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Landes Peasa111s Going "' Market (Figure I) was interpretation or this medium. Waiercolor painting in the 19th 
pai111ed in 1866 when Rosa Bonheur was 44 years o ld. This ce111ury is known commonly as "The English Art." In England 
watercolor presents a view of peasants who make their journey it was epi1omized by such artists as TI1omas Sandby, John 
across a barren landscape, an isolated. uninhabited area, as Robert Cozens, Thomas Girt in, J.M. W. Tu mer, Richard Parkes 
they move in a procession toward the viewer. The objects. Bonning1on and Samuel Palmer (Figure 4). The height of 
people. and animals within the ce111er of the image overlap. British watercolor painting occurred in the 18th and early 19th 
creating a feeling of unity and intimacy. The subjects appear centuries as the result of increased tourism. \Vatcrcolorists 
10 be casually posed as if chis brief moment represents a pause sometimes traveled with weallhy pat-rons who commissioned 
during 1he journey between vast distances. Because BonJ1eur topog.raphjcal memoirs of scenes encountered on their jour• 
was known as a leading 19th-century French painter or ani- neys. ·nie medium conveniently lc111 itsclr to fast and ponable 
mals. lhis watercolor emphasizing human figures is an arypicaJ documentation of familiar themes. including landscape and 
work. Although Bonheur is characteris1 ically regarded as architecture. With the reestablishment of French and British 
simply a realist. I wish to dcmons1nuc her interest in Lraditional relations after the Napoleonic Wars. English art was exhibited 
Christian iconography, an interest that is entirely consistent in Paris and was received e111husias1ically. 
with her Saint-Simonian upbringing. 19th century French watercolor (Figure 5) was s1ill 

The rise of Realism in mid-19th century French an considered a preparatory medium. Watercolors in France were 
was an ovcr1 reaction against the NcoClassical and Romantic generally not imcnded to be viewed as finished works. They 
styles which had characterized the early pan of the century. An were regarded as inferior and unsuitable for exhibition in the 
impon,m1 aspect or this new Realis1 painting was an emphasis Paris Salon un1il the 1870s. The Salon advised artists that 
on nature. A wave of animal painting in France was initiated watercolor was ''an elegant and frivolous medium of no 
by Constant Troyon (Figure2) soon after his return from a visit consequence"' and French watercolors were priva1ely kept in 
10 Ho I land in 1847. Troyon was excited by the tradition of artists' sketchbooks as studies. never seen by collectors or the 
I 7th-ce111ury Dutch animal painting that included the work of public until after the anis1s' deaths. Often watercolor studies 
Paulus Polter. corresponded Lo large-scale, finished oil paintings. There is, 

Bonheur demonstrated an early preference for rural however, no known larger or more finished version of Ltmdes 
subjects. As an adolescent. she received her ai1is1ic training Peasa111s currently identified. Bonheur·s watercolor was prob-
primarily from 1wo sources. The first source was the aesthetic ably kepi among the artist's t1rchives and 1101 intended for 
and technical instruc1ion she acquired undcr1hc tutelage of her public view. She died on May 25, 1899. Her estate. including 
father Raimond Bonheur. a painter who had been educated by this watercolor. was liquidated at a sale in May and June of 
a pupil of Jacques Louis David. Raimond encouraged his 1900. It included 892 paintings and roughly 2,000 drawings. 
daughter to draw from plas1cr casts and 10 s1udy subjects, Unlike French wa1crcolors which arc usually studies. 
including plants and animals. directly from nature. 11ie other Bonheur's work is highly finished and cai·efully rendered. 
influence came through her preference of subject matter and Landes Peosams measures l3" x. 2J". TI1ere is an integrn1ed 
the study or composition based on copying work of 17th- sofincss about the work to which the medium and handling of 
century Dutch landscape subjects at the Louvre. The theme of the subject co111ribu1e. The watercolor technique is augmented 
la11des Pcastmts Goi11g to Marker is reminiscent of engravings with passages of crayon and gou:iche which display 1he 
of provincial landscapes from the early 1800s in France: these painter's 1echnical finesse and careful attention to details. 
always seemed 10 have included a cart. peasants and livestock Through her use of watercolor. a vu lnerable and unforgiving 
placed in a ba1Ten landscape, a popular theme inspired by I 7th- medium. Bonheur had demons1rated the highes1 technical 
century Dutch art illustr:uing provincial life (Figure 3). meri1: radia111 transparency, gradua1cd wash, and transparent 

