Hard Times
SLIDE 1:
Sir Hubert von Herkomer’s Hard Times - depicting an unemployed agricultural worker with his wife and two children in a bleak, winter landscape - was painted after the particularly harsh winter of 1884 had caused thousands of farm labourers to be thrown out of work.  We’re told that workers wandering through the countryside in search of jobs, carrying belongings and tools in a bundle were a common sight during that winter.  The title of the painting refers to Dickens’s novel of 1845 and the subject comes in a line of Victorian representations of exhausted rural wanderers, resting by the wayside. The mood of abandonment and rejection of the family is reflected, in this painting, through the emptiness and barrenness of the deserted countryside, the scavenging birds overhead adding a further note of desperation. The painting was bought by the Manchester Art Gallery from the artist himself and over the years has been exhibited in Manchester, London, Amsterdam, Yale and Washington.  So:  it’s been a work of some considerable interest, both nationally and internationally. 
Though Herkomer depicted a real landscape near his home in Hertfordshire, his models, the Quarry family, were actually posed in the studio and so the scene we see was deliberately contrived to allow the artist to present to the Victorian viewer an image particularly rich in biblical imagery and symbolism.

SLIDE 2:

Herkomer deliberately posed the figures in such a way as to recall and combine two themes well represented in traditional iconography. The first was the emblem of Charity depicted as a woman with two young children, a typical subject in the artistic repertoire of the 19th century. For example, in Bouguereau’s Charity of 1865, now in the Birmingham City Art Gallery, where Charity is placed in a genre setting as a sorrowing mother begging alms for her baby and two older children. They are seated on the steps of the Church of the Madeleine in Paris. A poster on the wall on the upper right advertises a lecture on the theme of charity by the radical priest and writer, Pere Lacordaire, which explains the title by which the picture is now known. Presumably, the similar pose of Herkomer’s figures reminds  Victorian viewers of their duty and responsibility  towards their poor and destitute.
SLIDE 3:

But it is the second theme that Herkomer draws on that I want to focus on today.  This theme draws on the story of the Flight into Egypt from the Gospel of Matthew and, throughout the centuries has been, by far, one of  the most frequently painted and most evocative subjects in the entire repertoire of biblical iconography.  From this typical treatment of the story by Correggio, it’s clear how Herkomer deliberately arranges his figures to evoke  the subject for the viewer.  Just as Joseph protects Mary and the child in the Corregio painting, so the father, portrayed quite heroically by Herkomer, stands alongside his wife and children. 
I want to reflect on this subject from two perspectives: first, how does Herkomer make use of this very rich iconographical tradition:    and second: what is different about the way we, as 21st century viewers, interpret the painting - and the significance of the subject it represents -  as opposed to its original Victorian viewers at the end of the 19th century? 

SLIDE 4:

 In traditional iconography, there are two settings for the biblical story of the Flight into Egypt:  the first depicts the journey itself and was found most commonly in Italy while the second, depicting a particular moment along the way, was entitled The Rest During the Flight into Egypt, and was much more common in Northern Europe.  Both subjects were heavily laden with all kinds of spiritual and theological allusions. Early Christian apocryphal legends displayed an insatiable interest in every detail of the family’s journey and stay in Egypt, particularly the so-called Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew.  Such legends were instrumental in the way artists, especially in the medieval period and in later centuries read the story.  
SLIDE 4A:

In this early 16th century Italian painting, for example, the artist includes many of the miracles that take place along the way:  of particular interest is how pagan idols simply fall off their pedestals and smash to pieces at the family’s approach….a motif I’ll return to later.
SLIDE 5:

The tradition reflected in Herkomer’s painting is that of The Rest on the Flight into Egypt. Over the centuries this iconographic tradition too became imbued with medieval spiritual writings.  For example, in The Meditations of the Life of Christ from the mid-thirteenth century by Pseudo-Bonaventure, the reader is urged to imagine where the family rested and how they survived:

…Jesus was carried to Egypt by the very young mother, and by the aged Joseph, along wild roads, obscure, rocky and difficult, through woods and uninhabited places - a very long journey….they are said to have gone by the way of the desert. …Where did they rest and how did they spend the night…you must contemplate all these things. And you must enlarge on them in your imagination. 
And this is precisely what many paintings of the subject actually did. In The Rest on the Flight into Egypt, the early 16th century Dutch artist Gerard David, inspired by this text and other late medieval works of literature, presents the Flight in terms of a journey through life, a pilgrimage on which the viewer should accompany the Family. The family’s journey’s becomes the pilgrimage of every human life, confronting at each step along the way the choice between the easy path of a sinful existence and the more difficult one of virtue. The wealth of allusions to the Eucharist, nourishing the believer along the way, is conspicuous in many paintings of this subject. Here represented by the bunch of grapes.
SLIDE 6:

Herkomer, too,  includes an allusion to the journey of life by depicting a meandering path – it’s a technique that draws the viewer into the painting. It allows us to approach and come close to the destitute family.  The metaphor of the path - or the way - throughout the Bible is often associated with choice:  in Psalms and Proverbs, the paths of the righteous and those of the wicked are clearly differentiated. In the Gospels, the Levite chooses to pass by the victim on the roadside while the Samaritan rescues him. But the winding road may also suggest hope in the future…..  An important motif in paintings of the Rest on the Flight into Egypt was the idea that an unseen Divine Providence is present along the way.
SLIDE 7:

 The gaze of the father into the far distance as the path disappears on the horizon, the only note of optimism, reflects the father’s confidence in Providence -  a reference  perhaps to Psalm 23 and the shepherd guiding the traveler along the right path, leading him from the valley of darkness to pastures green….a Psalm that was especially popular and well –known in Victorian England. 
SLIDE 8:

The family wasn’t always depicted against a romantic and serene background. The subject was a particular favourite of Gentileschi who painted several distinctive versions. This is in the Bham Art Gallery. They stand out  because he strips away the serene romanticism and idealism of other depictions and leaves the viewer with a setting that highlights the bleakness, isolation and poverty of the refugee family; there is no natural landscape, no source of food or water; instead a large decaying wall covers almost a third of the canvass.  Their worldly possessions are contained in one small sack and the menacingly tempestuous sky is symbolic of the violent drama which is unfolding in Bethlehem and from which the family has escaped.   Gentileschi wanted to depict the Family as an ordinary Italian peasant family with grubby hands and feet. As in Herkomer’s painting, too, there is nothing to distract the viewer from the bleak and barren world that the family find themselves in.
SLIDE 9:

No doubt, most of you are familiar with Caravaggio’s version –  like Cheryl’s notorious women this morning – if only for the notorious angel.  It’s  important in that it’s Caravaggio’s first significant ‘biblical’ painting and the first serious depiction of the subject in Italy.  
SLIDE 10:

In setting out violin music for the angel to play, Caravaggio offers a key to the painting’s meaning.  By painting a meticulous copy of a music book which contains a motet beginning with the letter Q, we can identify a passage from the Song of Songs as the text appropriate to the music, it’s a quotation that forms part of the Vespers of the Virgin Mary.  

SLIDE 11

By showing the family resting at sunset, Caravaggio makes a very close  association between the story of the Flight into Egypt and the liturgical process of Vespers, the hour of prayer that  heralds rest and sleep. But rest and sleep, as often in painting, can anticipate the sleep of death…in this instance the death of Jesus.  Like Caravaggio, Herkomer, by depicting the mother and two children asleep, evokes their vulnerability, a vulnerability that borders on death itself. The posture in both paintings is almost identical. 

SLIDE 12:

By the way, the traditional inclusion of the biblical story in the liturgical process of Vespers is the reason why we find so many images of the scene in illustrated Books of Hours: it is the image of the Flight into Egypt that invariably introduces Vespers in these manuscripts. 

