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To my mother, Harriet Marks, public television’s first publicist and the pioneer promoter of Mister Rogers, who passed away at the age of ninety-five during the final preparation of this book.





To photograph is to appropriate the thing photographed. It means putting oneself into a certain relation to the world.

—Susan Sontag, On Photography
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Self-portrait, Chicago, 1956 (Vivian Maier)





INTRODUCTION


American/French • Authoritative/Reserved • Caring/Cold Feminine/Masculine • Fun/Strict • Generous/Unyielding Jovial/Cynical • Neat/Packrat • Nice/Mean • Passionate/Frigid Personable/Stern • Polite/Brusque • Responsible/Inattentive Social/Solitary • Feminist/Traditional • Visible/Reclusive Mary Poppins/Wicked Witch

—Descriptions of Vivian Maier by those who knew her best



The story begins in 2007, at a foreclosure auction in Chicago. When one of the buyers, John Maloof, closely examined his purchase—abandoned boxes stuffed with photographs he hoped to use for a book project—he uncovered a treasure trove: thousands of negatives shot by an unknown photographer. Maloof was only twenty-six years old, but his instincts told him that the pictures were special. He hunted down other buyers who had attended the sale and bought their boxes of prints and negatives. In fits and starts, he scooped up the majority of the photographer’s work.

The original buyers were able to identify the photographer as Vivian Maier because the name appeared on processing envelopes in their boxes. In an effort to find her, they repeatedly searched the internet but, time and again, they came up empty-handed. That is, until April 2009, when an obituary popped up revealing that a recently deceased Chicago nanny was the one who had taken all the pictures. She was called a “photographer extraordinaire” and “second mother to John, Lane, and Matthew.” Excited and intrigued, Maloof tracked down the family that had placed the death notice to learn more.

At the same time, after devoting the bulk of his savings to the purchase of Vivian’s photographs, Maloof contemplated the best way to share and market the work. Seeking feedback from those more expert than himself, he prepared a blog containing some of his favorite Vivian Maier photographs to link to the Hardcore Street Photography group on Flickr. When he clicked “Share,” everything changed. Vivian’s images were met with such enthusiasm that they began to go viral, with admirers sharing and resharing the photographs all over the globe. While relatively small in number, the original two dozen Flickr images were full of character and emotion, featuring a diverse array of topics and people: there was literally something for everyone.

Eventually, Maloof partnered with another buyer, Jeffrey Goldstein, to prepare and archive their combined portfolios. Few of the more than 140,000 images they had purchased were prints; most existed only as negatives or undeveloped film. Examination of Vivian’s materials as a whole brought the stunning realization that she had only seen seven thousand of her photographs, the number that existed in hard copy. In fact, 45,000 exposures had never even been developed. Master photographer Mary Ellen Mark considered this highly unusual circumstance and articulated what everyone else was thinking: “Something is wrong. A piece of the puzzle is missing.”

    Vivian Maier Archive Components
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        65% negatives               30% undeveloped film               5% prints

    

    As Maloof and Goldstein rolled out their portfolios, evidence of Vivian’s achievement and talent mounted. A nonstop cycle of shows, lectures, books, and accolades ensued, fueled by media that couldn’t stop talking about the new nanny wonder. Newspapers, magazines, websites, and television networks the world over breathlessly told her story. The New York Times’ Lens blog exclaimed, “The release of every new image on the web causes a sensation.” The Los Angeles Times wrote that Vivian’s work was “characterized by a crisp formal intelligence, a vivid sense of humor, and a keen grasp of the serendipitous choreography of daily life.” She was called a “genius” by the Associated Press and “one of the most remarkable stories in American photography” by Smithsonian magazine. The New York Times’ venerable art critic Roberta Smith claimed that Vivian’s initial exhibits “nominate a new candidate for the pantheon of great 20th-century street photographers.”
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Original images shared on Flickr (Vivian Maier)
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        Vivian Maier debut, Chicago Cultural Center, 2011 (John Maloof)

    

Concluding that the story of hidden talent and its improbable discovery would make a compelling documentary, Maloof began to research Vivian’s background. He was proven right when interviews with a dozen of her Chicago employers revealed that they knew almost nothing about the woman who had lived in their homes and cared for their children. While many were aware she had taken pictures, they never imagined the extent of her photography. Some offered completely contradictory descriptions of their nanny’s personality and behavior. The more Maloof discovered, the more mysterious Vivian became.

The resulting 2014 film, Finding Vivian Maier, received an Academy Award nomination and launched the photographer nanny into a rarefied stratosphere of fame. The documentary’s global audience was just as enthralled by her baffling background as by her pictures. The filmmakers found genealogical records revealing that Vivian had spent six years with relatives in France as a child and had lived in Manhattan until she was thirty, but were unable to locate anyone in New York who remembered her or her family. She spent the remainder of her life in Chicago, yet none of Vivian’s employers could accurately relay where she was born, where she had been raised, if she had family or friends, why she started taking pictures, why she hadn’t become a professional photographer, why she didn’t process much of her work, or why she didn’t share it with others. These questions were posed in the documentary but many remained unanswered, leaving millions of fans hoping that someone might unlock the nanny’s secrets.

