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This book examines the career and publications of the French architect Julien-David Leroy 

(1724–1803) and his impact on architectural theory and pedagogy. As a leading member 

of the elite Paris Royal Academy of Architecture in the second half of the eighteenth 

century, Leroy’s work is of central importance to the emergence of architectural history 

as a scholarly discipline and to the survival of official architecture education in France 

through the Revolutionary period. 

Leroy’s groundbreaking publication, Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments 

de la Grèce challenged conventional ideas about beauty, proportion, and the classical 

orders, reframing the study of architecture in response to multiple strands of contem-

porary scholarly discourse. Responsive to the recent emergence of art criticism and its 

attendant public; attuned to the pedagogical ideals of the Encyclopédie and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau; and attentive to debates around the nature of vision, language, and progress, 

Leroy engaged his readers in a process of knowledge-making through the comparison 

of datable monuments. In so doing, he repositioned the writings of the Roman author 

Vitruvius in relation to earlier Greek precedent, elaborated the use of building typology 

as a means to study historical change, and identified distinct periods in the development 

of ancient architecture. 

Considering the place that Leroy occupied in various intellectual circles of the 

Enlightenment and Revolutionary period, this book examines the sources for his ideas 

about architectural history and theory and defines his impact on subsequent architectural 

thought. As such, this book will be of key interest to graduate students and scholars of 

Enlightenment-era architectural history.

Christopher Drew Armstrong is an Assistant Professor and Director of Architectural 

Studies in the Department of History of Art and Architecture at the University of Pittsburgh.



The Classical Tradition in Architecture

Series Editor: Caroline van Eck, Leiden University, Netherlands

Classical architecture not only provided a repertoire of forms and building types capable 
of endless transformation; it was also a cultural actor and provided cultural capital, and 
was used to create political and religious identities. This series provides a forum for its 
interdisciplinary study, from antiquity to the present day. It aims to publish first-class 
and groundbreaking scholarship that re-examines, reinterprets or revalues the classical 
tradition in the widest sense. The series will deal with classicism as a cultural phenom-
enon, a formal language of design, but also with its role in establishing the agenda, 
method and grammar of inquiry in Western history of art and architecture and recent 
reconsiderations of these roles.

Power & Virtue: 
Architecture and Intellectual Change in 
England 1660–1730
Li Shiqiao

Landscapes of Taste:
The Art of Humphry Repton’s Red Books 
André Rogger

The Picturesque:
Architecture, Disgust and Other 
Irregularities
John Macarthur

The Florentine Villa:
Architecture History Society
Grazia Gobbi Sica

Architecture, Print Culture, and the Public 
Sphere in Eighteenth Century France
Richard Wittman

Festival Architecture
Edited by Sarah Bonnemaison and 
Christine Macy

The City Rehearsed:
Object, Architecture, and Print in the 
Worlds of Hans Vredeman de Vries
Christopher Heuer

Francois Blondel: Architecture, Erudition 
and the Scientific Revolution
Anthony Gerbino

renovatio urbis: 
Architecture, Urbanism and Ceremony in 
the Rome of Julius II
Nicholas Temple

Julien-David Leroy and the Making of 
Architectural History
Christopher Drew Armstrong



Julien-David Leroy 
and the Making of 
Architectural History 

Christopher Drew Armstrong



First published 2012
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2012 Christopher Drew Armstrong

The right of Christopher Drew Armstrong to be identified as author of this work has been asserted 
by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form 
or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including 
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission 
in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and 
are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Armstrong, Christopher Drew.
Julien-David Leroy and the making of architectural history / Christopher Drew Armstrong.
p. cm. -- (The classical tradition in architecture)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-415-77889-3 (hbk : alk. paper) 1. Le Roy, Julien-David, 1724-1803--Criticism and 
interpretation. 2. Le Roy, Julien-David, 1724-1803. Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce. 
3. Architecture--Historiography. 4. Architecture--Study and teaching (Higher)--France--History--18th 
century. I. Le Roy, Julien-David, 1724-1803. II. Title. 
NA2599.8.L47A76 2011
720.92--dc22
2011007415

ISBN: 978-0-415-77889-3 (hbk)

Typeset in Universal LT by
Bookcraft Limited, Stroud, Gloucestershire



To O. L., for being there every step of the way



Cover Images

The images used on the cover are as follows:

Front Julien-David Leroy, perspective reconstruction of the Propylaea in 

Athens, engraved by Pierre Patte. 

 From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), 

part 2, pl. XIII.

Background Julien-David Leroy, tableau of architectural history representing the 

temples of the Egyptians, Hebrews and Phoenicians, the temples of the 

Greeks and Romans, and temples of  the Christian era, drawn by Le 

Moine, engraved by Michelinot.

 From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce, 2nd ed. (Paris, 

1770), tome 1, pl. I.

Back Robert Sayer, view of Erechtheion combined with view of the Roman 

portico in Athens.

 From Ruins of Athens with Remains and Other Valuable Antiquities in 
Greece (London, 1759), pl. 9.



vii

Contents

List of figures viii

Acknowledgments xv

Figure credits xvii

Note on the text xviii

List of abbreviations xix

Introduction: Positioning Leroy 1

Part One Voyageur/Philosophe 19

 1 Traveler in the Academy 21

 2 A book by its cover 49

 3 Measuring the earth 68

 4 Greek architecture and the doctrine of Vitruvius 87

 5 Greece and the Orient 136

 6 A new way of making history 156

 7 Mentor in the garden 183

Part Two Academician/Mentor 205

 8 Architecture and Enlightenment 207

 9 Science for the public good 234

10 Monument to a revolutionary hero 256

Select bibliography 275

Index 295



viii

List of Figures

0.1 François Blondel, tableau of the five orders of architecture, engraved by 

de La Boissiere. From Cours d’architecture (Paris, 1675). 3
0.2 Julien-David Leroy, Ionic capital from the Erechtheion, engraved by Jean-

François de Neufforge. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de 
la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. XIX. 4

0.3 Julien-David Leroy, Ionic capitals from the Erechtheion, the Temple of 

Virile Fortune, and the Theater of Marcellus, engraved by Jean-François 

de Neufforge. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce 

(Paris, 1758), part 2, plate XX. 5
0.4 Robert Sayer, view of Erechtheion combined with view of the Roman 

portico in Athens. From Ruins of Athens with Remains and Other 
Valuable Antiquities in Greece (London, 1759), pl. 9. 6

