Constable The Hay Wain initial analysis
John Constable,
1821, The Hay Wain,
oil on canvas,
130 x 185 cm
(51 x 73”)
First exhibited as
Landscape : Noon,
then spoken of in
shorthand by
Archdeacon John
Fisher as ‘Hay Wain’.
in 1831 C called it The
Old House and Ford
with a Waggon. The
title ‘Hay Wain’ was
adopted by C.R. Leslie
in 1843 in his
biography, six years
after C’s death.

Cumulus ‘fair-weather’ clouds in sky with indications
of a storm passing. Direction of storm indicated by
smoke from chimney.
Constable’s Cloud Study, Hampstead, Tree at Right,,
September 11, 1821, could have contributed to
representations here of Cumulus clouds.
Constable owned a copy of Research into
Atmospheric Phenomena by Thomas Forster, 1813.
Forster was a student of Luke Howard. Howard’s The
Climate of London, with its identification and naming
of clouds was issued in 1818-20.

Painted in Constable’s
studio in Keppel Street,
London following a full
size sketch of 1820
(also factured in
London) and other
smaller sketches.
Repainted after first
exhibited at Royal
Academy in spring 1821
and then exhibited in
London at the British
In 1817 Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote Fancy in
Institute in 1822 and
Nubibus and in 1820 Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote his
then at the Paris Salon
poem The Cloud.
in 1824.
Constable also had a fondness for the poetry of
The completed painting
James Thomson, particularly ‘Summer’ in The
is now in the National
Seasons (1730) and William Cowper’s The Task (1785). Gallery, London.

On the left Willy Nott’s
house (Nott was a
tenant farmer who
worked the 39 acres
around Flatford Mill
that made up
Gibbeon's Gate Farm.
He eventually
purchased the
property.)
Constable’s oil sketch
of the house (now in
Ipswich) was factured
1816.
A woman washing a
garment in the river.
Constable had in mind
suggestions for the
facture of The Hay
Wain, including Nicolas
Poussin’s Landscape
with a Man washing his
Feet in a Fountain, and
Peter Paul Rubens’ A
View of Het Steen in
the Early Morning,
both owned by his
former tutor George
Beaumont. Constable
was reading Gilbert
White, The Natural
History of Selborne,

On the right middle
ground workers in a
water-meadow, a line of
mowers, the figure at
the end sharpening his
scythe and surveying
his companions. Behind
and to the left of the
mowers a laden
waggon, men
pitchforking hay on to it.
The field design is a
consequence of the
Enclosure Acts,
particularly in 1773 and
again after the war with
France in 1815.
This is an elevated view of the scene. In the centre the
Hay Wain itself with three horses, a driver and another
man. Constable wrote to his brother on 25 February
1821 and asked him to make arrangements for
Johnny Dunthorne ‘to make outlines of a Scarve or
harvest Waggon’.
A spaniel on the shore of the River Stour (this dog
appears in the sketch [ca. 1810-15] of Willy Nott’s
house in the V&A collection).
On the other shore a boat and an angler in the
vegetation and a stone structure on the river edge.
The view of the river includes a millstream flowing
towards the main branch of the Stour, a flat
engineered section (thus Flatford) which the waggon
is in the process of using to get across to the fields.

Particular reference has
been made to R.B. Beckett
(ed.). John Constable’s
Correspondence, Ipswich:
Suﬀolk Records Society,
1962-1968; Michael
Rosenthal. John
Constable. The Painter and
his Landscape, New Haven
and London: Yale Up,
1983; Gillen D'Arcy Wood.
‘Constable, Clouds,
Climate Change’, The
Wordsworth Circle, Vol. 38,
No.1/2, Winter/Spring,
2007, pp. 25-33.

The Hay Wain is a synthetic studio painting of a scene on the Stour in Suﬀolk factured in Constable’s
London studio using small sketches and a full size sketch with added information from Johnny Dunthorne
on the waggon, details from a botanist friend on the foreground flora and Constable’s own Hampstead
Cloud Studies. The overall composition is informed by considering some of the work by Thomas
Gainsborough and seventeenth-century landscape paintings by Claude, Poussin, Ruisdael and Rubens.
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