This was precisely when I entered the orbit circling Vivian Maier, and my involvement was as unlikely as that of all others associated with the photographer. I am a former corporate executive, and for three decades my purview included research and analysis geared toward understanding the desires, motivations, and behavior of everyday people. For me, no detail is inconsequential, and no question is left unanswered. My greatest passion is solving quotidian mysteries—the more convoluted, the better. One wintry afternoon in late 2014, I wrapped myself in a blanket and watched Maloof’s documentary in advance of the upcoming Academy Awards. Like many, I was captivated by the photographs but puzzled by the opposing descriptions of Vivian’s personality, the lack of understanding surrounding her photographic behavior and goals, and the absence of information about her family and personal life. But where most saw an impenetrable mystery, I saw gaps that needed filling, and felt compelled to unravel the story that had confounded so many.

Within weeks I had contacted John Maloof and Jeffrey Goldstein with an offer to collaborate. They told me of a pressing need to find out what happened to Vivian’s brother, Charles, who became untraceable after the 1940s. As the direct heir to her valuable estate, it was imperative that he and his descendants be found. A few months later, I discovered a baptism record for a Karl Maier that had rested for almost a century in the cavernous archives of Manhattan’s Saint Peter’s Lutheran Church. This finding led to confirmation that Vivian’s brother never married or had legitimate children—and that he had passed away in New Jersey in 1977. His death affirmed what most had suspected: there was no clear heir to Vivian’s estate. The Chicago Tribune featured me on their front page and the Cook County estate administrators reached out to exchange information. Suddenly and unexpectedly, I became part of the Vivian Maier phenomenon.

    As my research continued, Maloof and Goldstein independently requested that I write a comprehensive and authoritative biography of Vivian Maier and offered me access to all of their photographs. Thus, I became the only person in the world to examine their combined archive of 140,000 images, which served as the cornerstone of this biography. They graciously furnished the technical expertise that I lacked by connecting me to industry experts, and the administrators of Vivian’s estate generously granted me permission to use her photographs to help tell her story. I was further armed with other materials from Maloof’s collection: tape recordings, films, records, and personal artifacts. All this ultimately amounted to the tip of the Maier family iceberg; buried deep under the surface was a hidden history of illegitimacy, bigamy, parental rejection, violence, alcohol, drugs, and mental illness.

My first task was to construct a family tree to create a framework for the world into which Vivian Maier was born. The companion burial map that I prepared revealed an uncommon story: Vivian’s ten New York family members were all buried in the metropolitan area, but in nine different places! Most people, logically, share cemetery plots with close relatives, often with a broader collection of kin. This family’s final places of rest signaled a clan at such odds in life that they had intentionally separated for eternity.
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        Vivian Maier’s family tree

    

    My hunch was that Vivian’s brother—who had left no education, employment, or relationship trail—was the key to unlocking the family’s history. I hypothesized that he had been incapacitated through either illness or incarceration, which would explain his lack of records. It was an unsubstantiated guess, but I nonetheless spent months sifting through asylum, hospital, and inmate files on instinct alone. And indeed, after peeling back layers of data from the New York State Archives, I came upon a 1936 reference to a “Karl Maier” at the New York State Vocational Institution, a reformatory in the town of Coxsackie. It was not at all obvious that this was the right person—there were hundreds of Karl, Carl, and Charles Maiers in the tristate area—but when I was apprised of the inmate’s birth date, a chill traveled down my spine. It matched the baptism record from Saint Peter’s. To access Carl’s folder, I acquired written permission from family members in France, although the material was subsequently certified for public availability. The New York State archivist informed me that the records were in a nearby storage locker and could be retrieved quickly, so off to Albany I went.

    A volunteer at the archives greeted me with a knowing smile, and handed over a three-inch-thick folder. Crammed with letters and records, it contained the complete family story, told from six different perspectives—that of Carl, his two grandmothers, both parents, and the reformatory. Tucked among the reports were Carl’s mugshots, the only pictures ever found of Vivian’s brother.

At the time, I was also working to secure Carl’s military file, having identified online records associated with his enlistment and post-service death. I was informed that the material had been lost in a 1973 fire at the National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis. It quickly dawned on me that this couldn’t be true—Carl’s death had been posted to his public-service record in 1977, after the fire. With some pushback, the military archive was searched again, and a large Karl Maier folder surfaced, revealing critical information not only relating to his service, but to the remainder of his life. When I received copies of both the military and reformatory files in the same week, I felt like I had won the Vivian Maier genealogical lottery.

But that was only the beginning. To prepare a proper biography, I judged it necessary to trace and interview individuals who had known Vivian during each stage of her life. The fact that photographs had few annotations made this an almost impossible task, and for years I painstakingly overlaid clues from the pictures with other information in an attempt to identify their subjects. Stories of my most important quests can be found in appendix C, including the convoluted, sometimes preposterous lengths I would go to track down my quarry.

