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Assignment  three  

Re-appropriating images 
 
Original image 
 

 
 
The Hay Wain (1821) by John Constable  
Oil on canvas (130.2 x 185.4cm) – National Gallery, London 

 
 
Re-appropriated image 
 

 
 
The Hay Wain with Cruise Missiles (1980) by Peter Kennard  
Chromolithograph and photographs on paper (Tate) 



Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts Today | Visual Communications | Assignment 3 | 

November 2016 

 

 

P
a

g
e
2
 

 

Of Missiles and Mills – how Constable’s Hay Wain was 

transformed by Peter Kennard into a provocative campaign 

weapon 
 

In this essay I aim to explore how and why Peter Kennard (born 1949) re-

appropriated  The Hay Wain, an idyllic landscape painting by John Constable (1776-

1837) to create a provocative image to support the Campaign for Nuclear 

Disarmament (CND).  

The Hay Wain (1821) 

Constable, the son of a prosperous miller, was born in 1776 in East Bergholt less 

than two miles from the site of The Hay Wain.  After his marriage he settled in 

London but spent summers in Suffolk painting the scenes which he said 'made me a 

painter'.   

The Hay Wain depicts a tranquil countryside scene immediately recognisable to 

many people. A river flows slowly past a pretty mill and cottage. The background 

includes sturdy oaks, a verdant meadow and haymakers at work. In the foreground a 

dog plays on the river bank while middle left a woman washes clothes. The eye is 

led to a horse drawn wagon (the hay wain) in the river and the two farm workers on 

board. 

We are looking at Flatford Mill and Willy Lott’s cottage 

on the River Stour in the Dedham Vale, an area of 

Suffolk we call Constable Country today. The mill and 

cottage were in the ownership of the artist’s family for 

nearly 100 years.  

This pastoral painting represents the essence of the 

English countryside and all that we cherish in our 

‘green and pleasant land’ to quote from William 

Blake’s 1804 poem and hymn Jerusalem.  It is a 

romantic vision capturing a moment in time in which 

people, animals, wagon and landscape are in perfect harmony, as in the works of 

French painter Claude Lorrain (1600-1682) and the 17th century Dutch painters that 

Constable admired.  

Not much has changed at Flatford 
Mill, my photograph autumn 2016 
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The artist made preparatory drawings and oil 

sketches on location and took these back to his 

London studio to use as the basis for his six foot 

wide oil canvas.  

The original of The Hay Wain is in London’s 

National Gallery. Countless prints have been 

made and one of them, in a decorative gilt frame, 

graced a wall in my childhood home in the 70s. 

With changing tastes, Hay Wain prints are now 

more likely to be found at car boot sales and sold 

for the frame. The artist’s preparatory oil sketch, 

held at Connecticut’s Yale Center for British Art, is possibly more in tune with today’s 

fashion for less representational painting. Nonetheless, both the painting and the 

place are treasured as part of our national heritage. 

The site at Flatford Mill is an important location in terms of countryside preservation 

and has been managed by the National Trust since 1943. On a recent visit I found 

the scenery remarkably unchanged and immediately understood why as a nation we 

have an emotional attachment to this place. 

Constable studied clouds and felt they expressed the mood of the landscape as ‘the 

chief organ of sentiment’. In The Hay Wain a looming dark cloud suggests this 

perfectly harmonious scene might be short-lived and this reading of the painting 

creates a pertinent connection with Peter Kennard’s re-appropriated image. 

The Hay Wain with Cruise Missiles (1980) 

Best known for the images he created to support the CND in the 1970s and 80s, 

Kennard took a print of The Hay Wain and pasted a stark cut-out of a stack of Cruise 

nuclear missiles into the wagon, transforming it into an incongruous missile carrier. 

According to The Tate, which purchased the original in 2007, the work was prompted 

by a proposal to site US Cruise missiles in rural East Anglia and also as a response 

to a Ministry of Defence leaflet which depicted the missiles in delicate watercolours 

blending neatly into the landscape. But this is an international as well as regional 

story set in the context of a military stand-off between east and west generating fear 

that the world was moving ever closer to nuclear warfare. 

In his photomontage Kennard has violated a cherished landscape with an ugly 

phallic warning of the potential for nuclear disaster and destruction far more 

devastating  than Blake’s ‘dark Satanic Mills’  (thought to be a reference to the 

ravaged landscapes of the industrial revolution). 