0.5 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Ionic capitals found in Rome, surrounding 

architectural elements illustrated in Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce. From Della magnificenza ed architettura de’ 
Romani (Rome, 1761), plate XX. 8

0.6 François Gérard, portrait of Julien-David Leroy. [BNF Estampes, N2 Le Roy] 10
0.7 Jacques-Germain Soufflot, Interior of the Church of Sainte-Geneviève, 

Paris. [BNF Estampes, VA 259 B (3) fol., 57] 12
0.8 Julien-David Leroy, perspective reconstruction of the Propylaea in 

Athens, engraved by Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, plate XIII. 16

1.1 View of the Place Dauphine from the rue de Harlay, Paris. [BNF 

Estampes, VA 226 fol., 78] 22
1.2 Place Dauphine and Louvre from the Plan Turgot (1739). 23
1.3 Pierre-Antoine Demachy, view of the Louvre Colonnade (1772). [Louvre, 

Inv. 6414] 24
1.4 “Julien le Roy, Horloger du Roi, Ancien Directeur de la Société des Arts,” 

engraved by Moitte after a lost portrait by Jean-Baptiste Perronneau. 

[BNF Estampes, N2 Le Roy (Julien)] 26
1.5 Julien-David Leroy, grand prix de Rome design for a Temple of Peace, 

elevation (1749). [ENSBA] 30
1.6 Julien-David Leroy, grand prix de Rome design for a Temple of Peace, 

section (1749). [ENSBA] 31



List of figures

ix

1.7 Richard Dalton, “A Temple of Hercules commonly called the Lanthorn 

of Demosthenes” [Choragic Monument of Lysikrates], engraved by A. 

Radigues (1751). 32
1.8 Julien-David Leroy, view of the Temple of Augustus and Rome at Pula, 

engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le Bas. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 1, pl. I. 34

1.9 Julien-David Leroy, view of Thorikos, engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le 

Bas. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 

1758), part 1, pl. II. 35
1.10 Julien-David Leroy, view of the Doric temple [“Temple of Minerva”] at 

Sunium, engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le Bas.  From Les Ruines des 
plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 1, pl. XV. 36

1.11 Julien-David Leroy, map of the plain of Sparta, engraved by Claude-

Antoine Littret de Montigny. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 1, pl. XXVI. 37

1.12 Charles Eisen, Louvre colonnade, engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le Bas. 

From Étienne La Font de Saint-Yenne, L’Ombre du grand Colbert (Paris, 

1749), frontispiece. 41
2.1 Jacob Spon, view of the Parthenon. From Voyage d’Italie, de Dalmatie, 

de Grèce et du Levant, vol. 2 (Lyon, 1678), pl. II. 52
2.2 First page of prospectus for Julien-David Leroy, Les Ruines des plus 

beaux monumens de la Grèce; ou Recueil de desseins et de vues de 
ces monumens; avec leur histoire, et des réflexions sur les progrès de 
l’architecture (Paris, 1756). [Bibliothèque Mazarine, 274 A12, no. 30] 57

2.3 Title page from Pierre-Jean Mariette, Recueil d’estampes d’après les 
plus beaux tableaux et d’après les plus beaux desseins qui sont en 
France dans le Cabinet du Roy, dans celui de Monseigneur le Duc 
d’Orléans, & dans d’autres Cabinets, vol. 1 (Paris, 1729). 59

2.4 Julien-David Leroy, view of Sparta, engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le Bas. 

From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), 

part 1, pl. XXVIII. 60
3.1 Julien-David Leroy, plan and elevation of the Parthenon, engraved by 

Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce 

(Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. VII. 75
3.2 Julien-David Leroy, comparative plans of Greek stadia engraved by 

Michelinot. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce 

(Paris, 1770), part 2, pl. XV. 81
3.3 Julien-David Leroy, view of the Panathenaic Stadium on the Ilissos, 

engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le Bas. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 1, pl. XXIII. 82

4.1 Antoine Desgodetz, Doric order from the Theater of Marcellus. From Les 
Édifices antiques de Rome, dessinés et mesurés très-exactement (Paris, 

1682), 295. 90



List of figures

x

4.2 Julien-David Leroy, plan, elevation, and capital from the Temple at 

Thorikos (figs. 1–3); reconstruction of the Etruscan temple based on 

Vitruvius (fig. 6), engraved by Jean-François de Neufforge. From Les 
Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. I. 91

4.3 Julien-David Leroy, column elevations and capitals from Delos, engraved 

by Jean-François de Neufforge. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. II. 93

4.4 Julien-David Leroy, plan, elevation, and capital from the Doric temple at 

Corinth, engraved by Jean-François de Neufforge. From Les Ruines des 
plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. III. 94

4.5 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, round Tuscan column bases from Alba on 

Lake Fucino; reconstruction of Vitruvius’ description of the Etruscan 

temple from Perrault and Leroy. From Della magnificenza ed architettura 
de’Romani (Rome, 1761), pl. XXIX. 96

4.6 Julien-David Leroy, plan and elevation of the Temple of Hephaestus, 

engraved by Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments 
de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. IV. 98

4.7 Claude Perrault, Doric façades based on Vitruvius. From Les Dix Livres 
d’architecture de Vitruve (Paris, 1673), 115, pl. XXVII. 100

4.8 Julien-David Leroy, detail of the corner of the Parthenon, engraved by 

Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce 

(Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. IX. 101
4.9 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Doric construction. From Della magnificenza 

ed architettura de’Romani (Rome, 1761), pl. XXV. 103
4.10 Julien-David Leroy, elevation of a Doric portico at Athens (Portico of 

Athena Archegetis), engraved by Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus 
beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. XIV. 104

4.11 James Stuart and Nicholas Revett, elevation of a Doric portico at Athens 

(Portico of Athena Archegetis), engraved by E. Rooker. From The 
Antiquities of Athens, vol. 1 (London, 1762), ch. I. pl. III. 105

4.12 Robert Sayer, Doric columns from Thorikos, Delos, and Corinth based 

on Leroy. From Ruins of Athens with Remains and Other Valuable 
Antiquities in Greece (London, 1759), pl. 25. 107

4.13 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Doric columns from Corinth, Thorikos, the Temple 

of Hephaestus, and the Portico of Athena Archegetis based on Leroy . From 

Della magnificenza ed architettura de’Romani (Rome, 1761), pl. XXXI. 109
4.14 Sir John Soane, Doric columns from Segesta, Thorikos, and Delos. 110
4.15 Julien-David Leroy, view of the Erechtheion, engraved by Jacques-