Ultimately, I interviewed thirty people who had known Vivian as a child or young adult or had spent time with her immediate family members. Identifying and locating these individuals posed the project’s greatest challenge, but offered the most exhilarating rewards. In addition to garnering new and important details, I had the unparalleled pleasure of sharing Vivian’s photos from long ago with their surprised subjects. After six years of examining countless genealogical records; studying the entire archive of images; conducting firsthand interviews in New York, California, and Chicago; visiting the French Alps; and reviewing the extensive materials John Maloof had collected for his film, a full picture of Vivian Maier finally emerged.

The first art books featuring the photographer’s images offered limited corresponding information, but by ordering them chronologically, I have been able to place and date many and prepare a timeline of where Vivian lived, worked, and traveled. The result is essentially a daily diary of her life, interests, and view of the world—an incomparable resource in constructing a biography and understanding its subject’s actions and motivations. The chronology simultaneously documents Vivian’s artistic development, including the revealing progression of her self-portraits. Most of all, a marriage of images with all other forms of information—artifacts, records, and interviews—provides the first-ever opportunity to place Vivian’s photographs within the context of her life.

After Vivian’s pictures were discovered and money and fame came up for grabs, guesswork and accusations quickly clouded what was initially an unadulterated celebration. The debate that played out in the media questioned if the two men who purchased the bulk of her photographic material had the rights, qualifications, and experience to manage her archive and whether she would have wanted to share her work with the public. Numerous historians, journalists, and critics egregiously maligned Maloof and Goldstein in the press, and accused them of exploiting Vivian for financial gain. These controversies are examined in appendix A, with the conclusion that almost all the aspersions were misleading or unsubstantiated. In fact, that two amateurs who frequent storage-locker sales purchased and prepared Vivian’s archive gives the story a satisfying symmetry.

With intelligence, creativity, passion, and a great eye, Vivian developed a massive and broadly relatable portfolio reflecting the universality of the human condition. Today, exhibits and lectures continue around the globe, and museums have begun to acquire her work. Some have mentioned her name in the same breath as masters of street photography—Berenice Abbott, Lisette Model, and Robert Frank—and we can look forward to how experts will ultimately place Vivian Maier in the canons of photographic history.

The odds that Vivian’s exceptional body of work would ever surface were infinitesimal, given the chain of improbable events that led to its rescue and dissemination. If even one of those steps had failed to occur, the photographs could have disappeared forever via their almost certain dumpster destiny. The photographer had to be a singular talent who saved all her work. Due to financial or other constraints, she had to default on payment for storage lockers that housed her archive. An auctioneer had to buy the unorganized containers, believing they held items worth selling. John Maloof had to be untethered from school and employment, preparing to write his first book, which required visuals from the period in which Vivian worked. Living but a stone’s throw from the auction house, he had to walk into the establishment exactly when her negatives were on sale and join others in purchasing the lots. These buyers had to save their materials and sell them to Maloof and Goldstein when they came to call. The two men, entrepreneurial risk-takers, had to be willing and able to invest in and prepare the archive of an unknown photographer. They had to have the artistic know-how to bring in professionals and adopt proper methodologies to organize, develop, exhibit, and promote Vivian’s work. Perhaps most important, they had to have the insight to introduce the images online.

This narrative focuses on Vivian Maier the person, covering her entire life-span. I use her first name throughout because this is how most people know and speak about her. My priority has been accuracy and objectivity, secured through an emphasis on primary research, firsthand and transcribed interviews, expert opinions, and photographic evidence. I believe the disclosure of Vivian’s past is justified because negative perceptions of her can now be debunked and her remarkable personal story can be shared. It is clear that a family history of mental illness is a crucial chapter of her story, an element that so far has been largely ignored or dismissed as irrelevant, as if acknowledgment would stigmatize or devalue her accomplishments. Vivian’s talent stands alone, but it is only through the prism of her childhood experiences and psychological makeup that we can understand her motivations and actions as they relate to her work.

From the beginning, others projected their own values and expectations onto Vivian. Perhaps the greatest myth associated with her is that she felt marginalized, unhappy, and unfulfilled—that her life story is sad. In fact, the opposite is true; Vivian was a survivor and had the fortitude and capabilities to break away from family dysfunction and exponentially improve her lot in life. She bulldozed through every obstacle that stood in her way with limitless resilience. Her concern was for the fair treatment of the disadvantaged, never for herself. Until late in life, she was mostly upbeat, action-oriented, engaged, and well-informed, perpetually living life on her own terms. Her creative and intellectual brilliance, progressive outlook, and independent thinking resulted in an unusually rich—even extraordinary—existence, one that was inextricably entwined with her photography.

