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Natalie Barney And Romaine Brooks, Two "European Americans" During The First And Second World Wars

The term "European American" originates from the title of the unpublished memoirs of Natalie Barney kept at present in the Bibliothèque Littéraire Jacque Doucet in Paris. Its use, however, soon widely established, constitutes a link among the main branches of a group research study, Networking Women: Subjects, Places, Links Europe-America recently published in Rome. 

Our research had its start with an examination of the Parisian literary salons at the beginning of the 20th century  as privileged places of networking, particularly,  Gertrude Stein's  and Natalie Barney's, sharing their salons with two important painters, Romaine Brooks and Marie Laurencin. However, the main focus of the present study is the analysis of  Barney's and Brook's unpublished material on the second world war in Florence. 

In and around the salons relationships, argument, and reciprocal influence were indeed very rich and intense. It couldn't have been otherwise given the fame of the people who frequented them and the nature of the existential, cultural and political events that took place in that period. Thus, the history of the salons and the women who  hosted them reflects the larger picture of the period.   

Clearly,  a world war could only fire up divisive debates bringing up a host of issues that were found to be recurrent by the group research study on networking women; namely,  the meaning of the "new" woman, the connection between belligerent feminism and pacifism, and the  wistful reflections on national identity. 

Stein's salon never played a major role during the First World War, in fact, its meetings were suspended during that period and the writer was never a pacifist.  Indeed,  during the years immediately before the war she held a number of debates on the subject with Bertrand Russel. Her firm stance on the war was at times ridiculed.  For example, Braque found it laughable that she and her companion Alice Toklas, disguised as military men, were  distributing  medicines, food and blankets to the troops when he met them in Avignon

Different, more interesting, and more complex was the development of  Barney's salon, the Temple de l'Amitié, as it was called.  The name itself was meant to evoke friendship and pacifism. A place, as  Suzanne Rodriguez writes in her book, Wild Heart, "for peace lovers. At rue Jacob ...it was perfectly acceptable to say that war was hell."  Indeed, in 1917 the salon hosted a pacifists' meeting in spite of  its being frequented also by top public officials.

Although the present paper focuses on Brook's and Barney's unpublished material dealing with the Second World War (the two women had very long lives), it would be impossible to follow the profound changes in the authors' attitude toward war without a reflection on their declared pacifism during the "Friday meetings" at Rue Jacob. Indeed, the research work already conducted regarding the network of  women during the First World War needs to be re-examined in the light of  the material found. 

Getrude Stein gave the "wars she saw" ample room for reflection which she expressed in polished form in a book  through which she was able to distance herself from the actual events to the point of virtually blocking her memory of some episodes. The same cannot be said of Barney's Memoirs of a European-American and Brooks's A War Interlude On The Hills of Florence (to be found at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington), both dealing with the four years (1940-44) they spent together in the hills of Florence. Their works, never published, suffer from the formlessness of first drafts.  

The events taking place in Barney's salon during the years 1914-18 are recounted in the now out of print books the writer published at her own expense from 1918 on. The subjects and style of the work are extremely interesting for their radical and forceful quality: maxims, short poems and aphorisms connect very effectively feminism with the most extreme pacifism. 

Very different are the tone and outlook in the memoirs concerning the Second World War.  Florence in 1940 in no way resembled Paris in 1914-18.  The relationship between America and Europe bore no resemblance to the former period.  Europe in this case meant Italy, and America meant an impending "occupation" army whose arrival was both welcomed and feared. Barney's salon was still open, but it was a  Florentine "salotto" frequented by Italian artistocrats, foreigners married to Italians, and intellectuals  and artists at times called fakes by Brooks.  The information available to the two women  was extremely limited and abridged: fascist propaganda, including the pro-war tirades of their friend Ezra Pound, Vichy radio news, and the very conservative opinions circulating in their "salotto". The situation was very different from the cosmopolitan, well-informed, vivacious, intellectual circle of people milling around Natalie's Temple of Friendship.  A historical comparison between the two periods is extremely significant  and crucial questions arise from the comparison. What remained of the two "European Americans" whose advanced  age alone cannot explain the transformation?  How could their interpersonal, international  network of friends turn into such an ambiguous, albeit still stimulating circle whose attitudes and language completely differed from the past?

The documents studied provide a variety of historical information, and they represent a significant tool for reevaluating  cultural history from a new perspective.     