Philippe Le Bas. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la 
Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 1, pl. V. 112

4.16 Julien-David Leroy, plan and east elevation of the Erechtheion, engraved 

by Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la 
Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. XVI. 113



List of figures

xi

4.17 Julien-David Leroy, west elevation of the Erechtheion, engraved by 

Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce 

(Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. XVII. 114
4.18 James Stuart and Nicholas Revett, elevation of the Erechtheion, 

engraved by James Newton. From The Antiquities of Athens, vol. 2 

(London, 1790), ch. II, pl. IV. 114
4.19 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, façades and plan of the Erechtheion based on 

Leroy . From Della magnificenza ed architettura de’Romani (Rome, 1761), 

pl. XXXIV. 115
4.20 Julien-David Leroy, corner elevation and section of the Parthenon, 

engraved by Pierre Patte. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments 
de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. VIII. 117

4.21 Julien-David Leroy, view of the Propylaea, engraved by Jacques-Philippe 

Le Bas. From Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 

1758), part 1, pl. VI. 118
4.22 James Stuart and Nicholas Revett, section through the Propylaea. From 

The Antiquities of Athens, vol. 2 (London, 1790), ch. V, pl. IV. 118
4.23 Julien-David Leroy, ceiling plan of the Temple of Hephaestus, engraved 

by Jean-François de Neufforge. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 2, pl. V. 120

4.24 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, wooden origins of Doric construction. From 

Della magnificenza ed architettura de’Romani (Rome, 1761), pl. XXIV. 121
4.25 Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Temple of Hephaestus based on Leroy. From 

Della magnificenza ed architettura de’Romani (Rome, 1761), pl. XXXIII. 122
4.26 François Blondel, primitive hut. From Cours d’architecture, vol. 1 (Paris, 

1675), pl. 1. 123
4.27 Charles Eisen, the primitive hut, engraved by Jacques Aliamet. From 

Marc-Antoine Laugier, Essai sur l’architecture, 2nd ed. (Paris, 1755), 

frontispiece. 125
4.28 Gabriel Dumont, view of the temple of Hera I at Paestum or the Basilica. 126
4.29 Henri Labrouste, view of the temple of Hera I at Paestum or the Basilica. 

From Temples de Paestum (Paris, 1877). 129
4.30 Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, propylaea at the Saline de Chaux (1773–1778). 130
4.31 Jacques-Louis David, The Lictors Bringing to Brutus the Bodies of His 

Sons (1789). [Louvre, Inv. 3693] 131
5.1 Noël-Antoine Pluche, sixteenth-century writing. From Le Spectacle de la 

nature, vol. 7 (Paris, 1747), pl. XIV. 137
5.2 Noël-Antoine Pluche, fourth- and fifth-century writing. From Le Spectacle 

de la nature, vol. 7 (Paris, 1747), pl. XXVI. 137
5.3 Julien-David Leroy, view of the Bazaar in Athens, identified as the 

Temple of Olympian Zeus, engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le Bas. From 

Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 

1, pl. X. 149



List of figures

xii

6.1 Julien-David Leroy, tableau of architectural history representing the 

temples of the Egyptians, Hebrews and Phoenicians; the temples of 

the Greeks and Romans; and temples of the Christian era, drawn by 

Le Moine, engraved by Michelinot. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce, 2nd ed. (Paris, 1770), tome 1, pl. I. 157

6.2 Jacques Tarade, comparison of plans of St Peter’s basilica in Rome and 

Notre-Dame cathedral in Paris, engraved by C. Inselin. From Dessins de 
Toutes les Parties de l’Église de Saint Pierre de Rome (Paris, 1713), pl. 12. 158

6.3 Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier, “Parallèle Général des Édifices les plus 

considérables depuis les Égyptiens, les Grecs jusqu’à nos derniers 

Modernes, dessinés sur la même Echelle par J. A. Meissonier.” 159
6.4 Julien-David Leroy, tableau of comparative church plans, engraved by 

Jean-François de Neufforge. From Histoire de la disposition et des 
formes différentes que les Chrétiens ont données à leurs Temples, 
depuis le Règne de Constantin le Grand, jusqu’à nous (Paris, 1764). 163

6.5 Giovanni Pietro Chattard, tableau of church plans. From Nuova 
Descrizione del Vaticano o sia della Sacrosanta Basilica Di S. Pietro, vol. 

1 (Rome, 1762), pl. V. 164
6.6 Carlo Fontana, plans and sections of “Basiliche semplice” and “Basiliche 

grandi.” From Templum Vaticanum et ipsius origo com Ædificiis maxime 
conspicuis antiquitùs, & rècens ibidem constitutis; editum ab equite 

Carolo Fontana, vol. 1 (Rome, 1694), 65. 165
6.7 Carlo Fontana, section through the dome of Florence cathedral. From 

Templum Vaticanum et ipsius origo com Ædificiis maxime conspicuis 
antiquitùs, & rècens ibidem constitutis; editum ab equite Carolo Fontana, 

vol. 2 (Rome, 1694), 485. 167
6.8 Johann Bernhard Fischer von Erlach, plan and view of Hagia Sophia in 

Constantinople. From A Plan of Civil and Historical Architecture (London, 

1730), book 3, pl. VI. 169
6.9 Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand, tableau of Egyptian and Greek temples. From 

Recueil et parallèle des édifices de tout genre, anciens et modernes, 
remarquables par leur beauté, par leur grandeur ou par leur singularité, et 
dessinés sur un même échelle (Paris, an 9/1800–1801), pl. 1. 175

6.10 Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand, tableau of domed churches. From Recueil et 
parallèle des édifices de tout genre, anciens et modernes, remarquables 
par leur beauté, par leur grandeur ou par leur singularité, et dessinés sur 
un même échelle (Paris, an 9/1800–1801), pl. 9. 176

7.1 Giovanni Paolo Panini, Le Cardinal de Polignac visite Saint-Pierre de 
Rome (1730). [Louvre, Inv. 413] 185

7.2 Jacques-François Blondel, elevation of the Louvre colonnade. From 

Architecture française (Paris, 1756). 190
7.3 Étienne-Louis Boullée, design for a Basilica, interior view. [BNF 

Estampes, HA 56, no. 8] 192
8.1 Antoine Desgodetz, design for an Hôtel Dieu, plan (1727). [BNF 

