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The Cover

The mowers have put aside their scythes and the farmer, his
family, and hired help are raking up the hay and spreading it
to dry. Scenes like this are rarely seen in the Western world now,
but they were still commonplace in the late 19th century, especially
in areas (like France) where the family farm was usually too
small to make it worth the farmer’s while to buy an expensive
piece of equipment.

Haying Time (cover) by Camille Pissarro (1830-1903) looks
idyllic, but making hay was brutally hard work; hard on the back,
arms, and legs, and with some risk of sunstroke, heat exhaustion,
and sprained limbs—even snakebite. Pissarro, who was noted for
painting peasants in natural scenes without formal posing, had
plenty of opportunity to observe farm work firsthand. Like many
of his colleagues, the “Dean of Impressionists” was too poor to
live in Paris, so he and his large family moved from village to
village where living was cheaper and healthier than in some big
city garret. It was still a hard life: Pissarro’s wife, a former
servant, sometimes picked up a few francs in seasonal farm work,
and on one occasion she even considered drowning herself and the
two youngest children from despair at their poverty. (There were
six children in all.)

By 1890, when he painted Haying Time, Pissarro’s financial situa-
tion was starting to improve. His paintings were bringing in more
money and he had abandoned experimentation with the pointillist
techniques of Georges Seurat to return to his earlier style. The
serenity of the cover picture, with the haymakers at work under
a fleecy summer sky, may reflect the mind of an artist who was
at last beginning to enjoy success.—JAAN KANGILASKI

(Haying Time. 1892. Oil on canvas. 65X80 cm. Used with
permission of the Art Institute of Chicago. Photograph by
Joe Fletcher.)
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