Oil sketch of The Hay Wain held at the 
Yale Center for British Art, Connecticut 
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As with much of Kennard’s campaign work, numerous copies will have been 

reproduced in newspapers and magazines as well as at street level as fly posters, 

protest placards and t-shirts. 

London’s Imperial War Museum (IWM) staged an exhibition of the artist’s work in 

2015 entitled Unofficial War Artist. A You Tube video of Kennard filmed in the 

museum is revealing about his method and motivation. He chose The Hay Wain as 

an iconic, bucolic scene and talks of how the Thatcher government of the day told 

people not to worry about the missiles (each equivalent to 16 Hiroshima bombs) as 

‘they will melt into the countryside’. If accurately reported, this was a singularly 

unfortunate choice of words! 

Kennard says his original photomontage was more detailed and he took away some 

elements, including a gas mask on the dog and skeletons dropping from windows, to 

leave a more ‘concentrated image’ with Constable’s original composition unchanged 

except for the placement of the missiles.  

With a career spanning more than 50 years Kennard is, according to IWM Senior 

Curator  Richard Slocombe,  Britain’s most important political artist and a leading 

practitioner of photomontage. Many of his images have become icons and influenced 

the visual art of campaign and protest. He defines his role as that of a 

‘communicator’ and said in 1990: ‘For me, getting the work into the world and used is 

as important as its production.’ 

 

To summarise, this essay has discussed how Constable’s idyllic landscape painting 

was used by Kennard as the backdrop to a campaign communication against 

nuclear arms generally and specifically against the siting of Cruise missiles in rural 

East Anglia. Using a single cut out image on a print of The Hay Wain, he exploited a 

nostalgic desire to preserve and protect our gentle English landscape and way of life 

against the risk of nuclear destruction. 

[1008  words excluding picture captions] 
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Commentary on my experience of Part 3 
 

I enjoyed working on this assignment even though I had to give my first draft a hard 

edit to whittle it down to the required number of words. Of course there was a lot 

more I could have written about Constable’s life and career and Kennard’s 

influences, current work, and pre-Photoshop techniques but I appreciate that strict 

word counts encourage the student to be discriminating and respond to the brief 

using the most relevant material.  

I avoided direct mention of terms such as ‘semiotics’, ‘denotation’ and ‘connotation’ 

in my essay but I hope I have covered them adequately using natural language. With 

so much to say in so few words the vocabulary of semiotics seemed to hinder rather 

than help the flow of my essay.  

The highlight of this part of the course for me was the research into artists working 

with collage and photomontage, particularly the campaign images by Kennard who I 

now appreciate is a most important and influential political artist. With Brexit and 

Donald Trump as President-elect of the United States we are in unsettled times and 

this has made political satire and campaign communications feel more relevant than 

ever. It has got me thinking about how my interest in signwriting might be extended 

to embrace political satire through photomontage and collage. An exciting thought… 

Overall I found Part 3 marginally less rewarding than Parts 1 and 2. That is probably 

because in a long and convoluted career I’ve worked as a project manager with 

many design teams on projects related to websites, branding, campaigns, 

magazines and other online and print communications. This gave me a head start 

that enabled me to work quickly through some parts but also made some exercises 

(e.g. Combining Visual Elements) feel a bit basic.  

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/john-constable-108
https://artsandculture.google.com/entity/m0sy76
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x6lsXmBlpIc
http://collections.glasgowmuseums.com/starobject.html?oid=163637
http://www.everypicture.org/hay-wain-with-cruise-missiles
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I got a lot out of Exercise 3 Visual conventions for time and place. The opportunity to 

look at sequential storytelling at different times in history, through a variety of 

mediums using different conventions was fascinating and full of interesting 

discoveries, such as artist  Brenda Fajardo’s 1989 rewriting of the history of the 

Japanese occupation of the Philippines using Tarot cards. 

I was challenged in Exercise 4 Cutting edge or inventive forms of visual 

communication and I reflected on this after somewhat inadequately completing it. I 

might have fared better with a tighter, perhaps task related, research focus. As it was 

I found it difficult to decide what to write about; the internet can be an overwhelming 

place at times.  

On a positive note, Creative Arts Today is proving, overall, to be an enlightening and 

enjoyable module and has sparked lots of ideas for my own practice. I’m pleased to 

be more than half way through and on schedule and I am looking forward to Part 4 

Photography which I’m sure will bounce me right out of my comfort zone. 

[484 words] 

 

 

 

 

 