Although Bonheur's work clearly borrowed from and white paper highlights. The paint remains transparent 
Du1ch-inspired subject niatler. the technical qualities demon- throughout with opaque color applied as delicate accents in the 
strated in Landes Peasa111s more closely resembles the his\ily blossoms of the heather and in are:,s of darker value. 
finished and detailed quality characterist ic or British water- The color scheme or the picture is a split complemen­
color painting. In fact. it is closer to the British than the French tary arrangement. Red--0range is found in its most saturated 
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intensity in the woman's dress and is echoed in the distant 
landscape. TI1e red-orange chroma transcends into a soft 
palelle of sienna that is found in the bodies~ of the oxen, the can. 
and the light sheep, and into umber in the dark sheep. the curly 
brunc11e hair on both oxen's foreheads. and the hair and hat of 
the man in the front. These warm rich tones are contrasted by 
the cool greens ranging from yellow 10 blue-green (in the grass 
and heather) to the faded indigo in the man's pants next to the 
cart. The sky extends this cool complement with a pastel 
colored atmosphere. 

Crayon has been used in combination with watercolor 
throughout the lower half of the painting. in contrast 10 the sky 
which is pure watercolor. The crayon serves as a type of 
underpainiing and is used as a preliminary step for laying down 
middle tones and shadows. It func1ions a.s a wax resist that 
envelops the lower half of the painting in a unified texture. The 
crayon only picks up the top surface of the paper while the 
waterc<>lor is absorbed into the paper itself. 

Above the blue horizon lies an open sky which is 
rendered by a graduated wash of robin's egg blue. There are a 
few stratus clouds above the horizon. which are rendered 
through careful restraint by Bonheur in preserving the white of 
the paper. This horizontal area of sky is linked visually 10 the 
foreground through dark line-s representing shadows. Bonheur's 
brush work uni1es the painting 1hrough fine strokes which she 
has applied strategically with a small brush to imi1a1e fur, 
grass. thistle, hair, and drapery folds. There are a few incisions 
in the grass that serve as blade shaped accents. 

Bonheur's connection with England and with the 
British tradition of watercolor came through the phenomenal 
success of her most famous painting entitled The Horse Fair 
(Figure 6) which was exhibited at 1he French Salon of 1853. 
The painting was purchased by the English art dealer Ernest 
Gamban who also acquired the artist's copy1igh1 and mass 
marketed the image as an engraving. In 1856. during the 
cnonnous wave of this pain1ing•s popularity, Gambart invited 
Bonheur to make a celebrity tour of Great Britain. At 1ha1 time 
she had the opponunity 10 meet John Ruskin. the famous 
philosopher, socialist, artist and critic. Ruskin was an impor• 
tant proponelll of British watercolor. During his undergraduate 
days at Oxford, he had immersed himself in the watercolor 
paintings of J.M.W. Turner. In 1843 at the age of 24. Ruskin 
published a defense of Turner's watercolors entitled M(J(/em 
Painters, Volume 1. This publication e-~tablished his reputation 
as the leading English an critic of the 19th century. 

During her visit to Engltmd, Bonheur had dinner with 
Ruskin. At that time he advised her on two technical issues: 
he encouraged her to paint with watercolor and to render 
details with a fine sable bmsh, and to apply purple in the 
shadow areas of her paintings. He infonlled her 10 look for 
ingredients of red and blue.' A year foUowing this meeting 
Ruskin publicly criticized Bonheur's The Plow in the publica-
1ion entitled Academy Nores ofrhe French Exhibition of 1857 
in which he wrote: 

TI1is lady gains in power every year. but 
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there is one stem fact concerning art which 
she will do well to consider. if she means her 
power to reach fuU development. No painter 
of animals ever yet was cmirely great who 
shrank from painting the human face; and 
Mlle. Bonheur clearly docs shrink from 
i1...1hat if she cannot paim a man's face. she 
can neither paim a horse's or a dog's nor a 
bul1's. There is in every animal's eye a dim 
image and gleam of humanity. a flash of 
strange light through which their life looks 
out and up 10 our great mys1cry of command 
over them. and claims 1he fellowship of the 
creature. if not of the soul.' 
Less thru1 a decade af1er this momentous meeting with 

Ruskin, Bonheur's Llmdes Peasams appears to respond 10 
Ruskin's suggestions of 1856 and his criticisms of 1857. Her 
response has not been noted in any of the literature on Bonheur, 
The painting. for example. clearly displays an adept use of 
watercolor, including fine brush strokes that emphasi,.e small 
details. and texture. It also contains purple shadows, consisting 
of red and blue. and an empathe1ic portrayal of both animal and 
human subjects. However, it is not known if Bonhcur was 
aware of Ruskin's criticism concerning The Plow. Although 
her initial resistance lo Ruskin's technicaJ suggestions may 
have been largely due to cultural differences regarding the 
French and English traditions of watercolor paiming. his 
insights seem 10 have had a lasting influence on her artistic 
development. TI1is impact can be detected as early as the next 
decade. However, Ruskin wa.~ not known for his flexibili1y. 
and he continued to cri1icize Bonheur's work for another thirty 
years. He died in 1900, possibly never having seen any of her 
watercolors which reflected his technical advice. Landes 
Peasa,us was exhibited a1 the 1907 Royal Academy Winter 
Exhibition in London probably for the firsi 1ime. 