Estampes, HA 23A petit fol. 89] 214



List of figures

xiii

 8.2 Mathurin Crucy, grand prix de Rome design for a Public Bath Building, 

site plan (1774). [ENSBA] 218
 8.3 Mathurin Crucy, grand prix de Rome design for a Public Bath Building, 

longitudinal section (1774). [ENSBA] 219
 8.4 Jacques-Pierre Gisors, grand prix de Rome design for a Museum, 

elevation (1779). [ENSBA] 220
 8.5 Antoine-François-Girard Bury, prix d’émulation design for a Lighthouse at 

Quillebeuf, elevation (November 1801/Brumaire An 10). [ENSBA] 222
 8.6 Antoine-François-Girard Bury, prix d’émulation design for a Maritime 

Observatory at Toulon, elevation (January 1802/Nivôse An 10). [ENSBA] 223
 8.7 Louis Dumanet, prix d’émulation design for a Cenotaph Honoring 

the Navigators who Died during the Voyage of La Pérouse, elevation 

(November 1787). [ENSBA] 224
 8.8 Armand Corcelles, prix d’émulation design for a School of Navigation, 

elevation (September 1786). [ENSBA] 225
 8.9 Hippolyte Lebas, concours supplémentaire design for a School of 

Navigation, elevation (30 Floréal An 8). [ENSBA] 226
 8.10 Étienne-Louis Boullée, design for a Museum, interior view. [BNF 

Estampes, HA 56, no. 30] 227
 9.1 Jean-Baptiste Leroy, design for an Hôtel-Dieu, site plan. 238
 9.2 Jean-Baptiste Leroy, design for an Hôtel-Dieu, section. 239
 9.3 Julien-David Leroy, map of the ports of Piraeus, Phalerum, and Munichia, 

engraved by Claude-Antoine Littret de Montigny. From Les Ruines des 
plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 1, pl. XVI. 240

 9.4 Julien-David Leroy, view of the port of Phalerum near Athens, 

engraved by Jacques-Philippe Le Bas. From Les Ruines des plus beaux 
monuments de la Grèce (Paris, 1758), part 1, pl. XVII. 241

 9.5 Joseph Vernet, view of the old port of Toulon, engraved by Charles-

Nicolas Cochin and Jean-Philippe Le Bas (1762). 242
 9.6 Julien-David Leroy, figure 1 represents the Calypso, 1763; figures 3–6 

represent experimental ships from 1782. From Nouvelles recherches sur 
le vaisseau long des anciens (Paris, 1786), pl. 1. 243

 9.7 Julien-David Leroy, diagram of Latin sails. From Nouvelle voilure 
proposée pour les vaisseaux de toutes grandeurs, et particulièrement 
pour ceux qui seroient employés au commerce (Paris, An 7), pl. 37. 246

 9.8 “Canaux de la Manche Indiqués de Dieppe et du Havre a Paris, et 

proposés pour ouvrir à l’Intérieur de la France deux Débouchés à la Mer, 

suivant le voeu de l’Assemblée Nationale et du Commerce. Année 1791.” 

From Julien-David Leroy, Canaux de la Manche Proposés, année 1791, 
pour ouvrir à l’intérieur de l’Empire deux débouchés à la Mer, & pour 
employer aussi les hommes désoeuvrés qui le surchargent (Paris, 1791). 249

 9.9 Louis-Ambroise Dubut, grand prix de Rome design for a Public Granary, 

elevation (1797). [ENSBA] 251
10.1 Simon Vallot, grand prix de Rome design for a National School of Fine 

Arts, section (1800/An 8). [ENSBA] 259



List of figures

xiv

10.2 Benjamin Duvivier, medal commemorating Julien-David Leroy, obverse 

(1803). 264
10.3 Benjamin Duvivier, medal commemorating Julien-David Leroy, reverse 

(1803). 264
10.4 Antoine-Denis Chaudet, marble bust of Julien-David Leroy (1803–1804). 

[ENSBA] 265
10.5 Jacques Lacornée, special competition design for a Prytaneum 

commemorating Julien-David Leroy, section (1804). [ENSBA] 266
10.6 Inauguration of the bust of Carl Linnaeus in the Jardin des Plantes, 

August 23, 1790. [BNF Estampes, QB–1 (1790–08–23) – FOL] 268



xv

Acknowledgments

The importance of Julien-David Leroy’s research and publications emerged in the context 

of graduate work at Columbia University with Robin Middleton and Barry Bergdoll, whose 

guidance and support over the years have been essential in seeing this project through 

to completion. Their insistence on close attention to texts remains the foundation of my 

approach to situating the ideas examined in this book, while their scholarship continues 

to serve as an inspiration. My research also builds on a number of formative experiences 

as an undergraduate and master’s student at the University of Toronto, which laid the 

foundations for my interests in architectural theory, education, and archaeology. A course 

on Renaissance architecture in Florence with the late Hans-Karl Lücke pulled me into archi-

tectural history, while graduate work with Michael McCarthy, Alina Payne, and Douglas 

Richardson broadened my understanding of the early modern period. A memorable under-

graduate course on Greek and Roman art with Ann Kuttner initiated me into the world of 

classical archaeology, an interest fostered in graduate seminars with Margaret Miller and 

Joseph Shaw.

Discussions with many individuals on both sides of the Atlantic have contrib-

uted to the development of my ideas. For their insights and generosity it is a privilege to 

thank Janine Barrier, Marie-Noëlle Baudouin-Matuszek, Sophie Descat, Joe Disponzio, 

Peter Fuhring, John Goodman, Brian Hatton, Claude Jasmin, Denise Jasmin, Lola Kantor-

Kazovsky, Jason Kelly, Marc Lecoeur, Dominique Massounie, William McAllister Johnson, 

Dan McReynolds, Olga Medvedkova, Judith Miller, Daniel Rabreau, Frank Salmon, Jon 

Seydl, and David Watkin. Robin Middleton and Caroline van Eck deserve special thanks 

for carefully reading the manuscript for this book and for making important suggestions 

that contributed to restructuring the content.

It is a pleasure to acknowledge the assistance provided by the staffs of the 

following institutions: in Paris, the Archives de l’Académie des Sciences, the Archives 

de l’Institut de France, the Archives Nationales, the Archives de la Ville de Paris, the 

Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, the Bibliothèque Doucet, the Bibliothèque de l’Institut de 

France, the Bibliothèque Mazarine, the Bibliothèque nationale de France, and the École 

nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts; in London, the British Library, the Library of the 

Royal Institute of British Architects, and Sir John Soane’s Museum; in Montréal, the 

Canadian Center for Architecture and the libraries of McGill University; in New York, the 

Avery Architectural Library at Columbia University and the New York Public Library; at the 

University of Toronto, the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library and the Robarts Library; and 



Acknowledgments

xvi

finally in Pittsburgh, the Oliver Room at the Carnegie Library, the Frick Fine Arts Library, 

and the Special Collections department at the University of Pittsburgh.

