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The Cambrai Drawing School 

 

In 1781, the first municipal drawing school was established in Cambrai, on the initiative 

of the painter Antoine François Saint-Aubert (1715-1788). Until then, art had been studied in 

the workshops of master painters. The city of Lille had just reorganized its academic school 

and the idea took root in Saint-Aubert’s mind: why would Cambrai not have its own school 

allowing all artisans to study drawing methodically and free of charge? So, Antoine François 

Saint-Aubert suggested to the États du Cambrésis that a drawing school should be opened. 

They reacted favourably to his request at the general assembly of 14 November 1780 and 

decided to give him responsibility for the establishment. Like for most drawing schools that 

opened in France during this period, the creation of the Cambrai School was the result of a 

private initiative and the desire to help the crafts to progress through the study of drawing.  

The school was under the dual control of the États Généraux du Cambrésis and the city 

magistrates. Decisions affecting it were taken by common agreement between the two 

institutions. A third of the school’s financing came from the city and two thirds from the États 

du Cambrésis.  

The school was installed in an upper room of the town hall, called the “salle des 

canonniers”, because it was used by the gunners as a meeting place, and it opened officially in 

August 1781.  

Architecture, ornament, working in the round and elements of external anatomy were 

taught there.  

At the start, the drawing school did not practice studying from the live model. The 

school’s teaching programmes show that learning drawing was focused on depicting the human 

body. It was thought at the time that if someone was capable of drawing the human figure, they 

could draw anything. 

Until the French Revolution, the role of the Cambrai drawing school was limited to that 

of a free drawing school intended for future artisans. It did not seek to receive the title of 

academy, preserved its freedom jealously and, unlike many schools, did not have any contact 

with the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture Paris. In principle, any school formed 

in the provinces had to request affiliation from the Paris Academy. However, in reality some 

schools escaped this control, such those of Cambrai and Lille.  

At the same time as the opening of the drawing school, another painter from Cambrai, 

Charles Benoît Martho (1747-1832), created a studio for learning art in 1782, where he taught 

drawing and painting with the assistance of a professor of geometry and an anatomist. The 

pupils studied the live model under his supervision. Teaching drawing from the live model was 

entirely new in Cambrai while at the drawing school, the principles of art were taught in quite 
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an elementary manner. Marto’s studio was fashionable at the start, pupils flocked there to sit 

in front of the model. But the costs were enormous, and income was not enough to cover them. 

Martho’s workshop, which charged a fee, suffered because Saint-Aubert’s school was free. 

Nevertheless, there was no rivalry between the two institutions, the two owners were friends 

and the municipal administration provided financial help to Martho to encourage the study of 

the live model. Despite this assistance, the deficit grew, and the studio had to close in 1785.  

Drawing classes from the live model were then annexed to the drawing school.  

Antoine François Saint-Aubert died in April 1788. Following this, the States of 

Cambrésis and the Magistrates kept a promise made to his son Louis, who had already been 

professor for six years, to confirm his position as director and professor. Louis Saint-Aubert 

(1755-1810) then managed the school, continuing his father’s methods.  

A difficult period for the school started, during which the political upheavals and 

financial disorder made administration problematic. However, even during the most 

challenging and precarious times, the city continued to support the school. The Cambrai 

drawing school was one of the few to remain open during the revolutionary period, despite 

financial difficulties. During this crisis period, money problems only increased and threatened 

the school’s very existence in 1793.  Funds applicable to public instruction were used to cover 

spending. Louis Saint-Aubert had to ask several times for his salary. The pupils were hardly 

better off, they suffered from the cold due to the absence of heating and the deteriorated state 

of the premises where the roof was weakened by water. The professor and his pupils continued 

the struggle, reinforced by petitions for the maintenance of the school.  

In September 1798, the school was reorganized: new premises, new regulations. The 

regulations stipulated that from then on, pupils were obliged to attend national festivities and 

patriotic ceremonies. It was a period when the youth was closely implicated in public life. Louis 

Saint-Aubert was asked to betray any pupils who withdrew from this national duty, and several 

of them were temporarily suspended for not having fulfilled this obligation.  

At the dawn of the 19th century, the drawing school prospered, the number of pupils 

attending increased, reaching about a hundred in 1801. The school was again reorganized by a 

ruling of the Municipal Council on 2 July 1802, and it became a fully-fledged municipal 

institution, taking the title of academy and was known from then on as the Écoles Académiques 

de Dessin (The Academic Drawing Schools) of Cambrai. 
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