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DISCIPLINE OF A MARRIAGE: THE SARTONS MAKE
HISTORY OF SCIENCE

Lewis Pyenson

We live in the Age of Swine, James Surowiecki observed recently in
the New Yorker. More precisely, the swinish self-interest behind free-rein
capitalism now turns the world. People risk venture capital on technological
innovation, presumably in addition to investing in stock and real-estate scams,
in the exportation of manufacturing and services beyond the reach of
minimum wage and regulated working conditions, and in questionable
enterprises like spamming and the narcotics trade. Surowiecki summarizes:
In the dreams of avarice lie the hopes of progress.(1) There is certainly plenty
of swinishness to go around these days, but self-interest is nothing new. One
nineteenth-century observer of economics even placed it at the root of
revolution against capitalism. Enlightened self-interest, Karl Marx insisted, is
a precondition of revolutionary socialism.

A more accurate designation for our time is the Age of Whine. We are
deluged with accounts of personal misfortune, so much so that a genre of
literature called self-help has emerged to serve sufferers of clogged arteries,
flabby midrifts, and phony investment portfolios, to mention only a few
classes of aggrieved reader. Autobiographical tales of open-heart surgery and
stock swindling, by talented writers with no claim to motivating historic
events, rise to the top of the sales charts. We admire poets of whine, who are
able to transmute their sickness into art.(2) We venerate the ones who choose
to check out of life early. In an Age of Swine, people are dying to live; in an
Age of Whine, people are living to die.

To judge from the pages of the weekly American journal, Chronicle of
Higher Education, whining is widespread in the academic life. Professors
whine about money (athletic teams get too much of it, specialist journals are
too dear); they whine about nepotism (the provost hires his drinking buddies
but won’t employ their husband or lover); they whine about resources
(crummy library, antiquated particle accelerator). Seldom appreciated is the
structure behind the whining. Many professors are permanently located at
institutions where even stray dogs hesitate to take up residence, and it has been
so for more than a hundred years. Sociologist Max Weber emphasized in 1919
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that academic life is a wild gamble, where material rewards are attributed
whimsically, and where only a rare spirit can maintain equanimity in the face
of the consistent promotion of mediocrity.(3) Unlike today’s journalistic
whiners, Weber deals at length with the connection between a scholar’s
emotional state and his calling, with why the self-effacing and ineluctable
belief in the superannuation or progress of knowledge should animate teachers.

But neither Weber nor the whiners consider how a scholar’s intimate
domestic situation may determine his scholarly accomplishment. In one form
or another, love does make the world go round. I address the topic here by
considering the love of George Sarton.

Love and devotion animate the past, and not only where the beloved is
a passive object of desire. There are writers and artists: Héloise’s Pierre,
Emilie’s Voltaire, Virginia’s Leonard, Frida’s Diego, and Sylvia’s Ted. We
would live in a gray and horizonless present without the evocative creations
inspired by eros, the Belgian philosopher Suzanne Lilar emphasized nearly
half a century ago. In her great work of 1963, Le Couple, she champions the
cause of unreasonable love, going against the principal affliction of the
twentieth century, the demythologization that attacks all values. She speaks
for a whole and responsible love now possible for the first time in history. In
Lilar’s view, love is self-conscious and reflective: A great love is above all an
awareness of a deep-rooted nostalgia, which it passionately tries to satisfy.
This, whatever may be thought to the contrary, presupposes a strong sexuality,
a motive power capable of assuring communication, able to join as well as to
transport. Lilar begins her enquiry with the marriage of Peter Paul Rubens and
his different wives, Isabella Brant and Héléne Fourment, following the
inspired discussion of Eugéne Fromentin.(4) George Sarton, who grew up in
Ghent next to a Rubens painting in the Cathedral of St Baafs and who took his
early literary nom de plume from a novel of Fromentin’s, made love the center
of an academic discipline.(5)

To describe those infected with love today, we would need a list where
the possessed and the possessing are interchangeable, for we see the partners
in a marriage as intellectual and financial equals. The equality has been
achieved in the world of capitalism under the intense pressure of a persistent
communist model stretching from medieval times through the English, French,
Russian, and Chinese revolutions and with elaboration by millenarian
communities elsewhere. The achievement has not been without strain. The
latest census reports indicate that most adults are married, but it suggests that
a substantial portion of this group are not happily married. About half of all
marriages result in divorce; a large number of the remaining unions suffer
estrangement; most married couples, it seems, are unfaithful to each other.(6)
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When did the modern pattern, with its new sensibility, emerge?
Demographers have mapped the precipitous decline in European fertility as a
way to trace modernization across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; the
decline, they conclude, is based on birth control women’s empowerment over
their own body.(7) Freed from perpetual child-rearing, ordinary women could
become industrial workers or, more optimistically, imitate the aristocracy by
studying nature and writing poetry. Whether women’s political rights, no less
than the spread of birth-control techniques, trickled down from the highest
levels of society or percolated up from the lowest, at the end of the nineteenth
century women entered institutions of higher learning in substantial numbers,
and they often married for love fellow students. Formed in women’s
secondary schools by talented teachers unable to obtain a university position
or to live on a university salary, young women circa 1900 learned to wield the
instrument of reason. The intellectual firmament early in the twentieth
century displays a large number of binary stars: the Einsteins (Mileva and
Albert), Curies (Marie and Pierre), Ehrenfests (Tatiana and Paul), Clays
(Tettje and Jacob), Webers (Marianne and Max), Webbs (Beatrice and
Sidney), and Woolfs (Virginia and Leonard).(8) The marriage of George
Sarton and Mabel Elwes Sarton, which led to a continuing tradition of
scholarship, is exemplary of these complex and sometimes unstable unions.

The domains of intellectual accomplishment in the Sarton marriage are
decorative arts and history of science. The decorative arts intended to allow
sensitive design to enter the life of laborers and farmers, whether in fabrics,
wall-hangings, domestic utensils, or furniture; for better or worse, the interior
of our homes today owes much to these disciples of William Morris. History
of science, an established if fractious department of higher learning, emerged
to celebrate industrial progress (the very notion of progress depends on a
recapitulation of the past) and also to organize and analyze the contents of
enormous museums and more particularly libraries that had come into being
over the generations before the First World War; we still hope for new gadgets
and medical cures, and, for better or worse, few scholars today can completely
avoid the shadow cast by the Harvard College Library or the Louvre. Among
the general reading public, Mabel and George Sarton are known as the parents
of the feminist poet May Sarton, who has written eloquently and evocatively
about them and their times.(9)

Manifestly no Macaulay, is the assessment of George Sarton by two of
his biographers, who identify his legacy in the creation of tools, standards, and
critical self-awareness in a discipline.(10) Mabel Sarton’s designs and
creations can be found in great collections, notably the Smithsonian Institution
and the New York Public Library, but her name is associated with no




16

particular motif or structure. It is more reasonable to contend that the Sartons
are original creators centrally situated in major cultural currents. Equally
significant is the emotional side of their marriage. Even if their intellectual
accomplishments had been dimmer, their affection testifies to the emergence
of a new pattern of family life, the effects of which are felt for much of the
twentieth century.

The story of the discipline of history of science is anything but dull
reading. There are colossal errors of administrative judgment (regarding Paul
Tannery’s candidacy at the Collége de France); there are prisoners of
conscience (Bertrand Russell and Lancelot Hogben incarcerated for
war-resistance in England and Dirk Struik for holding the wrong political
opinions in Boston); there are infelicitous political compromises (the aged
Karl Sudhoff’s membership in the Nazi Party); there are travel restrictions
East and West (notably concerning Joseph Needham, for many years denied a
United States visa); and there are stories of wandering exiles (the
mathematician-thief Guglielmo Libri was one, and in a different vein Aldo
Mieli and Alexandre Koyré were others).(11) The themes of politics, pacifism,
and penury are writ large across the life and the purpose of George Sarton,
animator of the disciple in the United States.

Not only did George Sarton animate the discipline of history of science
in America, he dominated it. For more than half a century, much of its activity
derived from his large vision of humanity, as well as from his anxieties and
personality. His early programmatic statements as well as his popular writings
that is to say, a majority of his writings before the late 1920s were designed to
attract funding to his enterprise and to secure a better position for himself and
his family. From the time of his youth, George claimed to privilege his studies
over his family, but his family is embedded in his work. Mabel Sarton, in
particular, was the agent of George’s success. Her kind and sympathetic
social sense acted as a counterweight to George’s impulsive and abrupt
manner. Contacts made through her business in design helped secure
George’s lifetime post with the Camegie Institution.(12) The birth of
George’s discipline required both husband and wife.

