
Transylvania University: The Cradle of Liberal
Education in the Early American Republic
Transylvania University, founded in 1780 in Lexington, Kentucky, holds a
prominent place in the history of American education. As the first institution
of higher learning west of the Appalachian Mountains, Transylvania played
a pivotal role in shaping the educational landscape of the early American
Republic. Its commitment to liberal education, which emphasized critical
thinking, civic engagement, and moral development, had a profound impact
on the intellectual and cultural development of the nation.
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This article explores the history, curriculum, and legacy of Transylvania
University, highlighting its contributions to the making of liberal education in
the United States.

History
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Transylvania University was founded by a group of Presbyterian ministers
who envisioned a college that would educate the future leaders of Kentucky
and the western territories. The university's first president, the Reverend
David Rice, was a prominent figure in the American Enlightenment and a
strong advocate for religious freedom and education. Under Rice's
leadership, Transylvania adopted a curriculum that emphasized the
classics, mathematics, and natural philosophy, as well as moral and
religious instruction.

In the early 19th century, Transylvania became a major center of learning in
the West. The university attracted students from across the country,
including future statesmen, jurists, and educators. Among its most famous
alumni were Henry Clay, John C. Breckinridge, and Jefferson Davis.
Transylvania also played a key role in the development of the medical
profession in the United States. Its medical school, founded in 1817, was
one of the first in the country and trained some of the most distinguished
physicians of the era.

The Civil War had a devastating impact on Transylvania University. The
university's buildings were burned and its library destroyed. After the war,
Transylvania struggled to rebuild and regain its former glory. In the late 19th
century, the university merged with Kentucky University and moved to a
new campus in Lexington. Transylvania remained a small institution for
much of the 20th century, but in recent years it has experienced a
resurgence and is now recognized as one of the leading liberal arts
colleges in the United States.

Curriculum



Transylvania University's curriculum was designed to provide students with
a well-rounded education in the liberal arts and sciences. The core
curriculum included courses in English, Latin, Greek, mathematics, natural
philosophy, moral philosophy, and religion. Students were also required to
take courses in history, geography, and political science. The university's
emphasis on critical thinking, civic engagement, and moral development
was reflected in its curriculum and pedagogy.

Transylvania's faculty was composed of some of the most distinguished
scholars of the era. The Reverend John Bradford, who served as president
from 1828 to 1865, was a renowned mathematician and astronomer. The
Reverend Robert J. Breckinridge, who served as president from 1847 to
1857, was a prominent theologian and orator. The medical school was led
by Dr. Benjamin W. Dudley, one of the most respected surgeons in the
United States.

Transylvania's curriculum and faculty helped to produce some of the most
influential leaders of the early American Republic. Henry Clay, who studied
law at Transylvania, went on to become a leading statesman and the
"Great Compromiser" who helped to preserve the Union during the Civil
War. John C. Breckinridge, who graduated from Transylvania in 1815,
served as Vice President of the United States and played a key role in the
secession of the Southern states. Jefferson Davis, who graduated from
Transylvania in 1828, became the President of the Confederate States of
America.

Legacy

Transylvania University's legacy is evident in its contributions to the making
of liberal education in the United States. The university's commitment to



critical thinking, civic engagement, and moral development has shaped the
educational landscape of the nation. Transylvania's alumni have gone on to
become leaders in all walks of life, including government, law, medicine,
education, and business.

Transylvania University continues to be a vibrant and dynamic institution of
higher learning. The university offers a wide range of undergraduate and
graduate programs in the liberal arts and sciences. Transylvania is also
home to a number of research centers and institutes, including the Center
for Appalachian Studies and the Breckinridge Center for American
Revolution Studies.

As Transylvania University enters its third century, it remains committed to
its mission of providing a transformative liberal arts education. The
university's legacy as the cradle of liberal education in the early American
Republic continues to inspire its students and faculty today.

Transylvania University played a pivotal role in the making of liberal
education in the United States. Its commitment to critical thinking, civic
engagement, and moral development has shaped the intellectual and
cultural development of the nation. Transylvania's alumni have gone on to
become leaders in all walks of life, and the university continues to be a
vibrant and dynamic institution of higher learning.
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