Presentation outline for 

“John Singer Sargent: Painting Madame X”

written and performed by Bob Diven

The play opens with the famed Victorian painter, John Singer Sargent, seated at the paino.  He is in a sort of reverie as his right hand picks out the notes of Gabriel Faure’s “Apres un Reve”.  He becomes aware of the audience – a presence in his studio – and, both slightly startled and annoyed, speaks to them.  He rises, instinctively, and attempts to return to the mural sketches he has tacked up on a large easel.  He stops, however, concerned that the visitor to his studio (the audience, whom he addresses throughout the play) might have scheduled an appointment which the painter failed to remember.  He moves to his appointment book on a table downstage and, once assured that there was no appointment, makes doubly sure that the visitor did not come with the intention of squeezing one more portrait out of the painter.  Sargent then launches into a mild tirade about “paughtraits” and his distaste for doing them.  

There are some small sketches tacked up around the margins of his larger mural “cartoons”.  One of them is an old drawing of Virginie Gautreau, the model for his most famous (and notorious) painting “Portrait of Madame X”.  His eyes fall upon her face, and the course of his conversation is re-directed in a more personal vein.  He has begun the telling of a very private story, and over the course of the play it will come out of him in increasing detail, for this is no ordinary day in the life of Sargent.

As the painter recalls events in his career, he recreates them for the audience: His first meeting with, and his determination to paint the “curious beauty” of  Virginie Gautreau; her first visit to his studio; his failed attempts to capture the “right” pose;  grabbing a banjo to play and sing a tune to cajole and charm his reluctant sitter; the final breakthrough and completion of the painting and its disastrous exhibition in the Paris Salon of 1884; his desperate attempt to re-paint the portrait in the face of criticism; his personal and professional downward spiral; the move to London and the re-making of his reputation.  Throughout, Sargent is sketching, nibbling on a grape, peeling an apple, munching on some nuts, sipping a bit of sherry, sketching again – ever the active artist.  

At last, we are brought up to the present, as Sargent faces the choices he has made and makes peace with his past.  He has decided to release his most sought-after painting, his “Portrait of Madame X”, after keeping it out of public view for 20 years.  To his friend, Edward Robinson, Director of the Metropolitan Museum he writes: “If the museum is still interested in purchasing the portrait, I will sell it.  It is, perhaps, my best work”.  Only then do we discover that the model for the painting, Virginie Gautreau, has died, the news having reached Sargent this very day.

As a last word, Sargent allows the audience to see the woman as he saw her, as he painted her for the Salon, by revealing THE PAINTING itself.  The story now told, Sargent returns to the piano, playing again the Faure tune as the lights go down.

Lights come up on the performer who now leads a discussion with the audience.

