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Abstract:
Jean Delville’s depiction of the philosopher Plato surrounded by his students reflects
the understanding of the nature of beauty Delville set out in his book The New Mission
of Art. It also expresses the view of Plato as one of the world’s great spiritual teachers
associated with the Theosophical movement founded by Madame Helena Blavatsky.
These views in turn, have their origins in the works of Renaissance thinkers, such as
Marsilio Ficino, and ultimately in the writings of the third-century philosopher
Plotinus.
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The Philosophical Aspects of Jean Delville’s L’Ecole de Platon
by J. H. Lesher

Jean Delville (1867–1953) was a central participant in the Symbolist movement in France and
Belgium at the turn of the twentieth century. His monumental work, The School of Plato (fig. 1),
begun during the artist’s stay in Italy,[1] made its first public appearance at the 1898 Salon d’Art
Idéaliste in Brussels.[2] Although two contemporary critics showered it with praise,[3] The
School of Plato has puzzled many viewers.[4] Why, for example, does the central figure (one
assumes Plato) bear a striking resemblance to Christ as he is traditionally depicted? Why are
those gathered around Plato (one assumes his students) shown nude or semi-nude, and in this
arrangement? And how do the unusual colors, flora, and fauna contribute to the message
Delville was seeking to convey? Studies by Sébastien Clerbois[5] and Brendan Cole[6] have
shed light on the significance of The School of Plato in its contemporary context. In what follows,
I argue that insights into the work may also be gained by connecting it with a set of doctrines
that go back to the Renaissance philosopher and translator Marsilio Ficino,[7] and beyond, to
the third-century philosopher Plotinus.

Fig. 1, Jean Delville, L’Ecole de Platon [The School of Plato], 1898. Oil on canvas. Musée d’Orsay, Paris. With the

kind permission of Miriam Delville. [larger image]

The School of Plato
The School of Plato is divided into three triangular sections. Plato, who gestures with his right
hand raised to the sky and his left hand lowered to the earth, occupies the inverted middle
triangle and the central visual field. He is flanked by two more triangles, comprising the
students on either side. A fourth, overlapping triangle can be seen extending from the top of
Plato’s head through his downturned gaze and the heads of the foreground students on the left
and through his gesturing hand and the heads of the students on the right. This triangle
overlays the first, inverted triangle, forming a shape perhaps suggestive of a hexagram, or the
Star of David, which was an important symbol and emblem of the Theosophist Society, of
which Delville was a member.[8] As Cole points out, through Plato’s torso cross two more
diagonal lines, the first running from the heads of the background students on the left of the
painting, through Plato’s hands, and ending at the heads of the foreground students on the
right. The second line extends in an almost mirror image from the heads of the background
students on the right to the heads of those in the foreground on the left.[9] The visual field is
balanced, with six students on Plato’s left and six more on his right. On either side, two
students are standing, two are seated, and two lie on the ground; three are fair-haired, while
three are dark-haired. The curve of the foremost two bodies on the left is reflected in the
posture of the foremost two on the right. Another prominent symmetry in the painting
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involves the students’ dress: on each side of Plato, students wear two floral wreaths, three tan
robes, and two blue robes. An olive tree and a path leading into the background frame the
group on each side. Also apparent are other groups of three and other triangular patterns.
These include three peacocks (one in the foreground and two in the background) and three
sailboats. The mountains in the far distance provide additional triangular elements.

The School of Plato and the Art-Historical Tradition
Several features link this work with earlier depictions of Plato. What may be the earliest of
these is a Pompeian mosaic (Plato’s Academy, National Archaeological Museum of Naples)
dating from the Hellenistic period, which shows a group of seven individuals, some seated and
others standing, gathered in a sylvan setting, with one figure (perhaps Eudoxus) pointing to
what appears to be a model of the celestial sphere.[10] Near the center of the scene sits a man
with a markedly broad forehead, perhaps the philosopher Aristocles, who acquired the
nickname Platôn (which means “broad”) or Plato. The raised right hand of Delville’s Plato is
also reminiscent of the gesturing of Plato in Raphael’s School of Athens (1510–11). In addition, the
third youth from the left bears a striking resemblance to the naked Alcibiades in Pietro Testa’s
1648 The Symposium (Museum of Prints and Drawings, National Museums of Berlin). The
students in Antonio Zucchi’s 1767 A Greek Philosopher and His Disciples (National Trust, Nostell
Priory in Nostell, West Yorkshire) also gather around a central figure while studying texts and
constructing geometrical demonstrations. And like most of Delville’s youths, four students in
an 1881 lithograph by Wilhelm Geissler,[11] based on a painting by Otto Knille, are shown
listening to their teacher, hands touching heads.