To sum up so far:  Even though Herkomer’s painting depicts what was a pretty conventional subject in the late 19th-century, the Victorian viewer could probably tune into a lot of the biblical imagery implicit in the painting. At the same time, it reflects a fairly standard, conventional use of biblical iconography and there isn’t all that much that’s distinctive or unique about it.  
So why should we bother going back to look at it again?  Is there any further dimension that we can bring to this painting from our world?  Can our experience elicit some new meaning that lies hidden and concealed within it?  I believe it can. 
From the time of this painting in 1885 until today, we’re essentially talking about the 20th century, a century characterised by the experience of exile, alienation and the displacement of peoples.  In the middle of the century, in 1952, Pope Pius XII, in a celebrated encyclical reflecting the post-war preoccupation with exile and the displacement of peoples throughout Europe and Palestine, suggested that the story of The Flight into Egypt should be seen as the symbol of hope to the refugee in every age: He said:

The émigré Holy Family, fleeing into Egypt, is the archetype of every refugee family. Living in exile in Egypt to escape the fury of an evil king, they are, for all times and places, the models and protectors of all migrants, aliens and refugees of whatever kind who, whether compelled by fear or persecution or by want, are forced to leave their native land, their beloved parents and relatives, their close friends and to seek a foreign soil.

SLIDE 13:

Indeed, the biblical story had already been used by 20th century artists to suggest precisely the same thing.  In his 1903 painting Poverty, executed during his so-called ‘Blue Period’, a period characterised by his preoccupation with the poor and destitute of society, Picasso seemed to anticipate the horrors of the coming century. Blue was chosen deliberately — deep and cold, signifying misery and despair — to intensify the hopelessness of the figures, while their mortality was communicated by the skull-like appearance of the heads of both mother and baby. 
SLIDE 14:

But it was the Jewish artist Marc Chagall, above all, who identified personally with the biblical image and who alludes to it in very many of his paintings.  

 After Chagall’s flight from Nazi Europe in 1941 and while seeking a self-image as a refugee, he found in the  Flight into Egypt  an autobiographical precedent for his present state and an image that clearly suggested the fact that he had been saved while others had not. It is his creation of an intensely personal iconography of the fleeing mother and child that really differentiates him from other contemporary Jewish artists at the time. 
SLIDE 15:

 In the Harlequin Family or the Flight into Egypt, the mother and child ride out of the deserted snow-covered village on the traditional donkey with Joseph the Harlequin perched precariously behind them. 
SLIDE 16

His depiction is very similar to that found in traditional iconography (for example, Giotto’s fresco in Padua). ….except that Chagall makes the escape much less assured by the stationary position of the mule.

SLIDE 17

Again, In his large painting War of 1943, the mother and child flee dramatically in a sleigh from a snow covered village alight with flames and inhabited only a corpse.

SLIDE 18:

But Chagall’s personal identification with the image of the Flight into Egypt emerges most powerfully in Obsession in 1943.  Here the mother and child are in a wagon hitched to a blue horse and escape from a burning building in Russia,  symbolised by the green-domed church.  This image was inspired by an episode from the artist’s own life: shortly after his birth, his mother had to be removed on her bed from the house which burned down.  But the painting also symbolises the darkest days of the war and parallels the crushing of the Warsaw Ghetto revolt. The whole world, it seems, goes up in flames and a green Jesus lies helpless in the streets of the burning ghetto, mourned by the matriarch Rachel in the blazing sky above.  As mother and child try to flee from the burning house, the mule refuses to move so that their attempted escape is futile. Realising this, the child - Chagall himself - covers his face with his hands.
In Obsession, Chagall powerfully subverts traditional Christian iconography associated with this image. The absence and omission of Joseph is particularly noticeable, leaving the mother and child especially vulnerable. It is not the pagan gods, who fall from their pedestals, as is generally the case, but the Crucified Jesus, the very symbol of Christianity itself, that falls down so helplessly - the colours of the lifeless body implying that he is well and truly dead, beyond revival and so powerless to defend.  The background, far from suggesting a unified landscape of peace and rest, so often the case, is literally on fire, the flames about to envelop the mother and child. The matriarch Rachel, never included in Christian iconography of this scene, floats above the scene and mourns as she does in the Gospel story.   
SLIDE 19:

By using traditional Christian symbols, Chagall speaks to Christian viewers of the plight of the Jews through visual imagery, familiar to them. Jesus may represent the martyred innocent Jew - but he also epitomizes the powerlessness of the Christian God; not only is he a fallen, ineffective idol but his lifeless body even blocks the escape for the Jewish family.  Chagall’s implied comment is that the Christian West, like their god, is either powerless or lacks the will to save the Jews in their plight.

SLIDE 20:

And so it goes on:  the appropriation of the theme in the 20th century just seems endless. If you visit the Palestinian studios and galleries of the West Bank towns of Bethlehem and Ramallah, for example, you’ll find that the image is used to support the call for the repatriation of refugees and more open borders. Jesus the Palestinian is depicted expelled and banished from his homeland.
So, what, then, do we bring to Herkomer’s painting?  I would suggest that when we view this painting, we bring to it so many  powerful images from the 20th century that we have assimilated into our subconscious – photographs of war refugees, families fleeing oppressive regimes and so on. These images flash across our television screens, relentlessly. Hard Times ceases to represent for us a subject that depicts a specific moment in Victorian times, but becomes rather a painting with a universal and timeless message. With our hindsight of the 20th century, the painting draws attention to the precarious balance that exists between rootedness and displacement, justice and injustice, good and evil.  There are no extraneous or redundant details in this bleak painting to distract us from these harsh universal realities. The obvious allusion to the biblical story of the flight into Egypt re-inforces the message:  that even a child with divine status can be so vulnerable and find himself at the mercy and whims of a dictator cannot bode well for the safety and well-being of the marginalised, represented here by the family of agricultural workers, in any time or place.

To conclude:
SLIDE 21

It’s clear then, that the biblical story illumines the significance of the image.  But, conversely, can we say that this important iconographical tradition enhances our understanding of the biblical text?  Well, whatever about the more sentimental representations, I believe that Chagall’s appropriations certainly does.  Why?
Constructed around the key Old Testament ideas of Exodus and Exile, the Gospel story of the Flight into Egypt serves to remind us how the experience of exile and alienation, both individual and communal, echoes throughout the entire Old Testament and is presented as an inescapable reality of life. 

 And if you don’t appreciate this biblical perspective, you’ve missed the whole point of Matthew’s story.  
It is Chagall’s appropriation that draws us back to the very core of the story that often became overlaid with sentimental embellishment.  Most importantly Chagall alludes, almost uniquely among artists, to the ethical dilemma that lies at the centre of this text…namely …how could the violent slaughter of so many innocent children be justified – simply because of the presence of this family among them….why could they not escape too?  Why were their lives deemed so secondary and so worthless? Chagall was very preoccupied with this dilemma – it was a very personal one as he stated many times….why he was allowed to escape Europe in 1941 when so many others perished. 

He is also the only major artist, as far as I know, to give the mourning Rachel, the Jewish matriarch, mentioned only once in the entire New Testament, her rightful, prominent position.  The Jewish matriarch, mourning over the loss of an entire people, contrasts with the mother and the single child attempting to escape.  
So Chagall’s paintings on the theme help illumine the essentials of the biblical story and bring us back to reflect on those universal issues of exile and alienation, both personal and communal, that Matthew asks us to reflect on in the first instance: inescapable realities then and inescapable realities now.   It is this perspective that we should bring not only to Chagall’s paintings but to others that appeal to the same biblical story, such as Herkomer’s Hard Times, here in this gallery.
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