
 

May flowers in 

the Ville 

Lumière:  

the dawning of 

Bahá’í history 

in the 

European 

continent 

 



The nineteenth century of the Christian era was 

drawing to a close when a young woman  . . .  

arrived in Paris, on the banks of the Seine. Her 

name was Mary Ellis, but she was known as May 

. . . 



Randolph, her brother, had decided to study 

architecture and his family had chosen for him the 

École des Beaux Arts in Paris.  



• In the Belle 

Époque—an 

echo of whose 

sounds may still 

be enjoyed in 

Offenbach’s 

galop infernal 

known as 

Cancan . . . 



 

After 1889 the Tour 

Eiffel . . . stood 

above the Seine, 

with its 320 meters, 

a promise of future 

achievements, 

unimaginable only 

a few decades 

before. 

 



Paris was indeed the capital of an 

Europe, which was in those days 

more than ever convinced of its 

invincible supremacy over the 

world . . . 



• The greatest 

minds of those 

years felt an 

irrepressible 

longing for a 

greatness that 

they themselves 

could not define . 

. .  



This enthusiastic search, which had manifold 

expressions in the course of the nineteenth 

century, was manifest in the Paris of the fin de 

siècle more than anywhere else in the Western 

world. 

 



 

Claude Debussy 

“le gamin de 

Paris [the Paris 

urchin],” was 

expressing 

unusual sounds 

and harmonies . 

. . 



 

 Edouard Manet (1832-1883) had already 

completed his pictorial work under the 

banner of “a spontaneous and lively 

transcription of the first glance”  



Many painters were openly defying the rhetoric 

triumphalism of the academic official painting style upheld 

by the powerful Académie de Beaus Arts and represented 

by Gérôme and Cabanel. 

 



The Impressionists had already finished their esthetical 

revolution based upon the primacy of light.  

 

  



 

They had already transfigured physical beauty 

into a symbol which, as earthly as it was, spoke 

of a spiritual dimension, which nevertheless 

most of them ignored in their lives.  

 



Mallarmé, Verlaine, Rimbaud had already 

depicted, through their verses, a world 

wherefrom a remote scent of Eternity is 

wafting. 



Their sensuousness was aspiring to impossible 

heights of material perfection and beauty. 



• …had already 

depicted, 

through their 

verses, a world 

wherefrom a 

remote scent of 

Eternity is 

wafting 



 

• atheistic and 

immersed in a 

sensuous, sometimes 

perverted, life as they 

were—described in 

the numerous Henri 

de Toulouse-Lautrec’s 

(1864-1901) 

canvases, 

watercolors, prints, 

posters and drawings 



And in every 

height a man is 

struggling to scale, 

he fancies that he 

will at long last 

discover his real 

self . . . 

 



  

In this town, 

where peaks of 

knowledge, 

refinement, 

beauty and art 

arose above 

abysses of 

moral and 

spiritual decay . 

. .  



When she was about 20 

years-old she fell ill of a 

strange ailment that no 

doctor could ever 

diagnose and that made 

her body very weak. And 

thus she was often 

bedridden, her days 

spent in rest were long, 

and at the same time her 

spirit was thirsty, she felt 

an incomprehensible, 

unappeased yearning 

within her heart. 



 

Mrs. Phoebe 

Apperson Hearst 

(1842-1919), the 

affluent American 

philanthropist, 

offered to Mrs. 

Mary Martha Bolles 

her apartment on 

the Quay d’Orsay 

in Paris . . .  



. . . especially in that of the beautiful, brown-haired, blue-eyed, ivory-

skinned Lua Moore Getsinger  

 

 



A middle-aged widow, Marie-Louise MacKay, and 

her young daughter, Edith had been living in Paris 

for a few years . . . 



Laura Clifford Barney 

was among those 

children of American 

good families who 

came from the United 

States to Paris so that 

they might acquire a 

refined culture, 

attending the 

renowned Sorbonne 

University, the École 

des Beaux Arts or the 

Conservatoire . . .  



her sister Nathalie, 

later muse and 

inspiration of other 

writers, like her good 

friend, the famous 

French novelist 

Colette (1873-1954), 

as well as a poet, 

memoirist and 

epigrammatist… 

 



her mother was Alice 

Pike Barney (1857-

1931), the famous 

American painter 

 

 



We owe to her 

spiritual and 

intellectual curiosity 

the famous collection 

of utterances by 

‘Abdu’l-Bahá known 

as Some Answered 

Questions. 