Delville’s Aims in Creating The School of Plato
These references serve to confirm the historic continuity of Delville’s subject, but to
understand Delville’s objectives in creating The School of Plato we must turn to his writings on
aesthetic theory. Two principles asserted in his The New Mission of Art are particularly relevant.
In one remarkable sentence[12] Delville states:

Through the infinite veil, behind which the unseen work of the Great Unknown is
carried on, Beauty sheds its light, quivering with the divine radiance, the wondrous
effect of the mystic harmony of essence and substance, of which works of art are the
objective suggestions, in proportion to the mental capacity of the artist inspired to
receive them.[13]

References to harmony and vibration appear frequently in the book: “The work of art in which
there does not vibrate a harmonious combination of all the elements which constitute life and
the ideal will only be an elementary work”;[14] “As matter is a unity, so Beauty is a unity,
though manifested by a different kind of vibration”;[15] and “Rhythm, or harmony, exists as
much in the world of forms as in that of sound.”[16] Elsewhere, Delville identifies
“symmetry,”[17] “proportion, measurement, and number,”[18] “equilibrium,”[19] and “unity in
variety”[20] as conditions essential to beauty.[21] The basic principle appears to be that it is the
mission of the artist to create works embodying numerical values and geometrical forms in as
unified, balanced, and harmonious a manner as possible. The multiple symmetrical divisions
and groupings on display in The School of Plato are readily understandable in the light of this
view of the conditions of beauty.
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A second, related principle Delville articulates in New Mission is that in fashioning visible
harmonies and “vibrations” such as those just noted, the artist bridges the divide between the
material and the spiritual, between the natural and the supernatural world:[22]

The object of art, then, is rather to cause man to perceive the essential reality of things.
And the immateriality of things can be only perceived and understood by the
immaterial principle of intelligence and spirit.[23]

In the same way as the musician of genius translates the harmonies of invisible space
into natural sounds, the painter, the sculptor, can translate the harmony of typical forms
which are in the invisible plastic light, living prisms of divine beauties, in which are
refracted the splendours of the universal soul.[24]

Several aspects of The School of Plato reinforce the spiritual character of the message Delville
was seeking to convey. The dominant blue tones in this and other works reflect the artist’s view
of blue as a celestial color associated with religious experience.[25] The peacock was an early
Christian symbol of resurrection and immortality, inspired in part by the fact that the peacock
renews its feathers every year and in part by the legend that the flesh of the peacock is
impervious to decay.[26] Plato’s twelve students call to mind the twelve disciples.[27] The
wisteria vine and blossoms, featured in three other Delville depictions of a religious subject,
[28] may link The School of Plato with Eastern traditions in which flowers possess a spiritual
significance. The wisteria vine originated in the Shandong province of eastern China and
appears often in Chinese and Japanese works of art.[29] Like his Theosophical associates,
Delville affirmed the unity of the Eastern and Western religious traditions, declaring that
“Buddha is the Christ of the East as Christ is the Buddha of the West.”[30] The peacock is also
associated with the Bodhisattva, one of the Buddha’s reincarnations.

The Significance of the Nude Androgyne
The nudity of Plato’s students also conveys an important if often misunderstood message.
Some have regarded the depiction of these naked male bodies as a celebration of the
pederastic relationships common among the individuals who appear in Plato’s dialogues.[31]
In his Symposium, for example, Plato depicts a group of notable Athenians who, in the presence
of their lovers, offer speeches in praise of erôs or “passionate desire.” Whatever view of the
institution of pederasty one might wish to attribute to Plato himself,[32] an undeniably
homoerotic atmosphere pervades many of his dialogues. In New Mission, Delville has a good
deal to say about the nude, and his comments make it clear that here it has nothing to do with
homoeroticism:

It is by the nude alone that the artist can express the essential character of life, the
impersonal ideas, universal beliefs, and the general sentiments of mankind. . . . In it we
even observe the clearly defined tendency of harmony, style, and proportion to meet,
through the constant study and aesthetic observation of nature, in an IDEAL TYPE.[33]

In short, the symmetries and harmonies observable in the naked human body, like those on
display elsewhere in The School of Plato, were intended to spark an awareness of ideal forms,
which is to say, afford the viewer access to a spiritual realm.
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In assigning Plato’s students both masculine and feminine qualities, Delville associated Plato’s
teachings with the androgyne, a common feature of Theosophical thought.[34] Delville’s
associate Sâr Joséphin Péladan was so attracted to the concept of the androgyne or “man-
woman” that he changed his name from Joseph to Joséphin in order to blur his gender
identity. In his essay De L’Androgyne Péladan explained the “transporting” power of the
concept:

The point of unity, synonymous with the point of truth, urges us to work towards
synthesis and, plastically, no other synthesis exists other than that of the androgyne. . . .
The androgyne transports us beyond time and place, beyond the passions, into the
realm of the Archetypes, the highest reaches of our thought.[35]

Plato and Jesus
In his depiction of a Christ-like Plato, Delville was also giving expression to the Theosophical
view of Plato as one of a small number of religious sages or “initiates.” Madame Helena
Blavatsky, the co-founder of Theosophy, explained this view thus:

Although twenty-two and one half centuries have elapsed since the death of Plato, the
great minds of the world are still occupied with his thoughts. He was, in the fullest sense
of the word, “the world’s interpreter” . . . and [through him] . . . the spirituality of the
Vedic philosophers who lived thousands of years before him: Vyasa, Jaimini, Kapila,
Patanjali, and many others transmitted their thoughts through Pythagoras to Plato and
his school. . . . Thus is warranted the inference that Plato and the ancient Hindu sages
held the same wisdom in common.[36]

The idea of “initiates” or “masters of esoteric wisdom” had also been championed by Edouard
Schuré (who wrote the introduction to Delville’s New Mission). Schuré describes the moment
when, seated in the Uffizi library, he discovered the essential unity of all the world’s religions:

At that instant, as in a flash I saw the Light that flows from one mighty founder of
religion to another, from the Himalayas to the plateau of Iran, from Sinai to Tabor,
from the crypts of Egypt to the sanctuary of Eleusis. Those great prophets, those
powerful figures whom we call Rama, Krishna, Hermes, Moses, Orpheus, Pythagoras,
Plato, and Jesus, appeared before me in a homogeneous group. . . . Nevertheless,
through them all moved the impulse of the eternal Word.[37]

Schuré also held that in developing a view of a higher, ideal world, Plato had opened up the
possibility for human communication with the divine:

Idealism is a bold affirmation of the divine truths by the soul, which in its solitude
questions itself and judges celestial reality by its own intimate faculties and its inner
voices. Initiation is the penetration of these same truths by the experience of the soul,
by direct vision of the spirit, by inner awakening. At its highest stage it is the
communication of the soul with the divine world.[38]

The identification of Plato with Jesus and of Plato’s students with Jesus’s disciples; the
evocation of ideal numerical and geometrical forms; the depiction of Plato’s students as nude
androgynes; the presence of symbolic colors, flora, and fauna—through each of these visual
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features Delville was affirming the Theosophical view of Plato as one of those rare individuals
whose teachings afforded mankind access to a spiritual realm.

Delville’s Aesthetic Theory and the Esoteric Tradition
The aesthetic theory that informs The School of Plato gathers together a set of traditions often
placed under the rubric of Esotericism. These include Hermeticism, Rosicrucianism,
Theosophy, and a Neoplatonic tradition that extends through thinkers such as Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite, Proclus, and Iamblichus back to the third-century thinker Plotinus.