George Sarton was raised without religion in Catholic Ghent. By virtue
of her own ethical-religious training in the London congregation of the
American émigré pacifist minister Moncure Daniel Conway, Mabel Sarton
was able to establish strong connections with the American Protestant
Establishment who supported them both. Mabel writes from London on 6
April 1899 to her friend Céline Dangotte:

I want to tell you that we hardly ever go to what you understand by a
church. We belong to a society called
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South Place Ethical Society. They have a building which is called a
chapel but is not at all like one, at Finsbury in London. On Sundays
there is a service. No prayers, no regular sermon. The service begins by
singing something, not like the hymns in ordinary churches but poems
in which the great idea is of One Supreme Being & of universal love
& fellowship on earth, without expecting you to believe in a
conventional seaven. After the singing something is read from some
book on religion, not only Protestant but Roman Catholic, Buddhism
or any other where pure & holy thoughts are contained. Then an
anthem is sung (always by professionals, they do it for nothing). Then
there is the lecture or sermon. Every Sunday it is a different man, or
nearly so, any-one who has something worth saying may lecture & it is
on all sorts of creeds & religions.(13)
The South Place spirit remained important in Mabel’s life; it is possible, for
example, that she heard the lectures of John M. Robertson in 1891 on, among
others, Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin, both of whom early influences on
her thought.(14) She later writes to her mother from Ghent: I have been
looking through the S. P. Magazines I have. I want to have them bound a little
later. I find I have not any year complete (not even with those Cé[line] had).
The following nos. are missing. If you find you have them twice, any of them,
let me know.(15) George Sarton obtained Conway’s book, My Pilgrimage to
the Wise Men of the East (Boston, 1906), soon after he married Mabel in 1911,
and he credited the book with awakening his interest in things Oriental.(16)
George Sarton liked to think that two children were born to him in 1912,
daughter May and his history-of-science journal Isis. He honored Mabel as
their mother. The name of his journal was chosen by them both. In our earnest
innocence, he writes in his biography of Mabel, we had conceived something
immortal,... which deserved to bear the name of an eternal goddess.(17) The
first number of Isis is dated March 1913, but George observed that he
circulated a prospectus of 50 pages somewhat earlier, and his programmatic
announcement of the journal appeared in November 1912. To call May and
Isis ‘twins’ is thus inaccurate though they were separated by an interval (six
months) too short for ordinary sisters. George recalls that he and Mabel sent
out thousands of copies of the specimen number to scholars identified from the
pages of the annual academic directory, Minerva: Jahrbuch der gelehrten
Welt. 1wrote the addresses, Mabel did the wrapping and added the stamps.(18)
Years later, Mabel designed a bookplate for George, and elements from it
were incorporated - not without bowdlerized modification - by George’s
successors on the masthead of Isis and publicity for the History of Science
Society. The discipline carried his name and her art to the end of the twentieth
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century.(19)

George’s purpose emerged when he was a student engaged to Mabel
Elwes. She was a penniless English artist, alumna of a distinguished girls’
school in Ghent, in effect adopted into the home of a wealthy interior designer
in Ghent.(20) George writes to his betrothed on 28 October 1910, affirming
the sense of their union. I am one of those who believes that great scientists
and great artists, great thinkers and great musicians, great dreamers and great
doers, live in the same atmosphere, breathe the same air. 1 am one of those
who think that the enterprise of science is an enterprise of art. I do not think it
only, I sense it, with all my being, all my nerves tell me that. When he reads
a treatise on geometry, he hears an orchestra playing. I know that art and
science are identical, just as I know that I exist. The two, when they are
beautiful enough, produce the same enthusiasm, the same frenzy, the same
sacred intoxication, the same rhythms, the same thrills. He continues:

Later, in a hundred years, recognition will perhaps come, if I succeed

to accomplish it, the artistic value of my work. And it requires as

much imagination & inspiration to reconstitute the past, penetrate the

thought of other times & write the history of human civilization as to

write a sonnet or construct a poem. I tell you this so that I have in you

(although you be on the other side of the divide) a close confidante

whom I tell everything I think. But please don’t tell anyone. One

must not speak about something that has not been accomplished. But

this clear light that I see there, far away, toward which I walk with

confidence and joy and from which no one can turn me aside, I am

guided by it. I know that it is the same star that appeared to so many

men, and that it signals the crossroad where all minds meet, where all

scientists are great artists and artists are scientists. Isee it. The road

is long, but I will remain strong. I understand that I will be criticized,

misunderstood, fought against, scorned. I know that it will be

necessary to sacrifice many enjoyments and leisure, and that life

cannot be spent making excuses. I know all that, and I walk forward
intently.

And if I fall before arriving at the finish, I will have fought well.

George and Mabel Sarton shared in this world of purpose and abstraction.

Their life together was a scramble for resources without compromising their

artistic and social integrity. But there is something else in George’s manifesto.

It exhibits the arrogance and naiveté that made him a disciplinary father

without academic children, in his university setting and in his family. George

directed only two doctoral dissertations; one of the authors succeeded him at

Harvard, and one enjoyed a distinguished career in his native Turkey.
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George’s daughter May Sarton did not attend college or university, even
though she ended up with 18 honorary doctorates.

Love and art figure explicitly in George Sarton’s plans. Suffering from
uncertainty and depression, George penned one of his most admired essays as
a preface to volume 5 of Isis. Written at Intervale, New Hampshire, during the
summer of 1922, it is titled Knowledge and Charity, and in the text George
wants to show that history of science is about both head and heart, both works
and the people who accomplish them. Acquiring knowledge is a moral duty,
George emphasizes, and the people who do the most to advance knowledge
are a small vanguard of humanity. These are the people best suited to guide us,
not politicians and generals who do not know the world into which they are
leading us. Conventional humanists, he names Matthew Arnold, equate
scientific knowledge with crass materialism. George thinks that the problem
concerns utility: If I study anything for the sake of utility, this may increase
my usefulness and better my position; this will not enlighten me. Science
certainly enables us to extract from nature for the benefit of all men, wealth
untold and treasures beyond the wildest dreams of avarice. He affirms, it
would be mean to cultivate science only because it pays to do so, but it would
be incredibly foolish to believe that it can have no spiritual value because its
material value is so immense. He warms to the main point: Science is the
search of truth and, insofar as our quest has been successful, it is truth
itself....the foundation of everything, the axis of our life, the substance of our
reason, the key of our fate. The revealing of truth proceeds without reversal:
Whenever a particle of truth was finally established, it was established forever;
the advance might be slow but it was certain. The history of science is nothing
but the history of this protracted struggle between credulity and research, of
this long series of partial deceptions and progressive discoveries. Knowledge,
obtained in this way, enlightens human kindness, it reduces the appalling
danger of blind and misdirected generosity. In a phrase evoking Jesus, George
offers that the noble sentiment love is the intermediary of enlightenment. The
proof of this contention is in the obligation of truth seekers to give it, liberally, -
to all who may want it. Kindness, then, as Beethoven remarked, is the surest
sign of nobility, and the visible sign of kindness is charity. George’s long
prolegomena leads to a focus on the human circumstances of scientific
discovery including struggle, egoism, and perfidy. Revealing that side of the
Human Comedy provides scientists with a proper sense of intellectual values.
And in pursuit of that goal, historians should strive to be brief, identifying
themselves with one great work or one single ideal. All these points relate the
New Humanism, which will complete against the Old Humanism, that is to
say, it announces the relevance of the history of science as a field of
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scholarship. George concludes:
The historian of science has in him the stuff to make a complete
humanist, but he will fail altogether to be one, unless his knowledge be
tempered by charity and seasoned with tolerance and humor, unless he
be prepared to consider every scientific achievement almost in the same
spirit as a work of art, unless he have trained himself to take the whole
of life into account.(21)
Truly, tout est dans tout. George’s logic breaks at a number of points. His
philosopher colleague at Harvard Alfred Hoernlé, for example, criticizes
George for holding in this article that truth is co-extensive with, and limited to,
science and the use of scientific methods, a view that does not take account of
the limitations of science.(22)

Art, apparent in Knowledge and Charity, runs like a red thread through
George Sarton’s life. His friend Emile Masson emphasizes that from his youth
(the two corresponded beginning around 1905), George was captivated by Jan
and Hubert van Eyck’s triptych, The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, displayed
in the cathedral of St Baafs in Ghent, and he especially appreciated Jan van
Eyck’s Madonna from the Inn’s Hall showing the Virgin reading a book,
which he took as an allegory of science.(23) The promoter of a discipline of
history of science saw art history as the reverse of his medal. Across the first
three decades of the 20th century, he published on art and artists, and he
considered founding a journal for the history of art to complement Isis.(24)
Mabel the artist was the yin to his yang. The struggle of artists offered him
secular saints, just in the way that the struggle of scientists did. He heard
Feodor Chaliapin on 15 April 1923, and remarks in his diary that the singer
worked as an apprentice to a shoemaker in the same street where Maxim
Gorky was toiling in an underground baker’s shop.

George Sarton selected his authorities for art carefully. He cites
William De Morgan’s Result of An Experiment (published anonymously in
1909) in his diary on 1 March 1923:

It is the best thing on Earth that incessant struggle....Art is more

important than you think. But it must be earnest, grim life-earnestness

that has no tincture of gain in it or love of earth-fame, only the strength
of one’s arm, & the whole power of one’s being is to be given to it; and
to look neither to the right nor to the left, but go straight on doing the

best that is in one.
The source of the quotation is revealing. William De Morgan and his artist
wife Evelyn, inspired by the Pre-Raphaelites, undertook experiments to
collect automatic writing, allegedly the communications of angels and spirits.
George flirted with spiritism in his youth, and he comes back to it through
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friendship with physicist Daniel F. Comstock and parapsychologist William
McDougall at Harvard.(25) In middle age, George is still a youthful bohemian
in spirit, spending more time and money than he has on Isis—his writer’s
canvas--and Mabel is tiring of it. Did they sense how much they resembled
Puccini’s Rodolfo and Mimi? They never comment on La Bohéme, although
Somerset Maugham’s portrayal of artist Paul Gauguin moves them both
deeply.