Vivian Maier lived the life she wanted to live. This biography is written with the hope that readers will find relevance, even inspiration, in her story and body of work. By book’s end, key questions will be answered, including the one everyone asks: “Who was Vivian Maier, and why didn’t she share her photographs?” Mystery solved.
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Beauregard, Saint-Julien, 1950 (Vivian Maier vintage print)





1 FAMILY: THE BEGINNING


I’m the mystery woman.

—Vivian, describing herself



Considering its improbable ending, Vivian Maier’s story begins conventionally enough: it’s a tale of two European families who left everything behind at the turn of the twentieth century, seeking a better life in New York. The path toward the American Dream was far more treacherous than most immigrants imagined, and the pressures of its pursuit left many fractured families in its wake, including the one into which Vivian was born.

Her father’s ancestors, the von Maiers, were culturally German, and came from the small town of Modor, now called Modra, in present-day Slovakia. They were of distant noble ancestry, as evidenced by their inherited German prefix “von.” William, Vivian’s grandfather, was one of ten children from a large Lutheran family, and had owned a butcher shop. His wife, Maria Hauser, was from nearby Sopron. Their home, a former evangelical prayer house, was one of the most beautiful and valuable in town. The family that purchased it from the Maiers more than a century ago still occupies it today.

In 1905, William and Maria immigrated to New York with their daughter, Alma, age eighteen, and son, Charles, thirteen. They took a step down in stature from the life they had previously enjoyed and settled into a typical tenement rental on Manhattan’s Upper East Side, a neighborhood flooded with new arrivals wedged into tight quarters. Charles, Vivian’s father, had it better than most, receiving two years of tutoring to qualify as a licensed engineer. From all appearances, they were a highly functional and hardworking family, although no longer business owners. They joined Saint Peter’s Lutheran Church, which conducted services in German.

[image: Image]
New owners in the von Maier home, Modra, Slovakia, 2015 (Michal Babincak)



Alma left the family quickly, marrying a Russian Jewish immigrant from Chicago in 1911. By 1915, she had divorced, moved back to New York, and gotten remarried, to successful clothing manufacturer Joseph Corsan, also a Russian Jew. They had no children but happily spent the rest of their lives together while helping to support the elderly Maiers. If affluence was the goal of the immigration, Alma was the only one to grab the brass ring: she would go on to accumulate a large stock portfolio and live with Joseph on posh Park Avenue.

Vivian grew up having minimal contact with her Maier relatives, but her maternal French family, the Pellegrins and Jaussauds, would influence her in almost every way. Originally farmers and shepherds, the Jaussaud clan settled in the Hautes-Alpes of southeastern France during the fourteenth century. The region’s villages, collectively called the Champsaur Valley, are removed from major transportation routes and comprise a patchwork of impossibly picturesque farms encircled by zigzagging alpine peaks. While rural, the area’s residents possess a refined aesthetic sensibility and cultural appreciation. A scholar of the region, Robert Faure, describes that a Champsauran is “someone who is, above all, in love with freedom, who wants to be his master and has difficulty accepting constraints.” Today, the cobblestoned streets of the main town, Saint-Bonnet-en-Champsaur, are still lined with pristine stone homes adorned with pastel shutters and patterned lace curtains. Visual details abound: woven straw nests cradle warm eggs at breakfast, heavy cream is poured from thick glass pitchers, and tilted berets signal the joviality of the villagers. Authenticity and thrift trump quantity; wool is hand-spun, shoes are crafted from real leather, and food is homegrown. This valley would capture a piece of Vivian’s heart.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, many residents of the Champsaur were poverty stricken. Long, harsh winters limited farming and families invariably had many mouths to feed. Typically, a baby was born every two years and was raised in a multigenerational home. The valley’s society was patriarchal, and male children were most desired due to their usefulness as laborers. Day-to-day life was dominated by strict adherence to Catholic mores, and women dressed modestly in long-sleeved white blouses and black skirts that skimmed the ground. Even though the Jaussauds owned farmland throughout the region, they struggled like everyone else.
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Grandmother Eugenie Jaussaud, Naturalization, 1932 (USCIS)
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        Grandfather Nicolas Baille, France, 1951 (Vivian Maier)

    

    In 1896, Vivian’s great-grandfather Germain Jaussaud purchased Beauregard, an important estate in the commune of Saint-Julien-en-Champsaur that was built by a nobleman three hundred years before. Germain and his wife, Emilie Pellegrin, who was twenty-four years his junior, had three children: Joseph, Maria Florentine, and Eugenie, Vivian’s grandmother. With marriage and procreation of primary importance, it was highly unusual that the siblings would produce just one child, setting the stage for Vivian’s lack of heirs. Eugenie and her parents moved to their new residence ahead of the others to prepare the homestead, hiring young fieldworker Nicolas Baille to help. Up until then, fifteen-year-old Eugenie had led a chaste and bucolic life, but invariably, setting two teenagers loose on a far-flung property was asking for trouble. The inevitable pregnancy came quickly and was treated as a family catastrophe, made far worse when the farmhand refused to wed Eugenie or admit paternity. This decision, made by a frightened seventeen-year-old boy more than a century ago, would set into motion three generations of family dysfunction, the nature of which provides the key to unlocking the story of Vivian Maier.