One key figure in the formation of the Hermetic tradition was the Florentine translator,
philosopher, priest, and physician Marsilio Ficino (1433–99). At the direction of his patron
Cosimo d’Medici, Ficino ceased work on his translations of Plato’s dialogues in order to focus
his energies on a recently purchased manuscript entitled the Corpus Hermeticum. In the preface
to his translation of a portion of this work, Ficino identified an Egyptian sage known as
Hermes Trismegistus, meaning “Thrice-great Hermes” (who is also known as Mercurius ter
Maximus, from the Latin, or even Mercurius Trismegistus), as the founder of a “single system
of ancient theology”:

At the time when Moses was born flourished Atlas the astrologer, brother of the natural
philosopher Prometheus and maternal grandfather of the elder Mercurius, whose
grandson was Mecurius Trismegistus. . . . They called him Trismegistus or thrice-
greatest because he was the greatest philosopher and the greatest priest and the greatest
king. . . . Just as he outdid all philosophers in learning and keenness of mind, so also he
surpassed every priest . . . in sanctity of life and reverence for the divine. . . . Among
philosophers he first turned from physical and mathematical topics to contemplation of
things divine, and he was the first to discuss with great wisdom the majesty of God, the
order of demons and the transformation of souls. Thus, he was called the first author of
theology and Orpheus followed him, taking second place in the ancient theology. After
Aglaophemus, Pythagoras came next in theological succession, having been initiated
into the rites of Orpheus, and he was followed by Philolaus, teacher of our divine Plato.
In this way, from a wondrous line of six theologians emerged a single system of ancient
theology (prisca theologia), harmonious in every part, which traced its origins to
Mercurius and reached absolute perfection with the divine Plato.[39]

One tenet in Ficino’s reconstruction of the prisca theologia was his view of Pythagoras and
Philolaus as major influences on Plato, a not entirely implausible view. A second, much less
plausible tenet was his view of Hermes Trismegistus as a pre-Christian Egyptian sage who
miraculously anticipated the main elements of Christian thought. When in 1614 the Swiss
scholar Isaac Casaubon provided incontrovertible evidence that the Hermetic corpus dated
from a later, Christian period, most of the case for the prisca theologia evaporated. But, as we
have seen, the idea of an interlocking series of divinely inspired sages survived into the
modern period in the Theosophical doctrine of “the initiates.”[40]

The figure of the androgyne had also appeared in a number of earlier religious and
philosophical texts. In his Symposium, Plato had the comic playwright Aristophanes explain
how human beings as we know them today descended from an original race of double-men,
double-women, and a third, mixed race, the androgynos or “man-woman.” Unlike later writers,
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Plato did not suggest that the androgynos was in any way a more spiritual being; it was simply
one of the three original forms of the human being.[41] The seventeenth-century German
idealist thinker Jacob Boehme (often identified as an early if unofficial Theosophist) adopted a
view of Adam as the original androgyne since both man and woman were created from him.
[42] Hermes Trismegistus had characterized God himself as the original androgyne insofar as
the divine was beyond gender distinctions[43] (a view which Péladan also adopted).[44] And as
Edgar Wind explains:

Philo and Origen inferred from this passage [Genesis 1:27]—and their authority ranked
high with Renaissance Platonists—that the first and original man was androgynous; that
the division into male and female belonged to a later and lower state of creation; and
that when all created things return to their maker, the unfolded and divided state of
man will be re-infolded in the divine essence.[45]

Ficino offered a distinctive account of the meaning of Aristophanes’s speech. Perhaps because
he was uncomfortable having the divine Plato speaking of a time when male-male and female-
female relationships were commonplace, he chose to read Aristophanes’s fairy tale as a
metaphorical account, ascribing to human nature a pair of lights, one innate to deal with
human affairs and another infused in order to deal with superior matters.[46] But for many
Renaissance thinkers, the image of the androgyne symbolized man’s dual physical-spiritual
nature, and the aspiration to ascend from the former to the latter (as reflected in the phrase 
Philosophia Duce Regredimur—“With philosophy leading the way, we retrace our steps”).[47]

As we have seen, the aesthetic theory that informed Delville’s creation of The School of Plato
took the mission of the artist to be the creation of unifying symmetrical or harmonious visible
forms capable of sparking an awareness of their divine archetypes (underlining mine):

The artist, in short, who does not know that Beauty is the luminous conception of 
equilibrium in forms, will never have any influence over the soul, because his works will
be without thought, that is without life.[48]

As matter is unity, so Beauty is unity, though manifested by a different kind of vibration.
[49]

The beauty of perceptible forms results from that symmetry. It is the signature of the
divine order in nature.[50]

