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			Foreword

		

		
			The story of Rose-Marie Ormond and Robert André-Michel, both victims of the Great War, is a moving and tragic one. The young couple—he the brilliant medieval scholar, she the beautiful model for her uncle, the painter John Singer Sargent—were deeply in love and touchingly idealistic. They had everything to live for, but just a year after their marriage Robert was summoned to war. He fell defending French positions in the hills above Soissons in October 1914. After his death, the heartbroken Rose-Marie took up war work, serving as a nurse to blinded soldiers at the Hospital in Reuilly, before she, too, became a casualty of the war.

			Both Robert and Rose-Marie came from privileged backgrounds and distinguished families. Robert’s father André Michel was a prominent art historian and art critic, whose writings were widely admired. His son was brought up in an intellectual atmosphere, graduating with honors from the prestigious Ecole des Chartes, a college devoted to the study of early manuscripts and charters. Robert’s brilliant research on the medieval Palace of the Popes in Avignon enabled him to read the building and its works of art through the documents. His collected papers on the Palace remain a standard source.

			Rose-Marie was the daughter of Swiss and American parents. Her father Francis Ormond was the son of a Swiss tobacco tycoon, Michel Louis Ormond, and of his French house-building, art-collecting mother, Marie Marguerite, born Renet. Rose-Marie’s mother Violet, born Sargent, was the daughter of expatriate American parents, who, in the words of one Sargent biographer, “forgot to go home”; her brother was the celebrated painter. Peripatetic in their early married life, Francis and Violet had parked their two eldest girls, of whom Rose-Marie was one, with their French grandmother, Bonne-Maman Ormond, who refused to give them up when her son and daughter-in-law finally settled in London and Tunis. Holidays were the time when the two sides of the Ormond family were temporarily reunited, and it was in the Alps that Rose-Marie would be immortalized in the ravishing figure studies by her uncle.

			Dan Williman and Karen Corsano have told the story of Robert and Rose-Marie Michel for the first time, against the richly textured artistic and intellectual milieu in which they grew up and flourished. Inevitably the older generation looms large in the story, in the persons of André Michel and John Singer Sargent, but never at the expense of the principals. The research has been exemplary, the authors delving into French, English, and American archives (public and private) in search of their quarry. Particularly revealing for me is the new material on the André Michel family and their network of relations; the story of Robert’s career as a scholar; and the detailing of his military service from his reconstituted notebooks. Rose-Marie’s wartime work as a nurse is documented and brought to life, including a rare illustration of her among a group of nurses, leading a line of blinded soldiers. Fascinating discoveries like that abound in a narrative that is at once poignant at the human level and revealing on the wider issues of scholarship, art, and war.

			I grew up surrounded by Sargent’s work in the houses of my parents, my uncles and aunt, and my grandmother. Among the pictures were several in which Rose-Marie figured, and I became intrigued by the story of the aunt, forever young, whom I would never meet. She was so radiant and full of life in Sargent’s pictures and in the family photograph albums that her death seemed then to me a sacrilege. Why her of all people? The more recent chance discovery by a cousin of mine of a cache of letters Rose-Marie had written to her brother Guillaume gave a voice and a personality to what had been a beautiful face and figure. Her letters, so warm and loving, so selfless and idealistic, were a revelation. She cared deeply for her family and regretted her separation from her parents and her siblings for so much of the year. Living with a dominating grandmother cannot have been easy. Her agony and heartache in the face of Robert’s death, her determination to stay true to his ideals, her years of service to the blind, heroic as they are, make for painful reading. Yet Rose-Marie was the last person to look for sympathy. She shared a passion for music with her brother, and through her private griefs she often wrote to counsel and encourage him; he would go on to become a distinguished cathedral organist in Truro, England.

			As the coauthor of the Sargent catalogue raisonné, I have come to know Rose-Marie as the model and inspiration for a great painter in a rather personal way. I have recorded her in many moods and poses and I have tracked her to the places where she was painted. But I have never felt closer to her than when I stood beside the magnificent tomb where she and Robert lie buried, close to the place where he was killed, out in the open fields above the village of Crouy in northern France. Beautifully cared for by the local community, the tomb is a place visited by them on Armistice Day. It is a kind of epiphany to know that she and her husband are remembered there, in a place at once so idyllic and yet so haunted by the dead of the Great War.

