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An Orpen Attributed: Sir William Orpen
and the Dalhousie Hospital in France

by DESMOND LEDDIN and PIERCE A. GRACE *

On Wednesday 13 June 1917 the official War Diary of the Canadian No. 7
Dalhousie Stationary Hospital recorded that ‘Major W. Orpen, R.A., the famous
artist was here making sketches for the Canadian Govt.” Five days earlier [8
June] the Diary recorded the arrival of 392 German prisoners taken at the
Messines-Wyscheate ridge the previous day.! In 1915 Dalhousie University in
Nova Scotia organized an ‘Overseas’ military hospital for service in France
comprising twelve medical officers, twenty-seven nursing sisters, and 107 other
staff, under the command of a surgeon, Lieut.-Colonel John Stewart.” On 14 May
1917, No. 7 Stationary Hospital was moved to the village of Arques in the Pas-
de-Calais close to the Ypres salient where the 1917 Flanders offensive was
planned to take place.” What Major Orpen saw at Arques on 13 June 1917 is, we
think, depicted overleaf.

The battle for the Messines-Wyscheate ridge
The Germans had occupied the ridge that extended north-south between the
villages of Wyscheate and Messines since 1914, overlooking and dominating
British positions south of Ypres. General Sir Hubert Plumer, commander of the
British Second Army, determined to dislodge them, secure the southern Belgian
coast, and deny the Germans access to the ports.* The Messines artillery barrage
began on 21 May 1917 and stopped abruptly at 02.50 on 7 June 1917. The
Germans, expecting an imminent infantry attack, returned to their trenches and
waited. Father Willie Doyle S.J., M.C., chaplain to the Royal Dublin Fusiliers,
described what happed next:’

[to page 168]

' Library and Archives Canada. War Diary — No. 7 Canadian Stationary Hospital from 1* to 30"

June 1917: 4. Available (20 Jan. 2018) at: http://collectionscanada.gc.ca/pam_archives/index.php?
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The Medical Services (Ottawa: F.A. Acland, 1925) pp 216-18.
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5 [Father William Doyle, S.J.], Merry in God (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1939), pp 282-4.

*  Desmond Leddin, M.B., M.Sc., FR.C.P.I.,, F.R.C.P.C,, is Head of the Graduate Entry Medical
School at the University of Limerick, and an Adjunct Professor of Medicine at Dalhousie
University, Nova Scotia. Pierce A. Grace, M.A., M.Ch., F.R.C.S, FR.C.S.I. [Pierce.Grace@ul.ie],
is Adjunct Professor of Surgical Science in the Graduate Entry Medical School (and also an
Honorary Fellow in the Dept. of History) of the University of Limerick. Desmond Leddin consulted
the archives of Dalhousie University, and Pierce Grace wrote the text. The authors would like to
thank the Imperial War Museum, London, and Dalhousie University, Nova Scotia, for permission
to reproduce, respectively, the painting and the photograph that accompany this article.
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Figure 1: Sir William Orpen, ‘German Sick, Captured at Messines, in a Canadian Hospital’
[I.W.M. ART 3043, reproduced by permission of the Imperial War Museum, © LW.M.]
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Figure 2: The Stationary Hospital at Arques about the time of Orpen’s visit
[Dalhousie Archives, WKK-77-08. Reproduced by permission of Dalhousie University, © Dalhousie University]
[The Irish Sword, vol. XXXII (no. 128), p. 167]
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[from page 165]
Punctually to the second of 3.10 a.m. there was a deep muffled roar; the ground in
front of where I stood rose up, as if some giant had wakened from his sleep and
was bursting his way through the earth’s crust ... I saw huge columns of smoke
and flames shoot hundreds of feet into the air, while masses of clay and stones,
tons in weight were hurled about like pebbles ... the ground actually rocked
backwards and forwards, so that I kept on my feet with difficulty.
What Father Doyle described was the detonation of six hundred tons of
explosives in 19 mines underneath the Germans, which, it is estimated, killed and
wounded 10,000 men. Nine allied infantry Divisions, including the 16" Irish and
36™ Ulster Divisions, were quickly ‘over the top’ and took all objectives within
three hours. It was one of the most successful British operations of World War L*
Father Doyle wrote of his compassion for the wounded German prisoners ‘whose
sufferings have been terrible’. He did not subscribe to the general sentiment that
‘they deserve all what they get and one better’.* Some of these wounded German
prisoners were transferred to the Canadian No. 7 Hospital in time to be captured
on canvas by Orpen on 13 June 1917.” The Hospital Diary recorded their arrival
on Friday 8 June:®
Our first convoy of patients arrived. 392 German P/W (13 Officers and 379
O. Ranks taken at Wyscheate and Messines yesterday morning). All were walking
cases. Only a few were severe injuries. One amputation only was required, a
shattered arm which had become gangrenous ... Fine weather.