In addition to his fc ,·vent suppon for J.M.W. Turner, 
Ruskin endorsed the English ai1ists Sir John Evereu Millais, 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Sir Edward Coley 13ume-Jones, and 
William Holman Hunt. In 1848 these artists founded the group 
called "The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood." This movement 
was based on 1he aes1hetic notion that artists since the Renais­
sance had perpetuated a shallow imitation of the anist Raphael. 
The Pre-Raphaeli1es wanted to reestablish principles of acad­
emy training and 10 create paintings based on moral. li1crary 
and religious subjects rendered in a highly realistic and 
detailed fashion. 

In 1855 William Holman Hunt exhibited three 
paintings at n,e Exposition Universelle in Paris. Bonheur no 
doubt became familiar with his work either in this French 
exhibition or during her visit 10 England. Since both Hunt and 
Bonheur were represented by the same dealer-Ernest 
Gamban-1hey may even have met. In Landes Peasants, 
Bonheur suggests morality through the use of subject matter in 
a manner akin 10 Hunt. Hunt's painting. The Hireling Shepherd 
(Figure 7) (1851), can be taken as an example of his approach. 



11 illustrates a story from the book of Job that expresses 
accoumability to God for a day of labor. Rather than depicting 
devout themes only lhrough ovcr1 religious scenes. Hunt and 
the Pre-Raphaelites also chose 10 express the concept of 
morality through a realistic genre ponrayal of simple events 
where ethics and faithful detai Is become inseparable and 
through iconic situations (the lamb and the shepherd are 
Christian icons). II is likely 1ha1 Bonheur responded 10 the Pre­
Raphaelites regard for subject mauer and detailed handling in 
/.,(111(/es Pe<1sa111s. The impact that the Pre-Raphaelites made on 
Bonheur's an has neither been documented nor discussed in the 
li1cra1urc. 

Landes Peasams is a pastoral scene bul it aJsocontains 
elements with strong religious ovenones. The interaction 
between the man leaning on the cart, the woman and the infam 
forms a trio that creates the central focus. drama. and theme of 
this painting. This trio suggests the Holy Family incorporating 
the Madonna and Child. There is even the disguised symbol of 
a diagonal cross strategically placed 10 the right of the woman 
and child. created by the rail ing on the cart. The dress of the 
woman is coincidentally reminiscent of Renaissance art. A 
white cloth covers her head and she is depicted with a white 
scarf around her neck tmd a long sleeved full-length gown free 
or adornment, with the exception of white cuffs (which might 
be considered characteristic of a later lime). The use of red has 
been reserved for her alone. II conveys a sense of warmth. love. 
and health. This color together with a green or blue over­
gam1en1 was commonly used for depictions of the Madonna. 

Landes Peasants as both a picture of peasants and also 
as an icon of industrious life is cncirely consistent with 
Bonheur's early indoctrination in the socialist and Christian 
beliefs of Henri Comte de Sain1-Simon. The origin of the title 
la11lles Pet,sams Going JO Marker-whether Bonheur's own 
(translated into English) or whe1her assigned by the broker 
when the painting was originally sold from the anist's estate­
is unknown. However. the title should not mislead. Allhough 
the painting depicts a regional style of French provincial li fe, 
somewhat picturesque in its simplicity and selecti vity. it also 
resembles the iconography of The Flight into Egypt. a grouping 
of man. woman. and child in transil. 

To undcrsiand the a11rac1ion of this imagery for 
Bonheur. one must note that she was profoundly affected by 
her upbringing. In 1828 Rosa Bonheur's fo1her, Raimond, 
became an active participant in the socialist cull of Saint­
Simon. 1l1roughou1 the period of his affiliation with Sain1-
Simon.ism. Rosa suffered 1remendous ridicule and criticism. 
This difficulty apparently helped 10 fortify her beliefs. As a 
result of her early exposure 10 Utopian reform and feminist 
thinking 1ha1 are part of the Saint-Simonian beliefs. she came 
10 regard her independence and provincial sensibilities as her 
strongest assets. Throughout her life she also pursued the goal 
of emancipation for women. 