To put the point in more metaphysical terms, Delville held that Beauty emanated from a
higher level of reality and descended into the visible and material realm:

Considered in its metaphysical sense Beauty is one of the manifestations of the Absolute
Being, Emanating from the harmonious radiance of the divine plane, it traverses the
intellectual plane in order to further irradiate the plane of nature, where it is quenched
in the darkness of matter.[51]
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These [new artists] know that spirit descends into form, form into matter, and that
without form, matter expresses nothingness.[52]

The hierarchy of art is based on the hierarchy of being.[53]

This understanding of the “metaphysics of Beauty” was not new. In an earlier period Ficino
had also spoken of a hierarchy of being, in which Beauty is a ray that penetrates all the lower
levels of being, and in doing so attracts the soul upward:

Beauty is a certain act or ray from it [the Good] penetrating through all things: first into
the Angelic Mind, second into the Soul of the whole, and the other souls, third into
Nature, fourth into the matter of bodies.[54]

This divine beauty has generated love, that is, a desire for itself in all things. Since if
God attracts the World to Himself, and the world is attracted, there exists a certain
continuous attraction (beginning with God, emanating to the World, and returning at
last to God) which returns again, as if in a kind of circle, to the same place whence it is
issued.[55]

Gombrich explained the link between the visible and the intelligible thus:

The objects in our sublunar world have different qualities, some, like heat and cold,
dryness and moisture, are elemental and thus wedded to the world of matter. Others,
like brightness, colours, and numbers—that is proportion—appertain both to our
sublunar world and to the celestial sphere. These mathematical shapes and proportions,
then, belong to the higher order of things. Shapes and proportions, therefore, have the
most intimate connection with the Ideas in the World Soul or the Divine Intellect.[56]

Plotinus’s Conception of Beauty
At some point in the third century of the Christian era, the philosopher Plotinus characterized
beauty as an emanation from a higher level of reality, as the consequence of the imposition of
unity on variety, and as an intelligible harmony:

This, then, is how the material thing becomes beautiful—by communicating in the
Reason-Principle that flows from the Divine.[57]

So mounting the soul will come first to the Intellectual-Principle and survey all the
beautiful ideas in the supreme and will avow that this is Beauty, that the ideas are
Beauty. For by their efficacy comes all Beauty else, but the offspring of Being and of the
Intellectual-Principle.”[58]
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But where the ideal form has entered, it has grouped and coordinated what from a
diversity of parts was to become a unity . . . and on what has thus been compacted to
unity, Beauty enthrones itself.[59]

And harmonies unheard in sound create the harmonies we hear and wake the soul to
the consciousness of beauty . . . for the measures of our sensible music are not arbitrary
but determined by the Principle whose labor is to dominate matter and bring pattern
into being.[60]

Some elements of Plotinus’s understanding of the nature of beauty go back to Plato. In his 
Republic, Plato had spoken of a sun-like power, “the Good” (to agathon), that imparts order and
value to the world,[61] and in the Symposium Plato had the priestess Diotima describe a process
by which the soul, properly guided, can ascend to knowledge of the Form of “Beauty Itself”
(auto to kalon).[62] So it would appear that Plato regarded all beautiful objects as
approximations of and, under the proper circumstances, steps toward knowledge of the Form
of Beauty. But the conception of the process in which Beauty as the product of divine love
descends as well as returns through a four-level hierarchy of mind, soul, nature, and matter,
was Plotinus’s contribution.

Conclusion
While Delville’s The School of Plato reflects a set of doctrines in vogue at the turn of the
twentieth century, it also stands within an ancient philosophical tradition. The view of beauty
as radiating from a divine source, as the manifestation of intelligible harmonies, as unity
imposed on a manifold, and as a means to ascending to a higher realm were all ideas
conceived by Plotinus long before they were revived by Marsilio Ficino and embraced by the
Theosophists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

J. H. Lesher is Professor of Philosophy at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He has
written extensively on topics in ancient Greek philosophy and on the reception of ancient
philosophical ideas by later artists and writers. He is currently investigating Heraclitean themes
in modern poetry.
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Illustrations(PDF)

Fig. 1, Jean Delville, L’Ecole de Platon [The School of Plato], 1898. Oil on canvas. Musée d’Orsay, Paris. With

the kind permission of Miriam Delville. [return to text]
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