Building for the ages is a daunting prospect in academia, as in other
walks of life. Taste and fashion evolve: The Clarendon physics laboratory at
Oxford, for example, originated in monies dedicated for an equestrian
academy. Sources of funding suffer the indignities of economic change:
Family men hesitated to accept Isaac Newton’s Lucasian chair at Cambridge,
endowed in the seventeenth century by annual rents worth only , 100. But
George Sarton did create the foundation for a grand structure. In a typewritten
text of an article appearing in March 1917, composed after June 1916, George
outlines an Institute dedicated to the History of Science and Civilization. Itis
likely that Mabel assisted him in writing it or, perhaps, in typing it.(26)
George and his family were then in exile, living precariously in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, where he lectured at Harvard University. In his text, George
emphasizes that science is the very bedrock of our modern society, it is man’s
true universal language, and it is the strongest force that makes for the social
unity of our civilization. Immanuel Kant proposed that the object of universal
history was the growth of a universal community pursuing a common purpose.

More than a century later, that purpose is seen as the creation and diffusion of
beauty and knowledge. Science alone is universal and progressive. History
of science has as a goal the genesis and the development of scientific facts and
ideas. All the sciences had to be studied together, a point emphasized by
Auguste Comte, who understood that the history of science is the logical basis
of any philosophy of science and indeed of any philosophy. George desired
the institute to be engaged primarily in research and only secondarily in the
training of teachers. His model is the astronomical observatory, where each
associate has a task according to a general plan and in proportion to his own
abilities. This kind of institution is just the thing to raise the intellectual level
of the nation, and it would make it easier to graft on the young and strong
American tree all that was fine and great in the earlier Eastern and Western
civilizations. If his plan succeeds, it would be the cradle of a New Humanism.
George’s notion of the material conditions of the institute includes a library,
offices for the fellows, iconographical collections, and photographical
facilities. He indicates two institutes as models for what he proposes: Karl
Sudhoff’s institute for the history of medicine in Leipzig, and the late Karl
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Lamprecht’s historical institute, also in Leipzig. Assets that could be acquired
by the institute include George’s own library (abandoned in Belgium), his
friend Arnold Carl Klebs’s library in Nyon, Switzerland, and David Eugene
Smith’s library in New York. The institute could be supported by a society, in
the same manner as geographic or astronomic institutes. He gives as
supporters a number of prominent American scientists and historians, and he
provides nine historians of science and medicine who approve of the plan:
Smith, Klebs, historian of biology William Albert Locy at Northwestern
University, historian of Asian technology Berthold Laufer at the Field
Museum of Natural History in Chicago, medievalist and historian of medicine
James Joseph Walsh at Fordham University, William T. Sedgwick and Harry
Walter Tyler of Massachusetts Institute of Technology, friend and patron
Edward Clark Streeter, and medical bibliographer Fielding Hudson Garrison
in Washington, D.C. Sarton included, we see here a minion for the discipline
of history of science in the United States. Within the decade, a number of
these players rallied to George’s cause and founded the History of Science
Society. The Dibner Institute at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
created in 1992 from the estate of George’s friend Bern Dibner, finally
realized George’s larger project.

Persistence wins George Sarton a research position with the Carnegie
Institution of Washington. His stated project never realized is an exhaustive
study of Leonardo da Vinci. A maiden publication on the topic appeared in
Scribner’s in 1919. George focuses on themes that relate him to Leonardo.
He emphasizes that Leonardo was taken from his mother at an early age
(George lost his mother as an infant), and that his father had four wives
serially (George’s father, chief engineer of the Belgian railways who died in
1909, never remarried but was not immune to female charm): A motherless,
brotherless, lonely childhood, we cannot lay too much stress on this; it
accounts for much (George, an only child, had few friends). Leonardo served
many masters, some of whom failed to appreciate his genius (George, by this
time in his life, had worked for half a dozen employers). He was a solitary
man, who died before his time. Only those who have known suffering and
anxiety can fully understand the drama and the beauty of this life (George
worried continually about Mabel’s health and about making ends meet). Then
to Leonardo’s observations of nature and his mechanical contrivances,
including flying machines. He practiced inductive philosophy 150 years
before Francis Bacon. His manuscripts provide a unique window into the
creative genius who applied the spirit of craftsmanship and experiment to the
question for truth, its sudden extension from the realm of beauty to the realm
of science. Elaborating 5800 pages of Leonardo’s manuscripts would be
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George’s task. He concludes by placing a message in Leonardo’s mouth: To
know is to love...My life was one long struggle with nature, to unravel her
secrets and tame her wild forces to the purpose of man....A literary education
is no education. All the classics of the past cannot make men....The study of
nature is the substance of education, the rest is only the ornament. Study it
with your brains and with your hands. Then George speaks: We must try to
reconcile idealism and knowledge, science and art, truth and beauty....In the
last analysis, that is what Leonardo tells us, and it is also the message of the
New Humanism.(27) The New Humanism, George Sarton’s shorthand for
history of science, becomes the signature for an academic discipline by the
middle of the century.

For a major figure among scholars, George Sarton was slow to hit his
stride. As compensation, he corresponded with ferocious intensity, a passion
shared by his wife Mabel. The young couple held their early exchanges so
dear that, before they left Belgium for the Netherlands as refugees at the
beginning of the First World War, they buried their correspondence in the
garden. Friends subsequently deposited the letters in a vault at the Banque de
Flandres in Ghent.(28) In 1920 George brought the letters to Cambridge,
Massachusetts, without opening them. To-day I opened one of the packages,
hers but could not bear to analyze the contents, George writes on 5 May 1950,
following Mabel’s death. I lack the courage to destroy them as they perhaps
deserve to be destroyed, he continues, and he prefers to leave them to the
scrutiny of indifferent and objective hands.

Mabel and George Sarton were indeed devoted to the epistolary art.
Mabel’s mother observes to Mabel’s friend Céline Dangotte around 1901: I do
not like writing letters. (Where does Mabel get her love for it from I
wonder?!!)(29) They would plan their day or week to be able to write to each
other at length. On occasion, they would write twice or even three times in a
day, the letter carrier becoming almost a private courier. They wrote
frequently to each other when they were separated by long distances, and also,
before they were married, when they both lived in Ghent. (Their residences in
the core of the medieval part of Ghent were a ten-minute walk apart.) In the
years before the First World War, mail traveled efficiently across Western
Europe. A letter mailed by George in Ghent could arrive later the same day
with Mabel in a small Swiss town. Urban delivery could take a matter of only
hours. The system allowed George and Mabel to elaborate thoughts with
precision and conduct a dialogue when ideas were still fresh in mind. Mabel’s
and George’s lodgings in Ghent and in America had a telephone.(30) But
instead of speaking, each preferred to set down intimate thoughts by hand.
When they were apart, letters continued a conversation of theirs, whether
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during the day or weeks previously. On occasion, letters over the course of
many days were posted together. George sometimes cried for letters from
Mabel, if only a few lines on a postcard; Mabel felt a mixture of fear and
excitement when she opened a letter of George’s. A long letter from Mabel to
George on 26 February 1925 begins: I must come & talk to you. Letters are
dreadful things are they not? & yet so precious! (Even when they upset me of
course I would rather be upset than not have any letter that week!)
The Sartons’ exchanges are unusually frank and forthright. On 14 July
1923 in Ipswich, England, Mabel is happy to receive George’s and May’s
short letters, even though, in French, they told me little of importance. In their
correspondence, they often bare their deepest concerns. This feature is
especially interesting because the language of their early letters is French, by
then a highly inflected literary vehicle. The straightforward prose results in
part because they set down emotions without the advantage of sharing a
mother tongue, although it is also an expression of their character. They kept
secrets, but dishonesty was foreign to their spirit, and they both sought, above
all, essential qualities in life. For example, on 10 May 1915 Mabel writes to
George. Mabel is in England, convalescing from measles; George is in
Washington, perilously beginning his academic career in the United States.
Mabel returns to the matter of her illegitimate birth (her parents married a
short time later). She wonders if George spoke about it to a colleague, with
whom he worked for a number of months in the War Office in London:
Tell me, did you perhaps tell him the circumstances of my birth? All
that wretched thing, it has been haunting me. Can you understand how
grieved I am that these facts, against which I can do nothing, can be an
instrument against you? I did not imagine they could be of such
importance, even break your career. That is a terrible thought. Iloathe
having something to hide, something one is afaid should be known! I
feel almost that if I were alone I would go to the other extreme & sift
my friends & acquaintances by telling them the truth as quietly as
possible.
She needs to obtain travel documents from the Belgian Embassy, and when
she goes there she will do her best to keep the matter secret. One thing I have
decided: When she is big enough, May shall be told. I myself will tell her.
The first part of the correspondence is almost entirely in French, until in
1910 George began to write in English. George records, in his manuscript
biography of Mabel, that early in their relationship we always used my
language, which she knew, not %ers, which I did not. He continues that in
1909 he took a Berlitz course in English, but the instructor advised him: You
will never be able to speak English properly. (His diary indicates English
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lessons from September 1907 into January 1908.) George writes to Mabel in
1910 (perhaps on 16 May), to thank Mabel for her beautiful book bindings:
Never fear to speak to me in English, for I adore to hear it spoken. The few
words that you have spoken to me have given me pleasure. Yet George
indicates in his unpublished biography of Mabel that he could not read English
books aloud, in the early years of his marriage: I could not read well enough
nor could I understand what was read to me. George’s American
correspondent David Eugene Smith compliments him on his English prose in
1912--It is almost without a flaw although Mabel is likely responsible for the
result.(31) As late as 26 February 1925, Mabel wants to make sure that
George understands her recent letters, where she identifies in him a
frightening vagueness concerning, not only future obligations but existing
ones. Mabel thought you were worried very much & afraid to tell me the
whole truth. She wonders if the problem is George’s style: In spite of
wonderful ease you do still use English expression queerly. His delivery,
forged in positivism and Belgian socialism and tempered in reaction to
American pragmatism, radiated authority and abstraction, making George a
difficult man to know.