Funding for my research was provided by the department of Art History and 

Archaeology and the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences at Columbia University, the 

Mellon Foundation, the Sir John Soane’s Museum Foundation in New York, and the Social 

Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada as both a graduate student at 

Columbia and a post-doctoral fellow in the department of History of Art at the University 

of Toronto. Writing this book was much facilitated by a year-long junior leave granted by 

the School of Arts and Sciences at the University of Pittsburgh. Throughout the process, 

I have received advice and support from my wonderful colleagues in the department of 

History of Art and Architecture, including Kathleen Christian, Josh Ellenbogen, Barbara 

McCloskey, Kirk Savage, Franklin Toker, Bruce Venarde, and Anne Weis. The convivial 

atmosphere fostered by Phyllis Lambert and Alexis Sornin at the Canadian Centre for 

Architecture in Montréal where I was a visiting scholar in 2009 provided a stimulating 

environment for pursuing new avenues of research. 

To those who helped me maintain focus over the years, I would like to express 

my profound gratitude: their exceptional contributions go well beyond the production of 

this book. Throughout this project, Olivier Liardet has listened attentively and given vital 

support at especially difficult moments. Without his patience and advice, this project 

would have turned out very differently. Finally, my parents, who read and commented 

on drafts as this book took shape, provided more than editorial and material assistance: 

their unwavering dedication to my well-being was the foundation for the entire process.



xvii

Figure credits

Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University: 4.11, 4.18, 4.22; 6.5

Andrew Ayers: 4.30

Bibliothèque Mazarine: 2.2

Bibliothèque nationale de France: 0.6, 0.7; 1.1, 1.2, 1.4, 1.12; 7.3; 8.1, 8.10; 9.5–9.8; 10.6

Canadian Center for Architecture: 0.1, 0.4; 1.7; 3.2; 4.7, 4.12, 4.26, 4.28; 6.1–6.4, 6.6, 6.7

École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts: 1.5, 1.6; 8.2–8.9; 9.1, 9.2. 9.9; 10.1–10.5

George J. Mitchell Department of Special Collections & Archives, Bowdoin College 

Library: 2.3 

Oliver Room, Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh; photography by University of Pittsburgh 

Library Service: 0.2, 0.3, 0.5, 0.8; 1.8, 1.9, 1.10, 1.11; 2.4; 3.1, 3.3; 4.2–4.6, 4.8–4.10, 

4.13, 4.15–4.17, 4.19–4.21, 4.23–4.25; 5.3; 9.3, 9.4

Réunion des Musées Nationaux / Art Resource, New York: 1.3; 4.31; 7.1, 7.2

Sir John Soane’s Museum: 4.14

University of Pittsburgh Library Service: 4.1; 6.8

Author: 2.1; 4.27, 4.29; 5.1, 5.2; 6.9, 6.10



xviii

Note on the text

The spelling “Leroy” used in this book has become conventional in most English sources. 

Although there is some variability in eighteenth-century spelling, Julien-David Leroy 

always signed his name “Le Roy”.

Unless otherwise indicated, translations are my own.



xix

Abbreviations

Arch. Ac. Sci. Archives de l’Académie des Sciences, Paris

Arch. Inst. Archives de l’Institut de France, Paris

Arch. Nat. Archives Nationales, Paris

BNF Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris

CCA Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montréal

CNAM Conservatoire nationale des arts et métiers, Paris

Encyclopédie Denis Diderot and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert, eds., Encyclopédie, ou 
Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, vols. 

1–7 (Paris, 1751–1757); vols. 8–17 (Neuchâtel, 1765).

ENSBA École nationale supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris

HARI Histoire de l’Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres, 
avec les Mémoires de Littérature

HARS Histoire de l’Académie Royale des Sciences
JSAH Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians
JWCI Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes
Mémoires secrets Mémoires secrets ... ou journal d’un observateur ...., 36 vols. 

(London, 1777–1789).

Millard The Mark J. Millard Architectural Collection, 4 vols. (Washington: 

National Gallery of Art; New York: George Braziller, 1993–2000).

NAAF Nouvelles Archives de l’Art Français
‘Prix de Rome’ Jean-Marie Pérouse de Montclos, ‘Les Prix de Rome’: Concours 

de l’Académie royale d’architecture au XVIIIe siècle (Paris: Berger-

Levrault, 1984).

Procès-verbaux Henry Lemonnier, ed., Procès-verbaux, 10 vols. (Paris, Jean 

Schemit, 1911–1912; Édouard Champion, 1913–1920; Armand 

Colin, 1922–1929).

RIBA Royal Institute of British Architects, London

SECC Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture
SVEC Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century



1

Introduction

Positioning Leroy

The work of Julien-David Leroy (1724–1803) represents a struggle to reinvigorate a long 

tradition of architectural writing centered on the proper design and use of the classical 

orders. His main publication – Les Ruines des plus beaux monuments de la Grèce (1758; 

2nd ed. 1770) – offered illustrations of the Greek orders in various contexts, applying 

new scholarly methods and conceptual frameworks to understand their transformation 

over time and their effects on the observing subject. Upon its publication, Les Ruines 

was heralded as a revolution and generated intense controversy, positioning Leroy 

for membership in the elite Paris Académie Royale d’Architecture. His career strategy 

proved both effective and insidious: having transformed himself into the leading French 

authority on Greek architecture, Leroy ultimately subverted the entire system of classical 

aesthetics from within one of the leading institutions dedicated to promoting its core 

principles.

Like many of his contemporaries, Leroy grappled with questions arising 

from Gothic construction and knowledge of non-European building traditions, but the 

classical orders remained central elements in discussions of architectural aesthetics at 

the time Les Ruines first appeared.1 Following the Roman author Vitruvius, authorita-

tive Renaissance scholars such as Leon Battista Alberti, Sebastiano Serlio, and Andrea 

Palladio wrote detailed explanations of how to properly shape and deploy the orders, 

which functioned as the principal bearers of meaning in classical buildings. Designing 

“correct” orders became the capstone of a sophisticated architectural author’s research, 

examples of which proliferated in treatises published in Italy and France throughout the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Right up to the mid-eighteenth century, members 

of the Académie d’Architecture perpetuated this tradition, expending considerable effort 

trying to produce standardized designs for the five canonical orders. 