On May 11, 1897, Vivian’s mother, Marie Jaussaud, was born. Because she was illegitimate, she carried no rights or status in France; thus, the baby girl was welcomed into a world where she officially didn’t exist. In the deeply religious community, the entire family bore the stigma of the “bastard” child. Germain passed away two years later, leaving his wife, son, and daughters to manage Beauregard’s thirty-five acres. While holding on to the land was a priority, his survivors periodically sold off plots to fund their livelihood.

On Marie’s fourth birthday, the ostracized Eugenie temporarily abandoned her daughter and fled to America to start a new life. This was likely planned in conjunction with her family and was not necessarily a selfish act. In the United States, she would have the opportunity to earn money to support Marie while relieving her family of the source of their shame. By then, many residents of the Hautes-Alpes had already immigrated to California and other parts of the American West to take advantage of the Homestead Act, which offered them free land if they agreed to develop and farm it for five years. Men of the Champsaur possessed the ideal experience and endurance to thrive in the rugged territory, and viewed the opportunity as a road to riches. Typically, they would immigrate alone, and after accumulating substantial savings would either return to the Haute-Alpes or send for their families to join them. At the time, virtually every household in the valley had relatives in America. In fact, just a few months after Eugenie left France, Nicolas Baille immigrated to Walla Walla, Washington, an enclave of French farmers. No one appears to have had more of an influence on Vivian than Eugenie, whose life took an improbable course. Her experiences and their implications help inform a deeper understanding of Vivian.

Unlike almost all others leaving the Champsaur, Eugenie’s destination was the East Coast of the United States, where she would live with relatives of her family’s Saint-Julien neighbors. In May 1901, she arrived at Cyprien Lagier’s farm in Litchfield County, Connecticut. The only other Champsauran family that had settled in the county were the Bertrands, whose daughter Jeanne was the same age as Eugenie. When Jeanne Bertrand first immigrated in 1893, she worked in a needle factory, but within a few years she had finagled employment at a local photo studio to escape the grind and became a highly skilled photographer. By the time Eugenie arrived, Jeanne’s father had died and her mother had resettled the family in Oregon, leaving her and a brother behind. In 1902, the beautiful and talented young Frenchwoman was featured on the front page of the Boston Globe, and was well on her way to becoming a society photographer. While Jeanne enjoyed an upward career trajectory, Eugenie landed more conventional employment as a housekeeper. But once she ascertained that French cooks were in great demand among the elite, she grabbed an apron and never looked back. Within a few years, Eugenie had become a cook for the rich and famous.

HIGH-LOW LIFE

While establishing herself in the kitchens of the well-to-do, Eugenie met Frenchman François Jouglard who was fifteen years her senior. François had also immigrated to the East Coast in 1901, along with his wife, Prexede, and two children. After a visit with relatives, his family returned to France while François stayed on to make money, securing work in the burgeoning mill town of Cleghorn, Massachusetts. His ten-year-old daughter died while he was abroad, a sadly common occurrence at a time when 20 percent of French children failed to reach the age of five. Eugenie’s parents themselves had lost a child, Albert, at age four.

Whether they met through French connections or by chance, twenty-five-year-old Eugenie and forty-year-old François formed a relationship that was not limited to friendship or even an illicit affair. Eugenie and François married each other in Manhattan’s city hall on March 9, 1907. It makes sense that Eugenie would want a husband: she desperately sought a facade of legitimacy for Marie, and her own mother, Emilie, had found comfort and security from an older man. The marriage certificate states that they were single and it was a first marriage for both. Before the wedding, the pair had been living apart in Manhattan where François was working as a butler and Eugenie was likely a cook, although the marriage certificate did not capture the bride’s employment. It can only be assumed that the religious Eugenie would find bigamy unacceptable, and was unaware of her husband’s marital status. If she did know, François must have convinced her that he had split from his spouse and changed plans to remain in the United States. Court documents would later reveal that he was neither separated nor divorced, and that his wife and son were eagerly awaiting his return, oblivious to his hijinks in America.
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Busted: François Jouglard’s bigamous marriage, New York, 1907 (NYCA)



The newlyweds set out to find employment together just as another French couple from Litchfield resigned their positions as cook and butler for the Witherbees, a fabulously wealthy clan in upstate New York. François and Eugenie were the perfect replacements, and once hired, they moved into the family’s mammoth home overlooking Lake Champlain in Port Henry. The Witherbees were owners of iron mines and benevolently ruled the town. Walter Witherbee was knee-deep in planning the tercentennial of the discovery of Lake Champlain, a once-in-a-lifetime commemoration which was to take place in the summer of 1909. Over five days in July of that year, a raft of notables—governors, senators, congressmen, prime ministers, cardinals, bishops, ambassadors, generals, and the vice president and president of the United States—descended on Port Henry and the surrounding towns.