Mabel and George Sarton admired writers formed in the nineteenth
century (Carlyle, Ruskin, Maeterlinck, Romain Rolland, Fromentin, Tolstoy)
and they read omnivorously, but their own writing is for the most part the
uninflected, workaday prose favored among practical people early in the
twentieth century.(32) Style among younger academic writers declined
dramatically at this time. One is tempted to associate the decline with the
great democratization of universities, which saw enrollment growing in leaps
and bounds; increasing teaching burdens on the shoulders of younger scholars;
and a desperate contest for visibility in the specialist, periodical literature,
required for landing a university chair. The plain-speaking that echoes in their
correspondence with each other radiates earnestness and authenticity; it is
when they try for metaphor or allusion that the words fall flat. George and
more often Mabel are confused or upset by figures of speech sent by their
correspondent. Each knows that something is not right when the other dwells
too long on abstract matters.

The intense passion of family life is clearly revealed in correspondence.
George asserted from the beginning that his work would come before wife
and children. He writes to a close friend, Raymond Limbosch, on 11 July
1907 that his life has quite gone in one direction, that he has a ministry
[apostolat] to fulfill. Furthermore, everything is subordinated to my purpose:
my life, that of my wife, of my children, if I ever have any, that of my friends.
Whoever hesitates in the face of the sacrifice is not worthy of undertaking
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great things. God has not chosen him.(33)

The religious streak apparent here marked George for his entire life,
and he was especially drawn to religious authors. He confides to his diary on
21 April 1904 that Francis Jammes will be his spiritual guide. To Mabel he
writes an enthusiastic postcard on First March 1911: I like Francis Jammes
more than any other author in our time, & I was often shocked & saddened to
feel that he was not entirely understood. Jammes, the French poet and novelist,
was by then the apostle of naturisme, a reaction against Symbolism where the
focus is on common, everyday occurrences. Jammes converted to Roman
Catholicism in 1905 under the influence of Paul Claudel, and in 1911 the first
volume of his novel about a Catholic peasant family, Les Géorgiques
chrétiennes, appeared. In a letter to Mabel of 1 November 1906, George
writes that for the past two years the only author he reads regularly is Ernest
Hello, whose work L 'Homme (Paris, 1872), into a seventh edition by 1905, he
admires. The book is a collection of essays divided into the themes of life,
science, and art from the perspective of Catholic theology. Hello, in particular,
rejects Descartes’s separation of spirit and matter. It may be imagined that
George, a socialist attracted to the religious life, was particularly struck by
Hello’s emphasis on the synthetic union of nature and mind, and also, perhaps,
by Hello’s lives of the saints. The sense of unity guided George into middle
life. He emphasizes to Mabel on 9 November 1924 that he is increasingly
persuaded of the unity of the world & my own utter insignificance in it.
Furthermore,

I deeply respect the religions of other people, however absurd its form,

if it be genuine. I do not simply respect their religion, but I love it

through them, because of them. It is teir form of the ideal beauty &
justice & truth; however different in appearance, it is not essentially
different. It tends towards the same direction.
For George Sarton, the Bible instructs that the difference between the ignorant
& the learned, the fool and the wise is not as wide as it may seem. If their
hearts are right, they are almost entirely right, I am sure. In the course of his
life the sentiment attracts him to a wide variety of universalist philosophies,
from Transcendentalism and Theosophy to Buddhism and Christian Science.

Mabel Sarton did not share her husband’s religiosity. On 23 November
1924, writing from Europe to George in Cambridge, she comments on lines of
his about advancing along a road toward his goal:

In my thoughts I saw you so clearly trudging along & I saw myself

beside you, sometimes having to run to keep up, & sometimes walking

hands in yours a step in front of you, helping you along. I followed us
for miles & miles, with me playing back & forth like a little dog, & I felt
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so deeply proud & happy, because you really needed me, to help you

along towards your goal. If I took a bye-path, you kept looking for me

& you walked near slowly. It sounds quite commonplace written down,

but it is something I cannot forget, & your letter gave it to me. You

have to be strong for your work, & for us, but you need us too, even for

your work.
She knows that George loves them, her and May, but only now does she know
what she hoped, that he needs them. I feel quietly sure you need us, not just to
round out your life, a sort of ornament to it, beautiful but outside it, no, as a
necessary part. That is like a quiet, sure hand that comforts the frightened part
of me. Mabel turns to George’s thoughts about the unity of the world: I cannot
see the unity. I cannot accept the horrors & unspeakable anguish which
puzzled, racked humanity (& animals too) goes through. I don’t understand
& cannot say I am [illegible] to believe there is an explanation. She cannot be
happy because of the suffering of others.

Nature? Yes, outwardly so alluring, so beautiful, & always beneath the

beauty, pitiless cruelty, pain, decay, death. The beauty appears to me,

& the happiness, an inexplicable accident, a surface thing, a deception

which makes the reality worse & more hideous, like the flower a

butcher places on the bleeding carcass. There is only one thing I adore

& know to be beautiful & true: love, unselfish love, the instinct to

protect & to give.

Religious explanations are only creations of the human mind. The whole
difference is that you accept & I cannot. You believe there is a pattern, an
answer, a unity. I see darkness, with one simple shining frail thread. George
will say: after death & decay, absorption & resurrection. And I shall
say, the pain & death & decay will go on repeating themselves. What
is the good of beginning over again if for most creatures the sum of pain

& fear is so much greater than the happiness? And it is not our own that

is the worst. The moment we love, we suffer infinitely more for the

beloved than ever for ourselves, & most often we are quite helpless.
Here, in starkest terms, is how a scholarly discipline hung on a marriage, and
here is also a difference in spirit between wife and husband.

George’s sympathy for people of faith suggests that he is familiar with
sacrifices of children to garner divine favor in Antiquity. Among the
sacrifices he asked his family to endure is placing his daughter May on God’s
altar. On 11 June 1915 Mabel writes from Manchester, England, to George,
who is teaching at the University of Illinois. She is beside herself with
George’s thought that May, then 3 years old, be given to Mabel’s relation
Katherine Lady Barker. I have been startled & rather upset by a letter from
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Katherine enclosing yours, with the suggestion of her taking May for an
unlimited time. Mabel reflects: Ah Beloved, it has been such a revelation to
me, that letter of yours & if it has not at all succeeded in its set purpose, it will
yet have brought much good to us all three. Mabel is seriously ill with measles
and depression. She appreciates George’s desire to care for her, but it is
absolutely impossible for me to give up May to any-one, however much I like
& trust them, for more than a few weeks or months. I hope it will never be
‘months’ again. Mabel is grateful that George wrote the letter, except for one
thing: I have a hurt, sad feeling because you thought I would consent to give
up our little daughter for so long, perhaps years. May-be it is my own fault
though.

Two years later Mabel was pregnant. She waited to give birth in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, while George taught summer school at Columbia
University. On 28 July 1917 George writes a somber letter:

Sweet & good wifie,
I am extremely unhappy because I am anxious about you & the little
one, & also and not less because I am not at peace with myself. I cannot
be happy when I do not work, and I feel that I do not work enough. It
is true I am delivering some good, some very good lectures especially
in my course in the history of mathematics. But I do not do any serious
work outside of that, & I have never felt more lazy & dissipated. 1 have
been reading, I do not say studying a lot of Arabic & Chinese literature,
but without enthusiasm & my soul is slumbering. It is true that I do not
read a line without a purpose, a single purpose, & that these desultory
readings contain much fresh material for my own thinking, but my soul
is slumbering, and I am cold.

I am also unhappy because I have just realized too late that I should

have left yesterday night to visit you in Cambridge. I might have been

there in time to welcome our little son & cheer you up. But maybe you
will not be delivered until your own birthday.

I do not call you beloved, although you are the beloved; neither dare I

kiss you because I feel in disgrace.