			Richard Ormond

			Highgate, London
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			Preface

		

		
			This history began to take shape in 1995 when the authors visited the Boston Public Library for the first time together. Dan was in town from New York state and Karen was showing him some favorite sights of her native city. At the top of the final dark flight of the Library stairs we arrived in the narrow rectangular hall decorated with John Singer Sargent’s mural cycle, The Triumph of Religion. The two dramatic ends of the hall immediately claimed our attention. The north wall shows exotic, anthropomorphic figures from ancient Egypt and Assyria and Old Testament prophets. The south wall is an array of medieval Christian representations of the Crucifixion, the Trinity, the Virgin, and angels. Both walls are encrusted with jewels and ornaments, and the crucifix, Moses with the Ten Commandments, and many other details are actually built out from the wall. The dominant colors are strong reds and blues, highlighted with gold leaf. The Frieze of the Prophets is an array of Sargentesque portraits. Even in the poor light and grimy condition of the murals before their restoration in 2003, those walls impressed us as “triumphant” indeed, solemn and glorious. Catholics from birth and trained academic medievalists, we recognized the symbols and marveled at Sargent’s facility with archaeological and historical detail and tropes, but we puzzled over his novel iconographic arrangements and juxtapositions.

			The two panels on the long east wall, Synagogue and Church, are not glorious. Their color is muted, their themes not optimistic, and their bleak affect is increased by the large empty grey wall between them. The more famous of the two (because it created a scandal when it was unveiled) shows Synagogue as a strong woman, blindfolded and collapsing in the ruins of the Temple. Church, a youthful matron enthroned, stares blankly forward, surrounded by the symbols of the Evangelists and displaying the host and the chalice of the Eucharist. She is also a Pietà, supporting the dead Christ between her knees. We recognized the medieval iconography of synagogue and church, but we found it strangely altered here.

			That day as Dan read the small pamphlet the Library provided for visitors, the work of Sally M. Promey, he stopped at her comment that the features of Church were those of Sargent’s niece and a favorite model, Rose-Marie Ormond. Dan already knew some of her story because Rose-Marie had been the wife of Robert André-Michel, historian of medieval Avignon. Dan’s academic research specialty is in the archives of the popes of Avignon, and he knew André Hallays’s posthumous volume (1920) of Robert’s articles that included an homage to Robert, some of his wartime correspondence, and a brief account of his young widow Rose-Marie, a volunteer nurse for blinded soldiers and then herself a casualty of the War.

			When the grand Tate Gallery exhibition of John Singer Sargent’s paintings came to Boston in the summer of 1999, we spent a long time studying Sargent’s Gassed, in which blinded soldiers are led in lines toward a field dressing station. When we left the Boston Museum of Fine Arts that day, our heads were full of the elements of a noble and tragic story.

			The murals in the Sargent Hall; Sargent’s sophisticated medieval iconography; the world of artistic, scientific, academic excellence that was France before 1914; the Great War that crushed that civilization; the two admirable young lives snapped off short; the evil excellence of the Paris Gun; Sargent’s uncanny perceptions of all that, on canvas and on paper and finally on the walls of Sargent Hall: those points of light made a constellation, the outline of a story. The Great War destroyed the lives of eight million soldiers and another eight million noncombatants, each one the center of a story of loss and sorrow. We tell the story of two, and because we are historians and not poets, our story is a history and not an epic poem. The poetry, as Wilfred Owen observed, is in the pity.

			This is a story made up of many stories, set in many scenes. Three families came together in the decades around the turn of the century—Sargent, Michel, and Ormond—families that embodied the European civilization of that moment, cosmopolitan artists, connoisseurs and collectors, music lovers, scholars. It was in Paris in the 1880s that John Singer Sargent met André Michel, the one a prodigiously rising painter and the other a critic on his way to becoming the premier art historian of France. While in his twenties, André’s son Robert became one of France’s leading research historians of art and culture. Sargent’s sister Violet married into the rich Swiss family Ormond, and her daughter Rose-Marie grew up a member of both parents’ families and in her teens was Sargent’s favorite model in his summertime painting in the Alps. Robert married Rose-Marie in the summer of 1913. Just a year later Science and Engineering were conscripted into a war against Humanity and Beauty that snuffed out those two emblematic young lives—first Robert, then Rose-Marie. Mourning marked and changed the survivors. Sargent suddenly engaged with the War and went to France to paint it. Then he brought his Boston Public Library decorations to an end, not as he had intended when he began them.