Sir William Orpen
William Newenham Montague Orpen was born at Blackrock, Co. Dublin, in
1878 and became one of the greatest British-based painters of the early twentieth
century with a special talent for portraiture. His work is now displayed in many
places including the National Gallery of Ireland in Dublin, the National Gallery
and the Tate Gallery in London, and the Musée d’Orsay in Paris.” Orpen joined
the Army Service Corps with the rank of second-lieutenant in December 1915
and worked in the adjutant’s office at Kensington Barracks. Using his society
connections, he secured a position as an official British war artist in April 1917.
The Daily Mail announced his appointment thus:'°
Sir Douglas Haig has conferred a unique honour on a distinguished Irishman, Mr
W. Orpen R.I.A., who has been appointed official artist with the Army in France.
Mr Orpen joined the Army Service Corps some time ago. He lost some fine
pictures in the R.H.A., which was destroyed during the rebellion.
Neatly skipping over the ranks of Lieutenant and Captain, Orpen was promoted
from Second-Lieutenant to Major. He had a car and a chauffeur, and at his own

¢ Alfred O'Rah illy, Father William Doyle S.J. (London: Longmans, Green and Co, 1922), p. 299.

Dalhousie University MS-2-128. Dalhousie University No. 7 Stationary Hospital. John Stewart
Correspondence. Letter from R.D. McNutt to Colonel John Stewart, 12 July 1927.

Library and Archives Canada. War Diary — No. 7, Canadian Stationary Hospital from 1 to 30"
June 1917, 3-4. See footnote 1.

Catherine Marshall and Peter Murray (eds.), Art and Architecture of Ireland. Vol. 5: Twentieth
Cenrnury (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), pp 336-9.

Daily Mail, 30 January 1917.
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expense, a batman and a secretary.'' When reprimanded for lack of productivity
by his immediate superiors, Major Lee and Colonel Hutton-Wilson, Orpen
complained about them to General Haig’s secretary, who happened to be his
friend Philip Sassoon, an action that resulted in a rebuke from Headquarters to
the two officers. Later, when Orpen was doing a portrait of Haig, the general told
him to go and paint the men: ‘they are the fellows who are saving the world, and
they are getting killed every day’.'> Following the general’s advice, Orpen sought
to record the horrors of trench warfare and the stoicism of the ordinary soldiers,
rather than produce portraits of their leaders. Although he painted many of the
latter, Orpen wrote that there was only one man he could admire: 3

[ mean the simple soldier man

Who, when the Great War first began,

Just died, stone dead

From lumps of lead, In mire.
After the war Orpen donated 144 of his war works to the British nation. In 1921
he puP‘lished a memoir of his wartime experience, An Onlooker in France 1917-
1919.

‘German sick, captured at Messines, in a Canadian hospital’

One of Orpen’s war paintings is of a field hospital in France with a wounded
soldier being treated in a tent while others talk and rest. It is entitled ‘German
Sick, Captured at Messines, in a Canadian Hospital’ (supra, p. 166).