Your husband
George
Mabel replies on 29 July:
I am a little tired of waiting & of the heat & of our separation, that is all.
Don’t pay any attention if I seem depressed. There is #o real reason to
be so. Quite the contrary. So let your heart take courage.

But oh! How lovely it would have been if you had come. Still I would

rather it was at the time & not before! & though I long for it dreadfully
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I do not feel we ought to give way to our longing because of the expense.

Do you know it helps me so just to know you wanted to come!
Mabel tries to cheer him up: Just put your hand in mine & feel that I am not
only the Beloved, but the Comrade too, so near, so near to you. Don’t you feel
that? I feel it so for you! You are sometimes a hero to me, but you are
sometimes just a dear, faulty human being, to whom I dare confess my
weaknesses & be helped & comforted, as no ‘always-hero’ could do! A son
was born and died after several days of a congenital bowel obstruction.
George may or may not have seen his son alive.

Just as the Sartons represent modern parents, for whom children are a
blessing as well as a burden, so they were no strangers to conventions of their
time. George, in his English publications, refers to mankind and men of letters,
and in French to ’'Homme. George is conventional in viewing women as
objects of desire, and early bugbears, in popular publications, are snobbish
women who have a bit of university-level education.(34) Readers interested
in sexing prose, as one might sex a chick or kitten, could find grist here for
their mill, notwithstanding the fact that some 10% of George’s professional
correspondents are women, a large fraction for the time. I prefer to think that
a more credible picture of George’s and Mabel’s sexuality, as well as their
views on the gendering of knowledge and art, emerges from their intimate
notes and correspondence. In his early publications in English, where women
snobs appear, George wrote for money, and he certainly knew what would sell.

There is not the slightest suggestion that George ever resented Mabel’s
artistic success as a designer or, later, his daughter May’s success as 2 woman
of letters. All evidence supports the contrary assertion.

Race is a word appearing often in their writings and in their
correspondence, but both George and Mabel were explicit about their disgust
with racism. Mabel Sarton, in Washington, writes to George, then lecturing in
Worcester, Massachusetts, on 14 April 1916 about Mathilde Lafontaine, wife
of Nobel peace-laureate Henri-Marie Lafontaine. She is the very antithesis of
Henri-Marie, & she must surely do him a good deal of harm by her
tactlessness & fanatical ideas. In French: She is a hateful, nasty, stupid woman.
And the worst of it: Then she spoke about Niggers, finally a detestable mind.

Mabel finds Mathilde Lafontaine just as the worst Germans are, with their
stupid and criminal hatred.

The condemnation of racism derives from the Sartons’ ideals about
human rights and pacifism. Fellow Belgian exiles Henri-Marie Lafontaine
and George Sarton made common cause, even though their views of pacifism
differed. George inclined to be internationalist to a fault, while Lafontaine
was more attuned to the compromises of practical politics. Lafontaine, for
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example, did not share George’s view that Germany and Austria were victims
of militarism, and he could not imagine a Paneuropean political union.(35)
George honored his principles more resolutely than Lafontaine did. When he
declined to lecture to the Navy League because it was too jingoistic, even
though he desperately needs the honorarium, George Sarton records by way of
justification: I am resolutely and at base a pacifist. But I believe that one of the
conditions of peace is a solid national defense.(36)

Sigmund Freud cast a long shadow across the first part of the twentieth
century, and especially so when the intimacy of man and woman is in question.

George Sarton observed psychoanalysis in the second number of his
periodical, Isis, in 1913. In 1920, reviewing Freud’s study of Leonardo da
Vinci, George delivers a stunning rebuke:

Those who wish to know to what degree of absurdity Freudian

psychoanalysis can be carried and that by the Master himself! have only

to read this book. These complicated and extravagant theories based
upon the scantiest and most uncertain facts are a credit to Freud’s
ingeniousness rather than to his critical spirit. It might be time to make

a psycho-pathological study of Freud himself!(37)

Dreams, childhood deprivation, and sexuality all have a place in the marriage,
but psychoanalysis and psychological theory would be too heavy a burden to
place on the shoulders of the Sartons. The thought of psychiatric help never
occurred to them, even though they like their daughter who did consult a
psychiatrist, were surely candidates for it.

May Sarton, daughter of Mabel and George, is present through much of
the story of her parents’ life, both as a commentator and as a participant. She
is widely known today as a feminist poet and writer, in part because she is one
of the earliest women in the United States to acknowledge in public her own
lesbian, sexual preference. In fact there is very little sex in her writings, which
are almost Platonic in their search for purity and essence; May Sarton shares
this stylistic orientation with Mabel and George. A reader may seek the origin
of May’s sexuality in the account of her parents. Is it nature or nurture? Both
May and her authorized biographer have emphasized her unusual
upbringing--lacking a permanent home, ignored by a possibly neurotic mother
and a self-confessed, emotionally-arrested father.(38) But Mabel and George
are deep and sympathetic figures, and they raised May creditably and
honorably. Whatever material shortcomings there were in May’s youth, she
was guided by two passionate intellectuals to appreciate the life of the mind,
something intellectual parents strive for today. Evidence is available for
Mabel’s hormonal imbalance in the years before and after May’s birth; to
correct the imbalance, she was one of the first women to receive hormonal



31

therapy.(39) Itis an open question if this circumstance is the origin of May’s
constitution.

Sex occupies a relatively large place in Mabel’s and George’s early
correspondence, as it does in the life of many young people. Documents
provide an unusually complete picture of their sexual life, which they observe
without prudery. In 1910, for example, they correspond intensely about the
writings of Auguste Forel, the Swiss psychiatrist, entomologist, and sexologist.

Mabel Sarton has read almost half of Forel’s study of sex, she writes on the
17 June 1910: It is a beautiful book.(40) Her views about Forel evolve. She
continues the next day:

- Forel’s book brings up many things. I know very well that the sexual
question was very complex and difficult to resolve, but I understand it

ten times better now. If the book made me calmer, it also raised a

problem so agonizing that I must bring it up. I find myself calm

because now I know. However, it shows that a man has sexual needs
difficult to please, which must be satisfied before the age when he may
normally marry. So he [Forel] easily admits that houses of prostitution
are a necessity (in one form or another), and so there will always be
women dedicated to this role? And he shows that the class of women
for whom this is natural is very, very small (they are aberrant people).

So these women will be eternally victims of the situation, inevitably.

This revolts me and saddens me. I do not see a way out. He gives no

hope. The two physical natures of man and woman are then not in

harmony on the level of humanity.

I fear that what I say to you will seem rather futile, with your way of

reasoning. Yet I must think about it more, before seeing in a clear way

my own conclusions. Also I must finish the book. I think I will read
everything. I am beyond the middle. But I want to reread before
continuing because I have not at all assimilated enough.
Finishing Forel on 19 June, Mabel writes to George that she is left with an
enormous weight, thinking about all the misery and degradation that most of
the book evokes. She can’t accept his conclusion that women should marry
between 17 and 19 so that men’s sexual needs may be satisfied normally.
Even if a woman is completely formed from the sexual standpoint at that age,
from the moral and mental point of view, she certainly is not, in my
view. I know no young girl of that age who is capable of choosing the
man who will really complete her life, and above all I know none of that
age capable of raising children well. 1 can imagine no future where
they will be so. If it happens, it will be at the price of an atfenuated
childhood and adolescence, and I give great importance, on the contrary,
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to a real adolescence, long enough for a character to form joyfully,

freely, slowly. He supposes perhaps that men carefully use for a

number of years the contraceptive devices that he describes? I don’t see

it at all. The men who are capable of that will always be exceptional, I

am sure of it. And then he often easily recognizes how difficult it

would be to eliminate, even to improve the conditions of prostitution.

It seems to me that in fact the conditions will change and improve, but

the essential fact will remain. This is a sad, sad, sad thing,.

Mabel Sarton’s views seem close to those of Iwan Bloch, whose 1912 treatise
on prostitution received a review by George in the first volume of Isis.(41) It
was something George knew first-hand. A compulsive note-taker, he
regularly recorded coitus by making a Maltese cross in his agenda. The
evidence, which seems conclusive, indicates that at several points in his life,
he was unfaithful to Mabel. George’s attraction to Forel extends to personal
hygiene. According to his diary, George becomes a strict vegetarian on 16
February 1908 and also gives up alcohol, joining the Ordre international des
Bons Templiers, a temperance organization promoted by Forel; his allegiance
to both regimes is inconsistent.(42)

Concluding his study of historian Thomas Carlyle and Jane Baillie
Welsh, Osbert Burdett notes: Records of any marriage are as rare as they are
precious. Burdett emphasizes:

The story of the Carlyles is an authentic history substantially repeated

in a thousand homes. It holds, interests, and at times exasperates us, as

living problems do. The love, and the difficulties, the

misunderstandings and the unity, the friction on the surface and the

devotion at the core, are the mirror of the confusion of daily life.(43)
But the remarkable, epistolary exchanges of the Carlyles, for whom some
10,000 letters exist, are silent about marital sex, leaving us to infer intimate
matters only from the gossip of acquaintances.(44) A recent biographer
emphasizes: No amount of speculation, or reviewing the speculations of others,
can take us further into the mystery at the heart of this, as of any other,
marriage.(45) The Sartons mirror the Carlyles in a number of ways: Their
long engagement and turbulent marriage, their sense of ease with the cultures
of Western Europe, the self-imposed isolation of the writer-husband and the
resentment of the sensitive, invalid wife, and their compulsion to write. Still,
the paper trace left by the Woolfs, notably Leonard, is perhaps closer to what
we have from the Sartons, especially George. Lord Annan summarizes:

Leonard Woolf, counting the dates of Virginia’s periods because he had

detected a correlation between delay in menstruation and her bursts of

manic depression, became transformed from the devoted husband into
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an anal monster whose so-called concern for her health was on a par

with his habit of keeping meticulous accounts, logging the number of

miles he drove, recording the date he had his hair cut, the number of

bushels of apples yielded by each tree in his orchard, the events of

every day for fifty years and their exact expenditure and earnings.(46)
George Sarton, four years Leonard Woolf’s junior, also married a woman with
artistic temperament older than he, a woman who also wrestled with
depression. Mabel Sarton, like Virginia Woolf, was a creator sustained by a
husband who kept detailed records of his moral and material progress.