The French had long attempted to differentiate between Greek and Roman 

architecture to better understand the key characteristics of the orders. In 1650, for 

example, Roland Fréart de Chambray collected together the orders published by ten 

earlier authors and systematically compared their profiles and proportions in his Parallèle 

de l’architecture antique et de la moderne.2 His objective was not to present the reader 

with novel designs but rather “to return to the source of the orders and to recover the 

pure images and ideas of those admirable masters who invented them...”3 He separated 

the three perfect Greek orders – Doric, Ionic, Corinthian – from the two, less perfect 

Latin ones – Tuscan, Composite. His explanation that the excellence of Greek art was 
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due to climate would become standard throughout the eighteenth century. Later authors 

such as Marc-Antoine Laugier echoed his recommendation that modern architects avoid 

caprice, license, and error by returning to the simplicity of early models.

François Blondel, the first director and professor of the Académie d’Architecture 

took a different tack in his approach to the problems outlined by Fréart de Chambray. In 

his Cours d’architecture (1675–1683), Blondel sought to refine the principles of the orders 

by keeping one eye fixed on the immutable ideal while the other registered the accumu-

lation of knowledge over time. Expert opinion played a major role in gauging the value 

of modern authors and only those whose work received “universal approval” merited 

consideration.4 “Universal” agreement, however, implied the consent of “intelligent” 

people, not some vaguely defined public.5 Like Serlio, Blondel included in his Cours a 

plate representing the five sanctioned Renaissance orders as an index to the most impor-

tant knowledge a young architect should master (Figure 0.1).

Blondel accepted the notion that valuable contributions to refining the orders 

had been made since their invention by the Greeks. Based on his reading of Vitruvius, 

which he believed to represent Greek theory in unadulterated form, Blondel concluded 

that a significant change in taste had occurred in ancient Rome, as evidenced by surviving 

architectural remains in Italy.6 Blondel’s explicit acknowledgment of change in the design 

of the orders in antiquity may be characterized as a tacit endorsement of the notion 

of progressive improvement over time since, unlike Fréart de Chambray, Blondel never 

advocated a return to original Greek models and sanctioned the careful consideration of 

sixteenth-century texts in addition to ancient sources.

In response to Blondel’s ideas, his colleague Claude Perrault – who dismissed 

the notion that beauty in architecture arose from the adherence to a system of immutable 

proportional relationships – generated his own designs for the orders in his Ordonnance 

des cinq espèces de colonnes selon la méthode des anciens (1683).7 Innovative French 

authors of the eighteenth century such as Jean-Louis de Cordemoy and Laugier continued 

to include plates illustrating the proportions and details of columns and capitals in their 

books, while arguing for a return to the ancient practice of using the orders as structural 

elements in buildings rather than as superficial decorative forms. Though authors such 

as Jacques-François Blondel and Nicolas Le Camus de Mézières attempted to broaden 

the scope of architectural discourse by expanding on the notion of spatial planning or 

“distribution,” the orders remained central to both as the main source of “character” in 

building.

Though Vitruvius informed his readers that the orders originated in Greece, 

neither he nor any of the aforementioned authors made much effort to determine what 

Greek architecture actually looked like. Until the eighteenth century, the arts of ancient 

Greece and Rome were generally regarded as a unified block. This is not to say that 

scholars and architects were unaware of the chronological order in which things were 

made – a good example of such an awareness is Antoine Desgodetz’ Les Édifices 

antiques de Rome (1682), in which monuments are dated to the reigns of various 

emperors – however the objective of studying ancient ruins was to grasp the ideal forms 

and proportions of the orders rather than to illustrate their history.
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Steeped in the foregoing tradition and heir to Blondel’s position as professor 

in the Académie d’Architecture, Leroy made the radical decision to travel to Greece 

at his own expense in 1754–1755. In addition to receiving substantial funding from 

his father, the principal figures who backed Leroy’s project were Pierre-Jean Mariette 

and the Comte de Caylus, the most prominent tastemakers and scholars of art in 
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mid-eighteenth-century Paris. With their assistance, Leroy assembled a team of artists 

who produced the engraved views and plates of measured drawings for Les Ruines des 

plus beaux monuments de la Grèce. Though illustrations of the ruins of Athens appeared 

in suites of engravings published by Richard Pococke and Richard Dalton in 1745 and 

1751, Leroy used his research in Greece to investigate larger issues of historical change 

through comparisons of monuments from different periods. He also sought to clarify the 

relationship between Greek architecture and the principles outlined by Vitruvius, some-

thing attempted by no previous author.

Building on the ideas of Claude Perrault, Leroy concluded that the orders could 

not be considered as objectively beautiful since the forms and proportions of columns 

had never been fixed in antiquity. Increased awareness of Gothic and Chinese architec-

ture further undermined the notion that classicism was the expression of a universally 

valid taste. Thus, while Leroy stated that one of the objectives of Les Ruines was to 

contribute new models to the refinement of the orders and echoed François Blondel’s 

thesis that the best results would be produced by a judicious analysis of all precedents, 

he left that operation to his colleagues in the Academy and moved on to new problems.8 

One of Leroy’s principal contributions to the discourse on the orders was an 

illustration of what he considered the finest Greek Ionic capital – a richly sculpted spec-

imen taken from the Erechtheion (Figure 0.2).9 From the same building he reproduced a 

corner capital with the volute projecting at 45°, proving that the Romans merely borrowed 

this device from the Greeks. He contrasted the Erechtheion capitals with simpler, more 

0.2

Julien-David Leroy, 

Ionic capital from 

the Erechtheion, 

engraved by 

Jean-François de 

Neufforge.

From Les Ruines 

des plus beaux 

monuments de la 

Grèce (Paris, 1758), 

part 2, pl. XIX.



Introduction: Positioning Leroy

5

0.3

Julien-David Leroy, 

Ionic capitals from 

the Erechtheion, 

the Temple of 

Virile Fortune, 

and the Theater of 

Marcellus, engraved 

by Jean-François de 

Neufforge.