			The scenes are set and the stories are told here, as far as possible, by the actors and spectators who told them to us, in their own words or in our translation of their French. In the course of our research we met several remarkable witnesses whom it is a pleasure to know and to introduce to our readers. Lucia Fairchild of Boston was a budding painter, thrilled by Sargent’s attention, and a close friend of his young sister Violet when both women were eighteen. Lucia’s diary and letters give us unique and lively pictures of both Sargents, the painter and his sister and long-suffering model. Henry de Varigny kept a journal too, and as André Michel’s brother-in-law he knew all the characters of our story, many before they knew each other. Through Henry’s descriptions we become privileged witnesses at the family events of our story: the births, marriages, and funerals, and the lunches, teas, and dinners of his extended family, including the Ormonds on one side and the Michels on the other. Henry was also an eclectic scientist and demonstrator in pathology at the Sorbonne, and so his journal gives us moving details at many crucial points. Nora Saltonstall was a Boston debutante who went to the American Field Service in Paris at the beginning of the war, seeking the kind of clerical social work that her education had prepared her for, but before the end she was a driver-mechanic for a private autochir (mobile surgical hospital) and decorated with the croix de guerre for her dashing, selfless courage in that service. Dorothy Canfield Fisher was a writer who drew her short stories from her Vermont background and her studies in Paris at the turn of the century, and she was the mother of two children whom she brought along when her husband joined the American Ambulance. She organized the provisioning of Fisher’s training camp for ambulance drivers at Crouy, where she gathered under her wing a number of war orphans whom she then shepherded to safety in the Pyrenees. Her stories show us Crouy and its people in peacetime, embattled, occupied, and liberated. Paul Tuffrau was also a writer, a normalien, mobilized like our Robert into the 55th Infantry Division. Commanding a machine-gun section, then a company, he went through the worst of the war in France and emerged with his humanity intact and a carnet full of moving descriptions of all kinds of men at war. When Milton Snyder went to Paris as correspondent for The Sun of New York, his wife, Alice, went along, on the Sun payroll as a fashion correspondent. She volunteered for the most harrowing job possible for a shorthand writer fluent in French: surgical recorder at the American Ambulance, and when her husband was transferred to London she stayed in Paris, fortunately for us, because then she reported to him in daily letters.

			Karen Corsano

			Daniel Williman

			Cambridge and Buzzards Bay, Massachusetts
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			The Painter and the Critic

			John Sargent and André Michel

		

		
			John Singer Sargent’s charming niece and favorite model Rose-Marie Ormond, daughter of a Swiss father and an American mother, was born in Tunis in 1893. In 1913, in Paris, she married the French academic Robert André-Michel. Our history of her three families begins in Paris in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, when her uncle and her future father-in-law crossed paths as their two spectacular careers were just beginning.

			John Sargent, an Artist in Paris

			On 26 May 1874, the remarkably talented John Sargent, eighteen years old, entered the atelier of Carolus-Duran in Paris to finish his schooling as a painter.1 His whole immediate family, his parents and two sisters, accompanied him to Paris, as they had crisscrossed Europe together all John’s life. He is known, and was proud to be known, as an American artist, but he had been born in Florence and had yet to visit the country of his forebears and of his citizenship.

			Dr. FitzWilliam Sargent was of old New England stock, and he had begun a promising medical career in Philadelphia when he married Mary Newbold Singer. Their first child died in infancy, leaving Mary in a lifelong state of apprehension over her health, and so in 1854 the couple sailed to Europe in search of healing, strength, and cultural distraction. John was born in Florence in 1856, his sister Emily a year later, and the little family began a nomadic pattern of seasonal shifts from warmer to milder city, from seashore to mountains. Mary’s inheritance, though modest by American standards, was enough for constant and comfortable travel among their grand hotels and their rented palazzi in Florence, Geneva, Rome, Vienna, Nice, Pau, Biarritz, London, and Paris.

			This perpetual grand tour of a life may not have improved Mary’s health noticeably, but it does seem that the Old World scenes, arts, and culture sustained her spiritually. She saw to it that her children were nourished with a steady diet of earnest sightseeing, galleries, and museums everywhere they traveled. A serious amateur artist herself, she encouraged them to draw and taught them elementary perspective. She insisted that they observe details and record them faithfully and never leave a day’s sketching unfinished. Johnny’s formal book learning, by contrast, was quite haphazard: day school in Nice and Florence and a preparatory school for the Dresden Gymnasium, less than a year of each; but he learned the major languages of western Europe from his parents and educated natives, and he read voraciously. He also developed his considerable musical talent, in voice and piano, as he grew. From the age of twelve he took on informal apprenticeships in watercolor, copying, and outdoor sketching, and at seventeen he enrolled in the Accademia di Belle Arti in Florence, but only for a few winter months.