The Sartons were conscious from their young adulthood about the
significance of letters for future times. They avidly read biographies and
autobiographies as a part of their program for self-edification; on occasion,
biographies motivate their actions. George writes in his diary on First August
1954: 1 love to read biographies of great men but it is only the beginning that
interests me, the years of struggle and more often than not, of misery. When
success comes in I am ready to leave. Mabel and George Sarton did not write
for posterity, however. They saw their letters as a record, for themselves, of
their spiritual and emotional progress. They often reread and commented on
past correspondence.

Mabel Sarton expressed the notion clearly when she visited the home of
the Carlyles in Chelsea. She writes to George on 23 June 1910 that her
umbrella was stolen (later she comments that she left it in Chelsea), but she
does not mind because she was so impressed by the house. She read some of
the love letters between Thomas Carlyle and his wife, Jane Welsh. In French
in second-person familiar: In general it displeases me very much to see such
letters published. This time, I think that it was necessary to justify them both.

I can’t define why just now, but I felt yesterday intensely that you resemble
Carlyle. George indeed admired Carlyle, by virtue of Carlyle’s
correspondence with Welsh. He writes in his diary on 31 August 1910 about
himself and Mabel: I can say of us what Carlyle said one day of Jane Welsh:
Has not a kind Providence created us for one another? Have we not found
each other? And might not both of us go round the Planet secking vainly for
a heart we could love so well?’ It is a quotation he sends to Mabel on 18
February 1911, after parting from her in France. Carlyle was the historian who
fired the mind of both the young and the old George Sarton. On 31 August
1905 he notes in his agenda the translation of Carlyle’s writings by Emile
Masson, with whom he became friends. To Andries MacLeod, son of the
Flemish nationalist and biologist Julius MacLeod, George writes on 13
January 1947: Your life in Vintjam [Sweden] makes me think of Carlyle’s in
Craigenputtoch, where the silence was so deep that his wife, Jane, could hear
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the sheep graze.(47) Carlyle, whom George Sarton finds a kindred spirit, was
foreign to many of George’s contemporaries, notably Virginia Woolf, who
visited the Chelsea house on 24 February 1909 in preparation for reviewing an
edition of the love letters for the Times Literary Supplement. She writes about
the Carlyle marriage: It taxes our powers to the utmost to understand; the more
we see the less we can label, and both praise and blame become strangely
irrelevant. Woolf concludes after her visit: Did one always feel a coldness
between them? The only connection the flash of the intellect. I imagine
50.(48)

The action of a life is not chronicled entirely in contemplative
correspondence. In times of crisis, the courage or the will to write letters may
fail. Even among people who may seem born to the pen, intense emotions can
preclude discursive prose. When people live together, furthermore, they do
not generally write to each other about daily occurrences. Supplementing the
correspondence are George’s diaries and appointment agendas. George kept
these accounts for his entire adult life, and he was meticulous to a fault. Mabel
also kept a diary. On occasion they showed their diaries to each other. George
sometimes had an acquaintance write an address in his agenda. It is striking
that George’s diaries from 1907-1911 and 1914 are missing, as are his agendas

from the early years of his marriage in Belgium. From early 1917 to June
1919 George kept his diary on cards, his memindex; he resumed a
conventional diary at about the time he returned with his family to Belgium.
The cards are unavailable, and Mabel’s diary has not been located. George’s
missing diaries cover turbulent times, but in view of the material he preserved
there is no reason to suspect that he destroyed them.

Because Mabel and George Sarton were much concerned with
recording their moral progress, they were only moderately successful at
isolating their professional life from their marriage. Mabel kept house,
painted, and designed clothes and furniture. George published, lectured, and
wrote countless professional letters. George referred to professional
correspondence as a besogne, a task, and he tried to handle it as quickly as
possible. In professional matters, he ironically preferred sparkling
conversation to letter writing. His friends in Cambridge came from a wide
variety of disciplines, as they did throughout his life. George’s
correspondence relating to his periodical, Isis, and his scholarly writings
provide information about his personal life, as does Mabel’s correspondence
with Céline Dangotte, her adoptive Belgian sister, in whose enterprise in art
décoratif Mabel worked as a designer through the 1920s.(49)

Mabel Sarton in fact established herself as a leading designer well
before George obtained a comparable place in his chosen profession.
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Photographs of a number of Mabel’s works appear in the 14 January 1911
number of the British avant-garde periodical Studio, accompanying an article
written by the Belgian Symbolist painter Ferdinand Khnopff about the
Universal Exhibition at Brussels in 1910. For the exhibition, Mabel had
collaborated in the interior design of an entire cottage constructed by architect
Oscar van de Voorde. In his article, Khnopff deplores the fact that the modemn
school of Belgian art was unrepresented at the fair, especially because the
German exhibitors in art were explicit about their debt to Belgian colleagues.

Khnopff observes that Van de Voorde follows Gustave Serrurier-Bovy’s
notions about simplification in art (which stemmed from the ideas of John
Ruskin, William Morris and Eugéne-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc). The architect
was fortunate in obtaining the co-operation of Mme Dangotte, who chose and
arranged artistically the various useful and ornamental articles; of Mlles
Mabel Elwes and Méta Budry, who designed and executed the mural
decorations and embroideries; and of M. Acke, who made the furniture. The
references are to Mabel’s adoptive mother and to her close friend, Méta Budry.
Then follow images of five of Mabel’s embroideries, produced both by
machine and by hand. The motifs are flowers and a pair of peacocks.(50) The
exhibit was indeed a triumph, as Mabel’s adoptive father Léopold Dangotte
observes; many people commented favorably on Mabel’s work.(51) The
exhibit and especially Khnopff’s review mark Mabel’s arrival as an artist, at
a time when George was still a largely self-published student.

Not only was Mabel a pioneering artist, but she was also George’s
coauthor. Late in 1914 the Sartons were refugees in England. George, working
as a military censor, wrote an article about Belgium for Paul Carus’s
periodical Open Court, and he asked Mabel to translate it into English for
him.(52) It is likely that Mabel added ideas and substantive changes, for in a
letter to Mabel of 22 May 1915, George calls it our article; certainly the text
expresses the Sartons’ common political credo. The article, The Future of
Belgium, opens the May 1915 issue of the Oper Court, an issue devoted to
Belgium; the frontispiece is Peter Paul Rubens’s Assumption of the Virgin.
George is listed as the single author of the article. George begins by observing
that one-eight of the population of Belgium is in exile; the people who remain
are subject to deprivation and destruction. The cause is Germany’s violation
of Belgian neutrality. He does not want to discuss German atrocities. Rather,
he emphasizes the broad social and economic reasons for the war, a whole
world of realities, arguments, sentiments, above all of instincts, where the
worst is mingled with the best; a great deal of unconscious ignorance and of
kindness worked upon by a few selfish and criminal intellects; rare ideals and
a mass of human mire. George is sure that Belgium will emerge from the war
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wiser and showered in glory, while Germany will be dishonored for its
treachery. He observes the tension resulting from 110,000 Belgian refugees
in England, whose temperament does not fit well with English temperament.
George concludes with a plea for maintaining Belgian integrity and
independence after the war. Small countries, well fortified and well armed,
interposed between bigger ones, états tampons as they have been called,
appear to me the surest factors in the European equilibrium.(53) Defensive
fortresses are the key. I believe personally that for long centuries to come it
will be the peoples’ duty to protect themselves by this means as it is the duty
of individuals to put locks on their doors. The article repeated the contentions
made by George and Mabel in an unpublished letter to Hamilton Holt’s
Independent of 1914 (signed by both of them), where they insisted that
defensive armament does not contradict pacifism.(54) In their letter, the
Sartons asked for reparations from the aggressors only for the purpose of an
international foundation; in the Open Court article, George was in favor of
heavy reparations from Germany after the war, both to Belgium and to an
international fund.