From Les Ruines 

des plus beaux 

monuments de la 

Grèce (Paris, 1758), 

part 2, pl. XX.

rigid specimens from the Theater of Marcellus and Temple of Virile Fortune (Temple of 

Portunus) in Rome – models sanctioned by Renaissance theorists and illustrated by Fréart 

de Chambray and Desgodetz (Figure 0.3). Deferring any final judgment on the merit of 

fifth-century BCE Ionic, Leroy coyly remarked that “since it’s typical to admire things that 
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have taken a lot of effort to obtain, I won’t say definitively that the Ionic of the Erechtheion 

must be preferred to Roman examples.”10 

Les Ruines made an immediate impact and became part of highly contentious 

debates about the relative merits of Greek and Roman art. In 1759, the London-based 

publisher Robert Sayer issued a radically reconfigured version of Leroy’s book under the 

title Ruins of Athens with Remains and Other Valuable Antiquities in Greece. Sayer’s 

ostensible purpose was to make Les Ruines available to English readers and to provide 

an affordable work for students of architecture. Although Sayer praised Leroy’s initiative, 

his cavalier attitude toward the integrity of Les Ruines is shocking. The text is based 

largely on George Wheler’s late seventeenth-century account of his voyage to Greece 

and includes none of Leroy’s historical or theoretical observations about architecture, nor 

any of his reflections on Vitruvius, nor even the narrative of his voyage.11

In an attempt to reduce the price of the book, Sayer combined pairs of views 

from Les Ruines, claiming that such an operation made them “truly picturesque” (Figure 

0.4).12 The result is a travesty and it is not without reason that Leroy suspected the book 

was produced to diminish the reputation of his work.13 The first indication that Leroy’s 

measurements may have been faulty appears in Sayer, who indicates that in converting 

the measured drawings to English dimensions, he endeavored “to correct Mons. Leroy, 

where either, from his own Want of Attention, or inaccuracy of the Engraver, the small 

and great Measurements disagree.”14

0.4

Robert Sayer, view 

of Erechtheion 

combined with 

view of the Roman 

portico in Athens. 

From Ruins of 

Athens with Remains 

and Other Valuable 

Antiquities in Greece 

(London, 1759), pl. 9.



Introduction: Positioning Leroy

7

Sayer’s book served as a prelude to the minute and vicious attack on Les 

Ruines mounted by James Stuart in the first volume of The Antiquities of Athens (1762).15 

In his preface, Stuart made it clear that he felt Leroy scooped his project, giving a detailed 

outline of the development of his ideas from the moment he conceived of traveling to 

Greece in 1748. In the first chapter of The Antiquities, Stuart illustrated a Roman portico 

in the market of Athens (the Portico of Athena Archegetis), enumerating thirty mistakes 

in Leroy’s view, elevation, and description of the same monument (Figures 4.10 and 

4.11). In the following chapters, Stuart did not miss an opportunity to point out further 

omissions of detail and errors in measurement. Calling into question Leroy’s integrity and 

competence, Stuart asserted that “accuracy is the principal and almost the only merit” 

of books illustrating ancient monuments.16 Leroy took issue with so narrow a vision of 

architectural research, stating in 1767 that:

I admit that during my travels I had very different ideas and that I certainly 

would not have gone to Greece simply to note the relationships between the 

parts of buildings and the divisions of our foot. I left that sort of glory to those 

who want it and who take pleasure in such things. I measured the monu-

ments of Greece to understand relationships among them, relationships to 

the architecture of earlier and later peoples, and to the principles of Vitruvius. 

My measurements were made with more precision than was required to 

draw my conclusions. To know the general proportions of a circular temple, 

it is unnecessary to measure its diameter and the diameter of every column, 

like Desgodetz. Taking thousands of measurements and paying scrupulous 

attention to mediocre details seems to me superfluous.17

Leroy pointed to Robert Wood’s widely celebrated Ruins of Palmyra (1753) as a model for 

his book, one which could hardly claim an elevated level of precision having been based 

on a mere seventeen days of field work in the ancient city.

Leroy’s efforts to understand and compare Greek monuments to the architec-

ture of other peoples, specifically the Romans, also raised the ire of the Italian architect 

and engraver Giovanni Battista Piranesi who responded to Les Ruines with his monu-

mental polemical treatise Della magnificenza ed architettura de’Romani (1761). Though 

a number of individuals writing in the 1740s and 1750s disparaged Roman contributions 

to the development of the arts in antiquity – including Caylus and Mariette – the material 

evidence published in Les Ruines gave Piranesi an unprecedented opportunity to deploy 

all his graphic brilliance to diminish the Greeks and reassert the inventive genius of the 

Romans.

Isolating Leroy’s illustrations of the Erechtheion in the middle of a page of 

heavily ornamented Roman Ionic capitals (Figure 0.5), Piranesi created what has become 

the most enduring put-down of Les Ruines, reproduced in virtually every publication 

dealing with Piranesi, Leroy, and the Greco-Roman controversy of the 1760s. What has 

become clear from recent studies of Piranesi and his subsequent conflict with Mariette 

is that the frames of reference within which Della magnificenza and Les Ruines were 
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conceived could not have been more different. Piranesi’s ideas about history represented 

an increasingly anachronistic Humanist understanding of the origins of ancient cultures 

based on Biblical dogma, while Leroy’s research embodied a new vision of historical 

scholarship in which the credibility of textual authorities was assessed against the testi-

mony of material remains.18 The controversies stimulated by Les Ruines immediately 

following its publication in 1758 underline a deep epistemological rupture in contemporary 

antiquarian scholarship which, rather than diminishing the importance of Leroy’s work, 

suggests that his book should be seen instead as a work of the greatest significance, one 

that grappled with applying new methods to the making of architectural history.

Impact and reputation

The negative comments made about Les Ruines by Stuart and Piranesi were excep-

tional and have often eclipsed Leroy’s achievement, diminishing his role as a teacher 

and impeding a clear understanding of how his theoretical ideas contributed to a funda-

mental renovation of architectural discourse.19 Considerable evidence indicates that 

Leroy’s colleagues and students regarded him as an innovative thinker and influential 

mentor whose work and teaching transformed architectural thought in the second half 

of the eighteenth century. Two biographical sketches written shortly after Leroy’s death 

describe him as a figure central to cultivating the European-wide fascination with ancient 
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Greece. The first of these biographies appeared in Charles Landon’s Galerie historique 

des hommes les plus célèbres de tous les siècles et de toutes les nations (1806) accom-

panied by an engraved portrait of Leroy based on a drawing by François Gérard (Figure 

0.6).20 The key merit of Leroy’s research, according to Landon, was to eradicate the taste 

for rococo ornament that characterized French design in the first half of the eighteenth 

century.21 Leroy’s achievement during four decades of teaching in Paris was to instill in 

the minds of his students the true principles of architecture. He became a member of 

numerous learned bodies but sought no special recognition for his work: “without ambi-

tion or desire for wealth, happy in his work and his independence,” Landon concluded, 

“Leroy dedicated his entire life to study and public education.”22

The second biographical sketch written by Leroy’s colleague Bon-Joseph 

Dacier appeared in the official Mémoires of the Institut de France (1815). Writing from 

the point of view of a specialist in ancient languages, Dacier thought Leroy’s knowledge 

of ancient literature too limited and claimed that Leroy himself sometimes regretted not 

pushing his studies further.23 What he lacked in scholarly expertise, Leroy made up for 

with passion and zeal. Dacier acknowledged that the appearance of Les Ruines was 

timely, coinciding with the excavations at Herculaneum that “electrified” contemporaries. 