			By that time, FitzWilliam Sargent had given up his dream of a career in the US Navy for his son and recognized both the hand of Providence and a well-paying profession in his son’s artistic talent and energy. The family then journeyed to the artistic capital of Europe in order to plant their talented son John in the choicest ground they knew. He was soon to take his own apartment and his own studio, without really breaking up their tight little tribe. All his life John had been accustomed to his family’s constant motion through a network of American expatriates, some peripatetic like themselves, some handsomely settled in Venice or Nice. In a religious minority (Episcopalian) even among the minority Protestants (Calvinist and Huguenot) of southern Europe, émigrés from the American Gilded Age, they were oblivious of the political and sectarian turmoil of the fin de siècle, while happily at home in historic, cultural, secular Europe of the belle époque.
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					Figure 1.1. John and Emily Sargent, ca. 1867. John, here eleven years old, always remained a protective older brother to his slightly disabled sister Emily, one year younger. Private collection.

				

			

			John’s stable attachments, then, were to the nuclear society of his parents and sisters. Emily was somewhat crippled all her life by a back injury at the age of three and confinement to bed until she was six. She became the patient, quiet, selfless caregiver in the family, loved by all, and John was a particularly close and protective older brother. When he was nine and she was eight, they lost their five-year-old sister Minnie, and four years later their two-year-old brother FitzWilliam. The family bond must have become more precious to them with these experiences of its fragility. Having a family was a precious, temporary gift, and to deserve it Sargent developed a compulsive habit of responsibility. It was the same with friends. In later life, whenever a relative or a friend or professional colleague was sick or injured or dying, in need or in mourning, Sargent wanted to be there to help, and if he could not be, he was truly in pain.

			Whenever the Sargents stayed long enough at a single destination for the children to become playmates with other children, John and Emily were quick to make friendships. They worked, with the active help of their mother, to keep in touch as the families wandered in their different orbits. John’s spontaneous link with Ben del Castillo, a Cuban American whom he met at age six in Nice, gave rise to an exchange of letters that illustrates John’s youthful enthusiasms and that continued an enduring, and sympathetic long-distance friendship. Another friendship John formed around the same time in the expatriate colony of Nice was with Violet Paget, the daughter of an unsettled English family, nearly the same age as John and Emily. Later, under the pseudonym Vernon Lee, she became a prolific novelist and essayist.2 The friendship was cemented through a full winter season in Rome in 1868–1869, and the last Sargent child, born in Florence in 1870, was the namesake and goddaughter of her siblings’ fourteen-year-old friend. When John settled in Paris, his baby sister Violet was only four, the object of the whole family’s watchful care.

			It was a moment of ferment in French painting. Three heroes of expressive realism in painting, Corot, Millet, and Courbet, died between 1875 and 1877, leaving behind pioneer works that challenged the rising generation to create something brilliant and original, yet fully disciplined. In April 1874, just a month before John Sargent arrived in Carolus-Duran’s atelier, the Impressionists in secession from the annual Salon of the Académie des Beaux-Arts, notably Monet, Renoir, Cézanne, Morisot, Degas, Pissarro, and Sisley, hung their paintings in the photographic gallery of Félix Nadar for the first of many independent exhibitions. The excitable Parisian public was alert and ready to form opinions and claques, eager to exalt or to demean the reputations of the different ateliers and of the painters who emerged from them. Sargent was usually lucky and always able to back his luck with his great talent, his years of disciplined practice, and his steady industry. He found in Carolus-Duran a congenial teacher and one who could prepare him fastest and most surely for the annual entry competitions of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and for the Salon. He became the master’s most favored pupil, and his work was so clearly superior, and himself so charming and unassuming, that his fellow students acknowledged his distinction and admired and learned from Sargent rather than envying and shunning him. In October 1874 he won the first of several semesters in the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, and in the Salon of 1877 he hung his first offering, Miss Frances Watts.3

			André Michel, a Journalist in Paris

			Drawn by his urge to learn and to practice and profess the history of art, Charles Paul André Michel arrived in Paris in 1877.4 The men were close in age, Michel scarcely two years older than Sargent, but they were from different worlds of background, education, and experience. Whereas Sargent’s expatriate American family were habitual wanderers, Michel’s were firmly rooted in the South of France, in Montpellier, where his father, Théophile Michel, was a successful wine merchant. While Sargent’s education, before he alighted in the studio of Carolus-Duran and the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, had been a sort of international cultural forage, Michel had enjoyed the systematic Lycée program in classical and French literature, mathematics, and science, capped by the License from the Faculty of Letters of the University of Montpellier in 1872. He volunteered early for his compulsory military service, but then he took the deferment that was accorded to licenciés for the pursuit of further studies. Michel was ready for any learned career, and like so many brilliant young men, he was directed toward the law by his father. He dutifully registered in the Faculty of Law at Aix-en-Provence. After four years of study Michel was Licentiate of Laws and as tired of Montpellier as was appropriate for a twenty-year-old. He rewarded himself for his success
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