In the publication of 1915 George recalls the plans for a world city
designed by Hendrik Christian Andersen, aided by the architect Ernest
Hébrard and a phalanx of collaborators. In October 1914, Andersen published
a summary of his plans in the Jndependent, the periodical that received George
and Mabel’s peace plan in September 1914.(55) George, an omnivorous
reader, may well have seen the summary, which would have recalled to him
the third number of Isis, dated 6 November 1913, where he reviewed
Andersen’s plans. He said then: Three centuries ago he would have been
placed on the block; a century ago, he would have been confined to an asylum;
but today, an intellectual élite from all corners of the world gather around him
to express gratitude and sympathy. Andersen’s undertaking promotes
internationalism. If the world center never arises out of bricks and mortar, will
not at least the City of God, where original thinkers from all countries and all
times find refuge, become more solid and real?(56) In 1915, George is
convinced that the world city should be erected in Belgium, in the country
sanctified by glorious wounds, and I believe that none of the other nations
would protest. He is confident that Belgium will emerge healthier and inspired
with higher ideals. He urges America to organize a commission to investigate
war crimes.(57) Andersen concurs.(58)

George hoped that an institute for the history of science could be
grafted on Andersen’s world city in Brussels. In modern and postmodem
times, people devoting themselves to ideas face the crucial problem of
patronage. It might be thought that everything turns on practicality, for in the
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nineteenth-century incarnation of Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis, knowledge
will cure illness and bring about a life of ease. But the nineteenth century also
saw the rise of great museums, libraries, and humanistic institutions, along
with eminently useless scientific institutions like astronomical observatories
and vertebrate-paleontological collections. Morally uplifting endeavor is
indeed prized by captains of industry and merchant princes, as George knew
from his years in Ghent. With his move to America, George was struck by the
pragmatism of his new environment. He sensed that it is insufficient to
contend that history of science makes for better scientists, and he tried to hang
his plea for history of science on whichever hook presented itself. In The
Future of Belgium, the hook is American shock at the rape of Belgium. Later
in the war, in an éloge of fellow Belgian exile Emile Waxweiler, the hook is
a new sociology.(59) Neither hook held firm. George’s support, from the
moment he stepped on American shores, derived from patrons who were
interested in abstract ideas. The greatest supporters of arts and sciences wish
to go beyond mere utility.

The available letters are clear that Mabel and George bare their soul to
each other, but they do not reveal everything. In 1928 Mabel writes to the
artist Lucy May Stanton, whom she regards as her spiritual American sister,
about her partnership with two women in Washington, a company known as
Belgart:

I have literally to ship & spur myself on from day to day & even then

am dismayed & frightened to see that I cannot make ends meet, of

strength, or money. I ought to find some other way of earning (& have

tried in vain) because Washington will never pay me I fear more than a

few drops in the bucket. They can’t, they don’t make money. Twelve

year’s designing, giving of my best, & here I am where I started, from
the financial point of view & I feel too old & too worn out to find a new
outlet. I confess I am horribly depressed & have been since June.

I don’t want George to know too much. It would only upset him & he

can’t help. I have told him a little because it is not quite fair to him he

should not know at all. He is a dear, you know, & as blind & full of the
conviction that he is the traditional bulwark between me & worries, as

any other husband!( 60)

George is also very close to, possibly intimate with, Stanton.(61)

George is remembered, by those who knew him, as a difficult, distant
man. He spent his life scrambling for the leisure and the resources to
undertake original scholarship of a synthetic nature. He was exploited by his
employers: Harvard kept him as a poorly-paid lecturer for many years, and the
Carnegie Institution of Washington, the source of most of his income, decided
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not to continue its investment in history of science when he retired. His close
friends twice brought in a younger historian to supplant him at Harvard.(62)
He persevered. From the time of his youth he tended to be curt in personal
relations. In old age, he became curmudgeonly. In her early adulthood,
Mabel experienced more than a decade of ill-health and frequent depression,
but she won nearly everyone whom she encountered by her warmth and
generosity. Mabel was immensely proud of George, and George continually
credited Mabel with having licked him into shape, making him less of an ours
mal léché.

The marriage has been analyzed by May Sarton, daughter of Mabel and
George. May expressed strong feelings about George’s single-minded
devotion to his scholarly labor and Mabel’s self-effacing support of it.
(George was amused at May’s earliest writings about his table-talk, appearing
in the New Yorker, and he corrected them silently.(63) May is clear about
deeper levels in the marriage, which records mutual love and devotion in the
face of may kinds of adversity. It is also a record of the perils and rewards of
academic life in the first part of the twentieth century, when women demanded
to be treated as the intellectual equal of men and when academics sought
support for their projects from universities. Tensions evident in the marriage
later became structural features of family life. The reversals of poverty, war,
and perfidy, of hopes unrealized and small courtesies unremembered, did not
dim their common credo, established in the years before they married. Love,
beauty, self-improvement, and human betterment are consistent themes in
their life together.

Judgment is also a theme in the marriage. Mabel and George strove not
to judge each other, believing that love transcends critical appraisal; they
sought to be generous in dealing with other people. When, on 3 September
1919, Mabel closed up their home in Wondelgem and packed away their
Belgian silver and jewelry, she found time to look through their
correspondence:

I also put all our letters down at the bottom of the trunk. George, I am

so happy those letters were not at the mercy of the Germans. I re-read

a few of yours of /908. They are such dear letters. I wonder do you

realize what progress you have made since then on unselfishness & real

tenderness & generosity not only to me but to every-one? Idon’t think

I realized it myself. Not that you were not already trying hard to be all

that, but you were still extremely passionate & intolerant. Now you are

much more deeply, truly, tolerant than I am.
Generosity is not frequently ascribed to George in the authorized biography of
their daughter, nor in testimonials and remembrances. Yet it would be a
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mistake, a century later, to look at the Sartons with a disapproving eye. They
wrestled honestly with large issues. They succeeded, in the face of daunting
obstacles, in raising one of America’s most popular women of letters and in
establishing a significant academic discipline. Their struggles, no less than
their achievements, reveal the compromises that are endemic to intellectual
and artistic life today. Their lives help define a great moment in civilization.

George and Mabel Sarton’s sensibilities crystallized before the First
World War. Among these sensibilities are their notions of art and literature,
science and scholarship. The Sartons were certainly aware of radical breaks
with the past during their lifetime: quantum physics, relativity, and abstract art.

George, in June 1914, reviews the transformations in physics over the

preceding decade that have entirely modified the horizons of science: the
revival of atomic theories and the notion of discontinuity.(64) George was
interested in the new art and the new science, but he kept a distance from them.
For example, on 9 February 1948 George writes in his diary about a very
instructive anecdote related to him by his mathematician friend at Harvard,
Philippe Le Corbeiller. Paul Valéry, whom George admired,

met Einstein at a party given in Paris in the latter’s honor. He asked

him whether he carried a little book to note down ideas that occurred to

him. As Einstein said no, he began to explain the great convenience of

doing so; he himself always carried such a book in which he had

occasion to write many ideas every day, which might have been lost

otherwise.

Einstein replied smilingly: You know, I have so few ideas.

Instructive also about George, the compulsive note-taker who knew Einstein
personally.(65) In 1908 George saw several paintings of Pablo Picasso’s, a
young Spanish painter still unknown who has an extremely original vision of
life, but some of his canvasses are ghastly .(66) Neither George nor Mabel
was much impressed with non-representational art, and George expressed his
views in publications on art history. In a letter to philosopher Horace Meyer
Kallen, George emphasizes: Our modern artists are rotten with irrelevant ideas.
They want to know everything except their own craft, and the result is an
awful mess.(67)

War and revolution are omnipresent in the Sarton correspondence, but
there is relatively little about political elections. One senses that George and
Mabel devoted their effort to works of inspiration, and above all to
understanding each other. They sought balance and harmony, and they tried to
avoid dissonance and iconoclasm. Late in life they each suspected that the
world might not be governed by the ideals of their youth. Those ideals reflect
the values of the first half of the twentieth century, just as pessimism,
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relativity, and materialism dominate the second half. The Sartons’ notion of
truth, justice, and progress animates the United Nations and the Nobel
institutes, assemblies that, despite the odds, continue to radiate authority,
respect, and hope.

Sometime shortly after 3 August 1903, George Sarton notes in his diary
how he wants to be remembered: He loved beauty and life, but he did not fear
death. He wrote little but thought a great deal. He acted well in life. He was
a friend of order, in a general sense, a friend of progress, above all a friend of
logic and precision. In 1922 he emphasizes: When people will ask 50 or 100
years hence what I did, I hope they will be told: He founded the history of
science, he established it as an independent and organized discipline.(68) On
the eve of rejoining his family in Europe in 1925, his life has indeed been
played out according to his desires. At age 41 George was still evolving
emotionally; Mabel, at 47, was philosophical. Money was a continual worry.

