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[Jean-]Jules Desseignet (1886 – 1966) 
Desseignet was born at Lassay, St Jean-la-Bussière, (Rhone, France) on 25 March 1886, the son of Baptiste Desseignet, a cloth-worker, and his wife Marie-Antoinette, (née Simon). He was baptised Jean-Jules, though in adult life generally referred to as Jules. Nothing is so far known of his education, though clearly to a high level. 
On 10 July 1909 he married Clémentine Augustine Laurent (b. 8 May 1878) at St Ennemand (Allier) and early in 1911 was appointed University Assistant (assistant lecturer) in French at the University of Aberdeen. Clémentine was appointed a teacher of French at Aberdeen High School in April/May 1912. They had no children but in July 1936 legally adopted Marie-Thérèse Guinet (b. 9 September 1912 at Le Mayet-de Montagne, about 70 miles north-west of Lyons), who subsequently called herself Guinet-Desseignet. Given she was then 24 it must have been a longstanding prior relationship, familial or otherwise.
By March 1911, the Desseignets were already involved in Aberdeen’s Franco-Scottish Society, of which the Paris-trained and Francophile local portraitist, J.A.H Hector, was an early member and long-serving secretary. His small head-and-shoulders study of a bearded man in a hat, given to the Robert Gordon University collection in 2007, was presented as thought to be of Desseignet, about 1912. A photograph of him in the Reading University archive and no later than 1922, is sufficiently close in features (though he was by then beardless and bald) to make this probable and the painting is thus likely to have been result of an early friendship between Hector, Desseignet and their wives. 
On 2 August 1914, as a reservist private in the French army, Desseignet was the first member of the Aberdeen faculty called up for the First World War. He went with the probably then honorary position of ‘lecturer’ and the university kept his situation open, as it did for others leaving on war service. He initially served at Belfort in Franche-Comté/ Alsace, as an interpreter with the 24th company of the 372nd infantry regiment, and by November 1915 had gone on the same duty with the French Expeditionary Force to Serbia, against the Bulgarians. He later went to Salonika, in the Macedonian campaign, until demobilized in 1919. At some point in his later war service he was commissioned and withdrawn from the front to headquarters duties. 
In the East he was able to take photographs and, on his return to Aberdeen, gave at least one illustrated lecture (in February 1920) on ‘Salonika and Constantinople during the war’, throughout which he wrote letters to colleagues at Aberdeen, including the Principal of the University, Sir George Adam Smith. Those to him (1917–18) now form Section 59 (iii) in Smith’s papers in the National Library of Scotland. 
Back in Aberdeen Desseignet was substantively appointed Lecturer in commercial French in May 1920, but from 8 November that year became Professor of French at University College Reading (then an extension college of Christchurch College, Oxford). This transformed into a full university chair of French Language and Literature, with foundation Senate membership, when it received its Royal Charter as the University of Reading in 1926. 
What Desseignet published remains to be found. It is likely he was more a teacher than researcher but he was co-author, with René Lanson, of La France et Sa Civilisation: de la Révolution à Nos Jours (London, 1922) which also saw later editions. From 1929 he also took a leading part in the project, involving a number of universities, to create the Linguaphone self-teaching course in French, based on gramophone records, and his name was cited in related promotional material from the 1930s to as late as 1964. He retired from Reading in 1951 and on 12 July that year was invested as Chevalier of the Légion d'Honneur by the French Ambassador in London. He and his wife appear to have  returned to France at some point after March in 1952, settling at Villebon-sur-Yvette just south of Paris. She died there, aged 82, on 6 November 1960 but was buried 190 miles further south at Montluçon (Dept. d’Allier, Central France, on the River Cher) which may indicate a family connection. Desseignet also died at Villebon-sur-Yvette on 3 March 1966, aged 79.
In 1940, during the Second World War, Desseignet accepted a request from General de Gaulle, as head of the French government in exile, to be his representative in Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire. His adopted daughter Marie-Thérèse, who trained as a secretary/ typist, also worked for De Gaulle until 1945, running his secretariat at 4 Carlton Gardens, London, and travelling with him to Algiers in 1942 and, after D-Day in 1944, to France. Through an oversight in Algiers she was left in possession of over 300 of his secret telegrams, which she had typed out for transmission between 1940 and 1942. These she tried to return to him as late as 1958 but he declined as already having the copies he needed and saying the originals should stay in her good hands.  In 1944, Marie-Thérèse married Robert Chalumeau (1912–1995), a colonel in the French air force. She died in France in 1996 and was buried at her birthplace, Le Mayet-de-Montagne, after which their son Jean-Claude (1946–2014, who was born in England) sold the telegrams to the Musée des Lettres et du Manuscrit in Paris. In 2012 some 200 were included in an exhibition there.
Summarised from Art UK discussion of J.A.H. Hector’s portrait of Desseignet in the Robert Gordon University collection including information supplied by Osmund Bullock from contact with Clément Chalumeau (son of Jean-Claude).
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