The festivities kicked off with a small luncheon for the governors of New York and Vermont at the Witherbee residence, most likely prepared by Eugenie. It is impossible to overstate the magnitude of the celebration that followed: there were Native American pageants, battle reenactments, big band parades, a water carnival, and fireworks. The US Secretary of War brought troops to march in formation, as did the Canadian premiers. Discoverer Simon de Champlain was honored with original poems and songs, a bronze bust, and a life-size replica of his ship. A Rodin sculpture was commissioned for future delivery. As a nod to Champlain’s heritage, events had a decidedly French flavor and as a subsequent thank-you, Walter Witherbee would be crowned a knight of the Legion of Honour by France. It can only be assumed that the outsize festivities left the relatively impoverished butler and cook with a serious case of culture shock.

[image: Image]
Starter job: Walter Witherbee and his mansion, Port Henry, New York, 1909 (LOC)



The 1910 census indicates that the couple had remained with the Witherbees and falsely states they had been married for thirteen years, timing that perfectly corresponds with Marie’s birth. By positioning François as Marie’s father, Eugenie could optically right her wrongs and invent a new personal profile. But given the underlying duplicity, it is no surprise that the relationship was too good to be true, and François would be revealed as a dishonorable and violent man. Early in 1910, for unknown reasons, Eugenie’s brother, Joseph, traveled from Saint-Bonnet to Port Henry to visit his sister, but did not bring thirteen-year-old Marie along. He remained in America for two years and by early 1912, both he and François traveled back to France, possibly together. Eugenie would never see either man again.

Joseph returned to managing the Saint-Julien farm and was exempted from military service due to his role in supporting his family. Just five years later he would die at home at age twenty-nine, followed a month later by his mother, Emilie. With their passings, Eugenie and her sister, Maria Florentine, became the sole owners of Beauregard.

After being away from his family for almost eight years, François Jouglard rejoined them in Saint-Bonnet. His wife, Prexede, sensed a change in her husband and in 1913 she filed for separation, citing his abusive behavior. Court transcripts include allegations that François hit her with a pickax, punched her face so hard that he broke her tooth, and threw an open knife at her head, which miraculously missed. Due to the dire circumstances and in anticipation of a permanent split, the court ordered the conjugal home sealed and an inventory taken. It was completed just days later, down to the soupspoons. Records from the proceedings portray Prexede as strong and resourceful, noting that she had launched a mattress business to support herself and her son during her husband’s absence. But as is the case with all too many battered women, her options were limited and she remained in the marriage. Prexede appeared to be none the wiser regarding François’s “American wife.”

Retrospectively, it can only be hoped that Eugenie was not also abused—however, at the very least, her “husband” had almost certainly misled and abandoned her. It is possible there was a pregnancy during the more than five years they spent together. Eugenie had demonstrated herself to be fertile and was an unlikely candidate for birth control, but there is no evidence of a birth one way or another. She understandably tried to keep the marriage secret; there is no reference to it in family letters or records.

After her estrangement from François, thirty-year-old Eugenie set about carving out a life as a domestic and appears to have been finished with men for good. She became friendly with other Europeans, self-described as servants, some of whom would later offer lifelines for Vivian. Eugenie in fact led a progressively remarkable life by establishing herself as a family cook for a “Who’s Who” of New York society, in households where staff outnumbered family. Hardworking, likable, and undoubtedly an exceptional cook, over the next forty years she would attract a steady stream of upper-crust employers. Residing in their lavish penthouses and sprawling country estates, she fed many of the most famous people in the country. Through Eugenie, Marie and her children would experience a kind of high-low existence, exposed to the riches of the city’s elite but knowing that they didn’t belong.

Eugenie joined the congregation of Saint Jean de Baptiste, a stunning Catholic church in Manhattan founded in 1882 to cater to French Canadian immigrants. Going forward she doctored all records to portray herself as a widow, making just one disguised mention of her husband. In her 1931 naturalization petition, she depicted herself as the widow of a man named François whom she had married in “Saint Barnard,” France, on March 9 (her real wedding day), 1896—just in time for him to have fathered Marie. This fictional François was born in 1871 and had sadly passed away in 1900 at twenty-nine, the same age her brother, Joseph, had been when he died.
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Gibson girl, 1890s
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Ensign Farm, Bedford, New York (Google Earth)



Toward the end of her career, Eugenie worked in the tony horse town of Bedford, New York, for the family of a little boy named Charles Gibson, the only person ever found to remember the cook. He lived with his mother, stepfather, brother, and six servants on an estate called Ensign Farm. His grandfather was Charles Dana Gibson, the artist whose iconic “Gibson Girl” was an embodiment of beauty, wealth, education, and independence, a sort of fictional Jackie O of her time. Charles fondly recalls Eugenie as a warm, wise, and private woman who expressed herself in charming broken English. He found her sweet and amenable, although wizened beyond her years from hard work. As a boy, he once proudly shot and dragged home a woodchuck. In her element, Eugenie skinned, cleaned, and roasted the animal, serving it on a fancy platter for the family dinner and winning the boy’s heart. In fact, in all the letters and records associated with Eugenie, no one has a negative word to say. She would emerge as the only stable and loving force in Vivian Maier’s life.