Her repeated visits to 

the Master “became 

the centre of . . . [her] 

life and inspiration” 

and, whenever she 

related their many 

details, “an 

expression of rapture 

and wonderment” 

appeared on her face. 



Having a lucrative job 

in a cotton mill in the 

south of the United 

States, Thomas 

Breakwell, a cultured, 

refined English-born 

man, could afford to 

visit every summer 

his country and to 

take long vacations in 

the old Europe… 



The apartment in 100 Rue du Bac, not far from 

the Bon Marché department store, where the 

Bolles had moved in June of 1899, was closed. 



. . . accompanied 

by a young man, 

“of medium height, 

slender, erect and 

graceful, with 

intense eyes and 

an indescribable 

charm” 



Edith Sanderson too 

had come to Paris by 

the end of the 

nineteenth century. 

She had arrived in the 

French capital soon 

after the death of her 

father… together with 

her mother and three 

sisters...  



One of her sisters, 

Sybil, a girl of 

unusual beauty, 

was endowed with 

a voice of an 

extraordinary range 

and thus the family 

wanted her to study 

at the Paris’ 

Conservatoire… 



From that moment on 

she devoted all her 

qualities to the 

diffusion of the Bahá’í 

message. The Master 

used to call her “My 

daughter.”  



• Hippolyte Dreyfus was 

“strong in appreciation 

of life and all that it 

has to offer . . . a well 

balanced and 

independent person,” 

who “combined a rare 

sweetness of nature 

with great firmness 

and strength” and 

inspired “confidence 

with his frankness” . . . 



fra la verzura di questi boccioli  

che crebbero nelle terre della gnosi  

• Very soon also Hippolyte’s 

father and mother, his sister, 

Yvonne Mayer-May, and his 

brother-in-law, Paul Meyer-

May, joined the Cause. Laura 

Dreyfus-Barney writes that 

“their gracious home was a 

center for inquirers and 

followers. Their summer 

house, ‘Daru’l-Salam’ on 

Mont Pelèrin, Switzerland, 

was also open wide to people 

of many lands and many 

beliefs”  



It was while translating this 

book into French together 

with Laura Clifford Barney 

that the two, who had been 

close friends for several 

years, discovered their 

reciprocal love. In 1910 they 

married and he added her 

surname to his own, 

changing it into “Dreyfus-

Barney 



Although this spring 

flower of the Faith did not 

bloom in Paris, she 

deserves to be mentioned 

here because of the close 

friendship that bound her 

to that Parisian group of 

God-intoxicated 

believers. Agnes Baldwin 

Alexander (1875-1971) 

was born in the Hawaii 

Islands on the 21st of 

July 1875, from a family 

of deep faith  



She told Agnes that her 

name was Charlotte Emily 

Brittingham Dixon. She did 

not mention that she was a 

descendant from one of the 

oldest families of European 

settlers in New England and 

had accepted the Bahá’í 

Faith in 1897 



May introduced her into the hall where the Bahá’í friends in Paris . . . 

gathered for their meetings. 



 

• It was late 1902 when May, married now to the Canadian architect 

William Sutherland Maxwell (1874-1951)—who later was honored 

with seeing his project for the marble superstructure of the Shrine of 

the Báb on Mount Carmel realized—left Paris and moved to 

Montreal, Canada. 



And the European continent will be able to bequest 

the most precious legacy of his ancient 

civilization…  

 



It is not the materialistic 

and unspiritual 

civilization, that seems 

today on the point of 

invading the whole world, 

but the fruit of the 

spiritual vivification of its 

unquenchable and 

fearless spirit of search 

that has always 

characterized it from the 

time when the legendary 

Ulysses crossed the 

Pillars of Hercules. 



Paris, May 1899. 

The Five Holy 

leaves. Back row, 

left to right: Julia 

Pearson, Lua 

Getsinger, Brenetta 

Herrman, Edward 

Getsinger. Front 

row, left to right: 

May Bolles, Anne 

Apperson.   