Antiquity was à la mode, and Leroy’s work gave scholars and artists a more precise 

understanding of Greek architecture. As Dacier’s éloge progresses, the importance of 

Leroy’s work augments, culminating in the transformation of taste described by Landon. 

Though Dacier ascribed the aesthetic shift away from rococo to the work of numerous 

individuals, he could not deny Leroy priority: “we might even say that many scholars 

and artists [...] were first inspired by the books and lessons of David Leroy, and, if it’s 

permitted to phrase it this way, acquired from him the first arms with which they honor-

ably fought alongside him.”24

Throughout the nineteenth century, authors inspired by or writing about 

Greek architecture such as Thomas Hope, Chateaubriand, Abel Blouel, Jules Gailhaubaud, 

Daniel Ramée, Victor Laloux, and Maxime Collignon included Leroy in lists of important 

precursors or referred to his voyage in surveys of the rediscovery of Greece in the eigh-

teenth century. Leroy was remembered in an obituary for his student and close colleague 

Antoine-Laurent-Thomas Vaudoyer (1846), where it is remarked that during the French 

Revolution:

It was David Leroy, professor of architecture, and Vaudoyer, both working 

without compensation or desire for personal gain, who began to attract 

studious young people to participate in competitions by offering prizes they 

paid for themselves. Leroy and Vaudoyer thus succeeded in forming the 

nucleus of the École des Beaux-Arts, which now flourishes and is so glorious 

for our nation.25

Many architects and virtually every professor of architecture in early nineteenth-

century Paris studied under Leroy at the Académie d’Architecture or its successor 

school during the Revolution. These include, in addition to Vaudoyer, Charles Percier 
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and Pierre-François-Léonard Fontaine, who set the design trends in Paris during the 

Napoleonic period and beyond; the four professors of architecture who succeeded Leroy 

and who lay the foundations of nineteenth-century architectural pedagogy at the École 

des Beaux-Arts, namely Léon Dufourny (1804–1818), Louis-Pierre Baltard (1818–1841), 

Jean-Nicolas Huyot (1823–1840), and Louis-Hippolyte Lebas (1840–1863); and at the 

École Polytechnique, Leroy’s protégé Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand who taught architecture 

continuously from 1796 to 1837. The figure who contributed most to shaping official French 

architectural theory in the first half of the nineteenth century, Antoine-Chrysostôme 

Quatremère de Quincy, though not a student of the Académie d’Architecture, made 

important but not always positive references to Leroy’s ideas and publications in his two 

major theoretical texts – his three-volume dictionary of architecture for the Encyclopédie 

méthodique (1788–1825) and his two-volume Dictionnaire historique d’architecture 

(1832). Finally, the British architect Sir John Soane owned copies of both editions of 

Les Ruines and made translations of Leroy’s essays on the history and theory of archi-

tecture in 1804 as he prepared to write his lectures for the Royal Academy in London. 

Many details and ideas from Les Ruines may be identified in Soane’s texts, but as David 

Watkin points out “it was typical of Soane that his public references to Leroy in his Royal 

Academy lectures did not touch on the reality of his intellectual debt to him.”26

Foundations

This book takes as its point of departure the research of a number of scholars who have 

perceived the significance of Leroy’s publications and understood his role in shaping 

architectural theory and education in the second half of the eighteenth century. Robin 

Middleton’s long view of the development of French architectural theory, laid out in 

his Ph.D. dissertation on Viollet-le-Duc and the Rational Gothic Tradition (1958) and in 

subsequent articles on the Greco-Gothic tradition in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

architecture has informed my approach to contextualizing Leroy’s ideas. Since 1966, 

Middleton has signaled the importance of Leroy’s Histoire de la disposition et des formes 

différentes que les Chrétiens ont données à leurs temples (1764), which contains his first 

discussion of the effects of light and motion on the perception of architectural forms.27 

Middleton also pointed out that Durand’s influential Recueil et parallèle des édifices de 

tout genre (1800) owes much to comparative tableaux of architectural plans developed 

by Leroy,28 a relationship further explored in the work of Werner Szambien.29 Richard Etlin 

noted the close correspondence between Leroy’s ideas about the aesthetics of colon-

nades and Étienne-Louis Boullée’s Architecture. Essai sur l’art,30 a connection picked up 

on by Yve-Alain Bois who saw a parallel between Leroy’s analysis of the relationship 

between the spectator and architecture and Richard Serra’s approach to sculpture.31 The 

centrality of Leroy’s work to the major trends in late eighteenth-century architectural 

thought is emphasized in Barry Bergdoll’s European Architecture 1750–1890 (2000), 

where his ideas are linked to the development of that key work of French neoclassicism, 

Jacques-Germain Soufflot’s church of Sainte-Geneviève in Paris (Figure 0.7).32
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The format of Les Ruines and Leroy’s novel strategies of combining text and 

image have been described in several publications by Frédéric Pousin,33 while Chantal 

Grell has examined Leroy’s place in the larger context of eighteenth-century French 

studies of antiquity.34 Both Pousin and Grell emphasize the originality of Leroy’s thought 

in relation to his French and British peers, and his struggle to bring together a range 

of different genres and discourses in his publications. More recently, Middleton’s intro-

duction to the Getty Research Institute’s translation of The Ruins of the Most Beautiful 

Monuments of Greece (2004) situates Leroy’s architectural texts in relation to larger 

trends of literary, historical, aesthetic, and scientific thought, underscoring the innova-

tive nature of his ideas as a response to the intellectual world of the Enlightenment.35 

Finally, Leroy’s place in the development of early nineteenth-century French theory has 

been examined in the work of Sylvia Lavin, who posited the seminal role of Les Ruines to 

Quatremère de Quincy’s ideas about Egyptian and Greek architecture,36 and by Bergdoll 

who sees Leroy as a precursor to attempts made by the Romantic generation of French 

architects in the 1830s to theorize a modern agenda for architecture through an analysis 

of history.37 
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