By 1913, Eugenie had moved back to Manhattan to cook for Fred Lavanburg, a noted philanthropist who owned an upmarket dress business, which was run by his close friend Louise Heckler. Historical transcripts describe lunches held at the Lavanburg residence when Eugenie was his cook. At the end of the year, when the company’s gown designer quit under contentious circumstances, Heckler quickly hired a replacement and booked a buying trip to France. With World War I on the horizon, Lavanburg arranged for Eugenie’s daughter, Marie, to accompany his colleague on her return voyage to the United States, serving as Heckler’s maid. They left Europe in June 1914, in the nick of time—within weeks the war would begin and Germany would invade France.

Marie had been raised by her grandmother at Beauregard, but later gave others the impression that she had been sent to a convent. (It is possible that she attended a convent school.) Predictably, rejection by both parents and the stigma of illegitimacy as a child would have a negative impact on her mental health, with serious consequences for her children. Marie was seventeen when she was finally reunited with the mother she barely knew, joining Eugenie in the Lavanburg apartment. The country girl, who grew up without electricity or plumbing, now lived in a luxurious tower adjacent to Central Park, where she endeavored to learn English and adapt to the clamor of the city. Such a change would intimidate anyone, and in possession of a fragile ego and with only her mother for support, she undoubtedly struggled to make the adjustment. From the moment Marie set foot in New York, Eugenie wholly devoted herself to her daughter.

Toward the end of the decade, Lavanburg suffered a nervous breakdown and temporarily left Manhattan. Eugenie moved on to work for Henry Gayley, a steel fortune beneficiary who lived on Park Avenue with his wife, two children, and three servants. By Christmas of 1920, Gayley was dead, but Eugenie stayed on for several more years. While her mother lived on Manhattan’s east side

THE PARENTS



[image: Image]





[image: Image]



[image: Image]











[image: Logo: Atria Books]

An Imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2021 by Ann Marks

Photographs indicated below copyright © 2017, 2018 The Estate of Vivian Maier

The license granted by the Estate of Vivian Maier to reproduce photographs taken herein does not constitute an endorsement or approval by the Estate of any of the content contained in the book.

Courtesy of the Estate of Vivian Maier and the Maloof Collection.

All photographs taken by Vivian Maier appearing on the front cover and pages ii, x, 1, 3, 24, 30, 32, 40, 46, 52, 64, 65, 66, 68, 69, 71, 73, 76, 80, 81, 82, 83, 85, 86, 88, 90, 92, 94, 95, 96, 97, 99, 100, 101, 102, 104, 106, 109, 110, 111, 112, 113, 114, 115, 116, 117, 118, 119, 120, 121, 123, 125, 126, 128, 130, 132, 133, 135, 136, 138, 140, 141, 142, 144, 146, 149, 150, 152, 154, 155, 156, 157, 158, 159, 160, 161, 162, 163, 164, 166, 167, 168, 169, 170, 171, 172, 173, 174, 175, 176, 179, 183, 185, 188, 189, 190, 193, 199, 201, 203, 207, 208, 209, 210, 211, 212, 213, 215, 222, 224, 226, 227, 243, 247, 249, 251, 252, 255, 256, 268, 269, 290, 291, 292, 293, 294, 296, 297, 298, 299.

All rights reserved.

Courtesy of the Estate of Vivian Maier.

All photographs taken by Vivian Maier appearing on pages 10, 13, 26, 55, 56, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 68, 70, 71, 72, 73, 75, 76, 78, 83, 90, 97, 98, 99, 111, 125, 130, 175, 177, 180, 183, 186, 207, 215, 287, 288, 289.

All rights reserved.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Atria Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Atria Books hardcover edition December 2021

[image: Logo: Atria Books] and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Interior design by Dana Sloan

Jacket design by Emma A. Van Deun

Jacket photographs courtesy of the Estate of Vivian Maier and the Maloof Collection

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Marks, Ann, author.

Title: Vivian Maier developed : the untold story of the photographer nanny / Ann Marks.

Description: First Atria Books hardcover edition. | New York : Atria Books, 2021. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2021018972 (print) | LCCN 2021018973 (ebook) | ISBN 9781982166724 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781982166748 (ebook) Subjects: LCSH: Maier, Vivian, 1926–2009. | Street photography. | Photographers—United States—Biography. | Women photographers—United States—Biography.

Classification: LCC TR140.M335 M37 2021 (print) | LCC TR140.M335 (ebook) | DDC 778.9/4—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021018972

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021018973

ISBN 978-1-9821-6672-4

ISBN 978-1-9821-6674-8 (ebook)

Page ii: Circle self-portrait, New York, 1955 (Vivian Maier)


e9781982166748/images/f0002-01.jpg





e9781982166748/images/logo1.jpg





e9781982166748/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781982166748/images/f0021-01.jpg
Crry or Naw YORR.
DerARTMENT OF HEALTR.