Given the descriptors in the title of the painting, the known situation of the
Dalhousie Hospital, the Diary entry regarding captured German prisoners, and
the timing of Orpen’s visit, it is reasonably certain that this painting portrays the
Dalhousie Stationary Hospital working in the village of Arques, Pas-de-Calais,
France, in June 1917.

In addition a photograph exists of the hospital while it was at Arques (supra,
p. 167). It shows German wounded sitting on the grass with the medical team in
the background. The similarity between Orpen’s painting and the historical
photograph of the field hospital is striking. The tent on the right of the picture
below may be the one painted by Orpen with a line of tents shown in the
background beyond a tree.

Orpen’s painting has not previously been ascribed to a particular Canadian
unit, but from our investigations we believe that the subject is the No. 7 Canadian
Stationary Hospital run by the staff from Dalhousie University, Nova Scotia; and
that the scene was painted on 13 June 1917.

1" Robert Upstone, R.F. Foster and David Fraser Jenkins (eds.), William Orpen : Politics, Sex and
Death (London: Imperial War Museum, 2005), pp 34-7.

12 William Orpen, 4n Onlooker in France (London: Williams and Norgate, 1921), pp 21-8.

- Irish Examiner, 20 Dec. 2013,

" Robert Upstone and Angela Wright, William Orpen, An Onlooker in France. A critical edition
of the artist’s war memoirs (London: Paul Holberton Publishing, 2008), pp 88-99.
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Discussion

We know from Orpen’s diary in June and July 1917 that he was in the Ypres
Salient, based in the village of Cassel about 15 kilometers from the Stationary
Hospital. It is no surprise that the Dalhousie War Diary (in the sentence quoted in
the first sentence of this article) notes the visit of a figure as prominent as Orpen,
but the Diary is not correct in stating that the famous artist was working for the
Canadian government. He was actually working for the British Department of
Information (headed by Sir Edward Carson), which might explain why he didn’t
identify the particular Canadian hospital.

Might the painting be of another Canadian hospital? The Dalhousie Hospital
was the closest to the Messine battle, but in June 1917 Canada had sixteen
General Hospitals and eleven Stationary Hospitals deployed overseas.”” The War
Diaries of these hospitals were reviewed for the months of June and July 1917.
None mentions a visit by Major Orpen, and only one other unit, Number 3
General Hospital (McGill), treated wounded German soldiers. This hospital,
however, was in Boulogne, about 90 kilometers from Messines, and would have
been in a fixed building, not under the tents depicted in the Orpen painting.' We
can therefore conclude, with reasonable certainty, that William Orpen, one of the
finest painters of the twentieth century, captured the work of the Dalhousie
Hospital treating enemy wounded on one sun-dappled day in June 1917.

The tradition of Canadian hospital units treating enemy combatant wounded
continues, as does the deployment of war artists. Now, as then, a wounded enemy
becomes a patient, and the rules of medical ethics, not warfare, apply. The
painting, which captures the humanity of the Canadian medical team as they treat
the enemy wounded, may be contrasted with some of Orpen’s other paintings that
portray the brutality and awfulness of the war in the trenches, as, for example,
‘Dead Germans in A Trench’, painted in 1918. Father Doyle, who was killed in
France in August 1917, would have approved of the humanity. Orpen went on to
paint ‘the frocks’ at the Peace Conference in Versailles in 1919, but his heart was
with the ‘simple soldier man’ who, in his view, was forgotten once the war was
over. He was knighted in 1918 and died in 1931.

5 MacPhail, Official History of the Canadian Forces in the Great War 1914-1919: The Medical
Services, pp 214-23.

16 A H. Pirie, No. 3 Canadian General Hospital (McGill) in France (1915, 1916, 1917): Views
illustrating life and scenes in the hospital with a short description of its origin, organisation and
progress (Middlesbrough: Hood & Co., 1918). Available (20 Jan. 2018) at: https://www.rcseng.ac.
uk/library-and-publications/library/blog/we-will-remember-them-no-3-canadian-general-hospital/