After spending more than half a year in Europe away from George, Mabel
writes that she fears that the happiness of seeing him again will be denied her.
George the rationalist is unsympathetic: I do not believe in forebodings
except as indication of real conditions. Mabel’s letter frightens George. Never
again does he want to be separated from her for so long: We have thrown away
a year of common happiness.(69)

Making allowances for time and place, the Sartons in 1925 are not
unlike their beloved Carlyles 90 years earlier, when Thomas Carlyle, having
just rewritten The French Revolution from memory at age 40 (the original
manuscript having accidentally been burned in the house of John Stuart Mill),
was turning down offers of employment as he struggled to make ends meet.
Since his twenties, Thomas Carlyle hoped for an academic appointment at the
universities of Edinburgh, London, St Andrew’s, and Glasgow in everything
from mathematics, physics, and astronomy to moral philosophy, rhetoric, and
metaphysics; George knocks on doors across Europe and America, asking for
a permanent professorship. (Their ambitions are gratified only late in life.) In
1835, Thomas Carlyle vacationed in Scotland away from his wife, Jane; in
1925, Mabel spends much of a year in Europe away from George. Thomas
Carlyle’s remarkable work in the present tense appeared in 1837, the first
volume of George’s landmark Introduction to the History of Science in
1927.(70) Jane Welsh Carlyle was known and liked as the intellectual equal
and firm supporter of her husband Thomas. In the same way, and
notwithstanding her desire for an independent identity, Mabel Elwes Sarton
provided support and understanding without which, it is safe to conclude,
George Sarton would have lost his way.

Throughout her life, Mabel meditated on the meaning of love. Her
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affection for George grew deeper at the end. On 26 August 1946 she wrote
about it in her characteristic way of connecting small particulars, crossed
meaning in a conversation with husband and daughter, with large themes:

I am writing this because I shall not have a chance before you
leave in the moming & it is during the night that I decided I must tell
you something of what is in my heart. How are you to know
otherwise?BI know so little still of what is in your heart because it is not
in your nature to open it wide even to me.

I have hesitated more than once to speak of some little thing I
had done that I suspected hurt you because I felt it was best for you to
let it be forgotten quickly, but twice over the last days I have seen a hurt
look in your clear face that has haunted me.

You did not understand how it was we laughed when you began
telling the story of Mrs Mussolini; you see you used the expression only
the big tops were to go to the ceremony. Now I think you meant the
‘big bosses’ but this expression big tops was extremely expressive &
Junny & quite new, a Sartonesque invention! & it set a mood for the
story which was entirely wrong. Now that was not our fault, nor of
course yours. But it hurt you, & the more so that we were two against
one, You must not feel this. Iam for you both. I love you both with
yeaming for your happiness, but you, my husband are more necessary
to my happiness than May, dearly as I love her. I can let May go to live
far away if necessary, I cannot imagine what life would be if you went
away.

On Christmas morning 1948, after undergoing an operation for the recurrence

of breast cancer,(71) Mabel writes to George:
T'have been thinking of you, and of this last year, and remembering how
it troubled me that last night in hospital before the operation that I had
never told you sow happy 1 have been; I have sometimes tried to tell
you how I loved you, & for this there are other ways than the poor way
of words: (just the tone of your voice when you call me Mother dear,
the tragic, bereft look in your eyes when you left me in that hospital
room, these told me more than even your dearest words & so I hope it
has been with you), but to convey to you, the rare not to be measured,
happiness, that you have given me, that does need to be said, or you
might never guess how deep it was (& if I had died, one of my last bitter
thoughts would have been he will never know), but as I lie thinking of
this, I realize that happiness is something that refused to be caught in
any net of words, that as May says in her poem Growth of happiness, it
is an inward, invisible thing as mysterious as life itself, nourished from
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without but also from roots that go wide & deep, far out of sight. Ina
thousand ways you have nourished those roots, but all I can find to say
is how happy I have been because of you.

One more thing I’d like to tell you: I am humbled, by what people write
about my courage: I believe that there is a sort of miracle still granted to
us, by the faith we place in those we love: When People believe us to be
better than we are, we become better, in a quite extraordinary degree.
Because you & May counted on me to be of good courage, it helped me,
& continued to help me, to have at least some, so go on believing me to
be much better than I am! (I am often impatient, sometimes discouraged,
but never mind! Often the mood passes, with the help of your
confidence in me.)

Like her husband, Mabel Sarton associated love with creative work. She
comments in a letter of 14 January 1928:

Yes, it is very true that to lose oneself utterly in love or work or play is
to be purely happy, but the remembrance of love, (not its deliberate
analysis) can have a poignant, trembling loneliness of its own, like the
reflection of a star in a deep pool, & there is a pure & almost impersonal
joy in the realization that some piece of one’s work is beautiful and true,
a joy which nothing can surpass, it is literally a divine gift, undeserved
possible? One does not feel any person aggrandisement, rather a kind
of illumined humility. One works & works with intensity (or
laboriously) with a sort of blindness that gropes & struggles & suffers
& doubts, & then one day, out of the rough incompleteness, emerges a
blossom, a crystal of truth, that you have to recognize as such, with a
throb of joyful recognition. It does not so much matter that it be a large
& important thing, or a small & to other men’s eyes, insignificant thing,
so long as, within its scope, it has this quality of completeness. It does
not come often, but seems to me the very reason of living. I get it once
in a while, with my work of designing. I would starve if I never had it.

George knew at least that Mabel was his compass. On the day of Mabel’s
death, George writes to his old friend Horace Kallen about a commitment to
lecture at the New School in New York. Mabel will die very soon, George
reports, but her death will not prevent me from doing my duty in N.Y. next
Sunday. He continues: My life has been a torture during the whole summer &
autumn. We have been married almost 40 years, without ever a cloud except
her poor health.(72) A dispassionate observer of George and Mabel Sarton
might gloss, If never a cloud, then surely lightning struck out of the blue.
Absent is Carlyle’s remorse at the pain he caused his wife, just as George had
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ignored the remorse nearly 40 years earlier, even though he received
periodical warnings about it from Carlyle’s French translator. When George
was struggling with placing his journal Isis on its feet, Emile Masson advised:
Friend, why not leave off Isis for Mabel, now and again? Remember Carlyle.
Remember Jane Welsh, notably Reminiscences. What a lesson, grande &
terrible.(73) George reserved for himself and Mabel an apotheosis resembling
the one his early inspiration Auguste Comte conferred on Clotilde de
Vaux.(74)

In his chosen discipline, George Sarton was a buccinator, an advocate,
but those who mattered in the calling knew George’s measure. The forum,
which George tirelessly addressed, dignified his undertaking: Newsweek, in
1947, called him the world’s leading historian of science; shortly after his
death, an advertisement for women’s fashions in Vogue featured a twiggy
model carrying a Dover edition of two of his short books.(75) The first
volume of George’s Introduction sealed his fate in America as a scholarly
generalist. His great circle of colleagues provided a turbulent education for his
daughter May and a continuing stream of dazzling personal contacts for his
wife, a recognized commercial designer in America and in Europe whose
talents were sought by élite private schools.(76) Science progressed, of that
George was sure. But it was above all in his marriage where George Sarton
measured his personal progress by experiences shared and truths won.

L
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33.Paul van Oye, George Sarton: De Mens en zijn Werk uit Brieven aan Vrienden
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onp. 22,
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except (in the second case) pro forma, in extremis. The foreigners were Georgio
de Santillana and Willy Hartner. Diary, 5 November 1948.

63.Diary, 15 January 1954 and 7 February 1954. From the former: May has
published in the latest New Yorker a delightful essay derived from my table-talk.
It is fairly correct and yet I do not recognize myself, because the period described
is too distant in years and vicissitudes. It represents a kind of prehistoric me.
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Einstein both contributed to Romain Rolland, Sexagenario ex Innumerabilibus
Amicis Paucissimi Grates Agunt, eds Maxim Gorki, Georges Duhamel, and
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1. Mabel Elwes, Antwerp, October 1907.
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3. Young George Sarton, presented to Mabel Elwes on 14 January 1909.
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4. George Sarton at home in Cambridge, Massachusetts, presumably 24
Agassiz Street. The oak sideboard and the portrait, probably of the seigneur
Duvet de la Tour, are likely items given to the Sartons by George’s Aunt
Hélene, as recorded in George’s diary on 15 December 1919.



5. George Sarton working at home in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
companions in their married life.

Cats are the Sartons’ constant
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6. May Sarton in a dress designed and executed by Mabel Sarton. May Sarton
presented the photograph and the dress to Susan Sherman on 29 October 1993.
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7. De Flinken. The women’s society of students and workers in Ghent where were found young
Mabel Sarton’s closest friends. Left, Marie Mees, Alice van Damme, Marie Praet, Esther Delahaye,
Marthe Patyn; right standing, Victoire Ledewyn, Lucie Boulanger; right seated, Mélanie Lorrein,
Augusta de Taeye.

29



from her lodging in the Dangotte residence atop the Adolphe Dangotte store in the rue du Marais, or
Meerstraat, Ghent.
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10. Cover of L 'Enclos, by Raymond Limbosch. Mabel Sarton’s design for the

book of poems, published in 1910, shows a bird-and-flower motif. This copy
presented by Céline and Raymond Limbosch to Mabel Elwes and George
Sarton on 3 December 1910.
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11.Ex-libris, designed by Mabel Sarton for George Sarton, as recorded in
George Sarton’s diary, 31 August 1920. We may read the prominent nipple
profile as an assertion of the artist’s independence. By the 1970s, the History
of Science Society preferred a sexless hieroglyph. Rosemary Regan and
Richard H. Schallenberg, ed., History of Science Society Directory of
Members and Guide to Graduate Study (New York, 1977), the cover

illustration.