1 hereby certify that the above-named groom a
|| State of New Ygsk, at Z_E A%
" Borough of b7 it BAYSCes. ____, City of New York, m.-.-_m

Signature of v
person rlom-nn.
(ha eumony .






e9781982166748/images/f0006-01.jpg
Maria Hauser William Nicolas Eugenie
von Maier Baille Jaussaud

L1
Grandfather Grandfather Grandmother

1860-1936 1878-1961 1881-1948

von Maier
Grandmother

1860-1947

Joseph Alma Maier Berta Ruther Charles Marie Jaussaud
Corsan Corsan Maier Maier Sr. Maier
Uncle Aunt Stepmother Father Mother
18861970 1887-1965 1893-1968 18921968 1897-1975

Carl Vivian
Maier Maier
Brother Photographer

1920-1977 1926-2009






e9781982166748/images/f0004-01.jpg
IE






e9781982166748/images/f0012-01.jpg





e9781982166748/images/f0016-01.jpg
Tae Crry or New York, No, of Certificate.
STATE OF NEW YORK. 7069 i

DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH.
CERTIFICATE AND RECORD OF MARRIAGE

% : g%ﬂf;/ 4@«7{/

- 2 e (7B Zlczaled 20
| sopain

Age
Color Color M
ocapaion Wt T,
i e
Birthplace

Birthplace
Father's - Father's .
Name | Name
Mother’s > Mother's
Maiden Name W Maiden N
Number of
Bride’s
Marriage

“Number of
Groom's

Marriage
7 hereby certify tht the above-named groom and bride

the Laws of the State of New, York, at.
Borough o ALt < I~ | City of New York, this.
Signature o

the Cereme

B L ¢ =R
i | PpZDilees

2 ce—

g : 7 2 1/
Kb O L et & \2f

Residence.






e9781982166748/images/logo.jpg





e9781982166748/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


e9781982166748/images/f0010-01.jpg
a8
WA

T 4
o






e9781982166748/fonts/Roboto-Medium.ttf


e9781982166748/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Introduction


		Chapter 1: Family: The Beginning


		Chapter 2: Early Childhood


		Chapter 3: New York Teenager


		Chapter 4: First Photographs: France


		Chapter 5: First Photographs: New York


		Chapter 6: Professional Ambitions


		Chapter 7: Street Photography


		Chapter 8: The Best Year


		Chapter 9: California Bound


		Chapter 10: Chicago and the Gensburgs


		Chapter 11: Around the World


		Chapter 12: The Sixties


		Chapter 13: Starting Over


		Chapter 14: Childhood: The Aftermath


		Chapter 15: Mixed Media Rebound


		Chapter 16: Family: The End


		Chapter 17: Late Life


		Chapter 18: The Discovery


		Appendix A: The Controversies


		Appendix B: The Legacy


		Appendix C: The Backstories


		Appendix D: Genealogical Tips


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Sources


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Introduction


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Bibliography


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355








e9781982166748/images/f0003-01.jpg





e9781982166748/images/f000x-01.jpg





e9781982166748/images/f0022-02.jpg
/% 7L ,?' (" %L&)&M ec
22 2 e i B e
~ 5  Bivcccr il Goloni flocies, Aniinee. /y@ s, Aot






e9781982166748/images/f0022-01.jpg
Certificate of Baptism

Saint Jean Baptiste Church
184 East 76th Street
New York, NY 10021

*  'This isto Certify *

fl Thae fhm!gs Mawrice Maier

fl cnita of Q\u«les Maec

on the

# Was Baptized *

[ onme 1\ ayor Nlau 1920

According to the Rite of the Roman Catholic Church

e e A \S’M‘u((, $SS

=== mm&&%émmm&_ |






e9781982166748/images/f00ii-01.jpg





e9781982166748/fonts/Roboto-Light.ttf


e9781982166748/images/f0013-02.jpg





e9781982166748/images/9781982166748.jpg
VIVIAN MAIER
DEVELOPED

THE UNTOLD STORY OF THE
PHOTOGRAPHER NANNY

o >
o T )
| s
73 - 5
- — -
& & TErTny ‘
<
- f
; s

ANN MARKS





e9781982166748/images/f0013-01.jpg





e9781982166748/images/f0017-01.jpg





e9781982166748/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


e9781982166748/images/f0019-01.jpg





e9781982166748/images/f0019-02.jpg





e9781982166748/images/title.jpg
VIVIAN MAIER
DEVELOPED

The Untold Story of the Photographer Nanny

ANN MARKS

ATRIABOOKS
NEW YORK ® LONDON ® TORONTO ®W SYDNEY ® NEW DELHI





e9781982166748/fonts/Roboto-MediumItalic.ttf


e9781982166748/fonts/Roboto-LightItalic.ttf


e9781982166748/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