Raimond Bonheur was an apostle in the Paris chapter 
of the Saint-Simonian society known as the "Brotherhood."' 
Members of the group adopted a reverent I ifo.$1yle with devout 

64 

practices. The Parisienne community of Sai111 Simonisls had 
strongly incorporated feminist sensibilities. prophesying 1ha1 
a woman messiah would emerge to carry on after Saint Simon's 
death. S1. Simon urged a return 10 the principles and doctrines 
of Christianity. Initially he founded his principles of refonn on 
philosophical 1hough1. bu1 he concluded 1ha1 this system or 
belief was morally and spiritually vacant. He believed 1ha1 
Biblical teaching promoted ethics and morality 10 create a 
harmonious society- although he rejected the d ivine aspects 
of the scriptures as antiquated and unacceptable. 

St. Simon'semphasison the role of woman as nunurer. 
life giver, and moml cynosure seems apparent in Bonheur's 
presen1a1io11 of Latu/es Peasa111s. Additionally. St. Simon's 
desire 10 g,·ound Christianity in daily living is echoed by this 
watercolor's emphasis on the naturalistic prcsenta1ion of a 
scene from daily li fe which can be regarded as spirin,al. 
iconographic, secular and regional. The peasan1s in 1his 
watercolor are wearing the typical dress of the Landes area that 
is s1ill wom today for fcs ti vals(Figure 8). Bordering on the 
AtJantic Ocean. this department encompasses terrain which, as 
the pain1ing demonstrates, is the plateau of the Massif Central 
where caulc and sheep herders migrate with their flocks during 
the summer months. The Michelin Guide for the Causscs 
region of France desc,ibcs this migratory practice as follows: 

As soon as the spring comes the troops from 
Southern Lanqucdoc leave their dried 
pasturage in order to go illlo the Cevenncs 
and coastal mountains. This is called the 
'trans humancc.' For ccmuries they've been 
following the same routes .... Until 1he end of 
Oc1ober they l ive outdoors under the 
surveillance of shepherds and their dogs.' 

Landes P easa11tsGoi11g w Market appears 1odepic1 the migration 
home at the end of the sununer season. II is likely 1ha1 the feed 
for the canle is being provided by the fresh green hay in the cart 
since oxen cannot survive on lands 1ha1 can support sheep. 1l1e 
hay also symbolizes the harvest. Stills are typically used by the 
men of Landes not only 10 protect their feet from injury while 
walking. but also 10 provide an elevated vamage point for 
locating and mai111aining the flock while in transit. So. while the 
appointmenls are bucolic and specific-the stills, the wagon. 
the shccp--the focus is more transcendent. 

The paiming emphasizes tbe peasants' creation of 
plentiful harvest. a harves1 1ha1 is represented by the 0ock. the 
hay, and the child. Although Bonheur was regarded as one of 
the prominent animal painters of the 19 th century, she on 
occasion attempted a wider rnnge of subjcc1 maucr as my 
analysis of this watercolor suggests. Even though she was 
sought by wealthy patrons that included prominent members 
of European royalty. she continued 10 make private works of 
an. I feel she responded 10 Ruskin's criticisms as well as 
integrating aspects of her Saint-Simonian heritage into her 
depiction of reality. In Landes Peasa111s, she pulled together 
both local cus1oms and the 1mdi1ional iconography of the night 



of the Holy Family 10 create a synthesis of spiritual imagery 
and humble contemporary practices. 

Florida State University 
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Figure I. Ros.a Bo11heur, Umtle.r Pea.wms (ioi11g 10 Mt,rket, 1866, watercolor and crayon on paper, 13 1/4" x 21 3/8". Courtesy of 1he 
Appleton Museum of A11 . Ocal3, Florida. 

Figure 2. Const3rU Tro)'Oll. The Morning. Tile Louvre, Paris. 

66 

Figure 3. Salomon van Ruysdael. f?Olul in the /)u11es with t, Passenger 
Coach. 1631. oil on panel. 22" x 34'". Szepmuvesze1i Mu1.eum. 
Budaposl. Hungary. 



Figure 4. Samuel Palmer. A Dream in the Ape,mint , (exhibited 1864). w~11ercolor on paper, 26" x 40 ... Courtesy of the Tate Galle'¥, 
London. 

• 

Figure 5. Fcrdioand Victor Eug~ne Delacroix. Ltmdscope o/Ta11.~iers, c. 1832. watercolor on paper. 4 1/8 .. x 8 7/16". Cour1csy ofTI1e Scaule Art 
Museum. 
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Figure 6. Rosa Bonheur. The Horse Fair. 1853. oil on canvas. 8' 1/4" x 16' 7 1/2". Councsy of 1he Metropolitan Museum of Art. New York. 

Detail of The Norse Fair. 
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-Figun: 7. William Holman Hunt, The llireli11g Shet>herd, 1851, oil on canvas. 30" x 42 1/2". Counesy of the Manchester City An Gallcly. 

Figure 8. Ltmdes Peusams ;,, Regional Coswme, 1983. photograph. 
(1ravel cale11dar from France). 
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