 2010) and Nuts and Bolts of Construction History. Culture & 
Technology (Paris, Picard, 2012). She is currently completing two books based on her 
research supervision accreditation: Les architectes, les artisans et la technique (XVIIIe-XIXe 
siècles) (Paris, Garnier, 2016) and Les figures du constructeur. Inventer et représenter la 
technique (XVIIIe et XIXe siècles) (Geneva, Metis Presses, 2016). 
 
 

Anna SCONZA 
Leonardo da Vinci and the teaching of painting 

 
This paper focuses on the teaching of painting as transmitted by the writings of Leonardo da 
Vinci. The legacy of the artist’s thought is problematic because of the unsystematic nature of 
his corpus as we have it. The texts were never organised by Leonardo himself, but rather by 
one of his closest pupils, Francesco Melzi, who collected the texts on painting in the Trattato 
della pittura (published only in part much later, in Paris in 1651). 
Despite the difficulty of finding Leonardo’s manuscripts and properly deciphering them, one 
of his early biographers, Giorgio Vasari, wrote in praise of them. He passed on the image of a 
man who fascinated his listeners, including the greatest patrons of the period (Ludovico 
Sforza, Francis I of France, Giuliano de' Medici). According to Vasari, Leonardo’s natural 
talent for conversation enabled him to persuade people despite the lack of feasibility in his 
projects. This view of Vasari’s lived on into the modern era and was revived in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries, when at long last the full corpus of Leonardo’s Notebooks was 
published. Eminent scholars steeped in his writings, such as Eugène Müntz, Gabriel Séailles 
and Joséphin Péladan, even supposed that Leonardo founded an Academy in Milan in the 
1480s, when he was barely thirty. They claimed this was an artistic club in which oral 
transmission and the practice of art were central. 
The method for learning painting proposed by Leonardo may be indirectly discerned from the 
Trattato della pittura (Paris, 1651): it was a step-by-step method involving long sessions 
training the hand in drawing (with the stylus particularly) and practising chiaroscuro in order 
to master the art of painting. As Paolo Giovio reports, the apprentices made copies from the 
master’s work or a model so as to achieve imitation from nature. Leonardo’s writings leave 
some doubt as to whether it is even possible to teach painting. Although he considered that 
mimesis, the representation of nature, was the peak of the art, it was not the painter’s sole aim, 
since a creative genius (ingegno) may also invent shapes, suggested by nature, from the force 
of their own imagination. 
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