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The fluidity of authenticity is crucial to Ask the Fellows
Who Cut the Hay. The goal of any recreation is to
create an almost perfect facsimilie of the original. But
perfection is an impossible goal. Instead the recreation
becomes about the slippages and what that reveals about

When Constable was painting The Hay Wain Britain
was on the cusp of the Industrial Revolution. The type
of idyllic agrarian labour depicted in the painting was
about to become mechanised. It is this transformation
of how the land was cultivated that has been a factor
in the rise of The Hay Wain as one of Britain’s most
beloved painting. It freezes in time a less complicated
life. The question becomes – given Constable’s practice
as an artist – is this romantic view of Suffolk accurate?
Landscape paintings are ‘a natural scene mediated by
culture’.1 No painting can be perfectly accurate because
they are filtered through the artist’s eye. Did Constable
ever see a team of horses in the pond while a woman was
washing clothing? He almost certainly didn’t but fidelity
was not the point of this painting – it was spirit.

The title for this exhibition comes from the 1956 book
‘Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay’ by George Ewart
Evans. Conducted as an oral history, Evans recorded the
recollections, tales and customs of the people of rural
Suffolk. Deeply rooted in nostalgia for the ‘old’ ways of
farming and living as a community, working the land
with their hands, this book captures the same wistful
desires expressed by Constable’s The Hay Wain. The
individuals Evans interviewed were real people who
worked hard during trying times. The Hay Wain depicts
a real place where real farming was conducted. Both
capture something that is lost, and its disappearance
represents a deep cultural, economic and political shift
in Britain’s history. The irony of this title is that hay was
excluded from the recreation. Now absent from the cart
and back fields, it is through its removal that the artists
allude to the reframing of the site over time from a place
of agriculture to a place of culture.

Willy Lott’s Cottage, which the painting depicts, has
undergone many changes over the centuries since
Constable first sketched the site. To commemorate
the 200th anniversary of Constable’s time in Suffolk
contemporary artists Estella Castle and Cat Auburn
recreated The Hay Wain at the original site. On 4
September 2016, the artists carefully directed the
restaging of this iconic British painting. The result
of the day was not simply a faithful reproduction of
the painting but a video work that examines the roles
of distance, influence, pilgrimage, authenticity and
recreation in historic and contemporary art.

In 1816, under the soft light of the early summer sun and
as a warm breeze carried the sweet smell of elderflowers,
John Constable sketched drawings that would later
become his iconic painting, The Hay Wain. In 1821
the six foot work was finished in Constable’s London
studio, using his vast collection of reference drawings to
carefully construct a perfect view of rural life.

John Constable, in a letter to the Rev. John
Fisher, Hampstead, 23 October 1821

Painting is
with me
but another word
for feeling

Sarah McClintock

By working and living in Britain Auburn and Castle
are supremely conscious of the tension that exists
between distance and culture. By recreating this icon
of British landscape painting they are exorcizing
the past and reclaiming distance as a way to give
perspective to the dominant cultural narratives that
continue to pull New Zealanders back to Britain. With
their awareness of the ubiquitousness of a British

Constable’s work is imbued with the issues of temporal
and physical distance. His initial sketches for the
painting that would come to be known as The Hay
Wain can be dated to 1810-1816, a full decade before
the canvas was complete. The preparatory studies
were made during his many visits to his home county
of Suffolk, but the final work was completed in his
London studio. He felt “I should paint my own places
best… I associate ‘my careless boyhood’ with all that
lies on the banks of the Stour; those scenes made me a
painter, and I am grateful.”2

The first paintings of New Zealand were completed
in England; official artists accompanied Captain
James Cook on his voyages to the South Pacific with
the purpose of capturing in paint the wonders they
witnessed during these ambitious expeditions. With
the colonisation of New Zealand in the mid-nineteenth
century the British lens with which the county was
viewed was solidified. Despite the obvious differences
in light and landforms, early painters of New Zealand
imposed a European understanding of the landscape in
the work created in this ‘new’ country. High culture was
perceived as the purview of Europe and Britain and New
Zealanders were to learn at their feet.

It is impossible to ignore that the artists responsible for
this recreation of a very British work are in fact New
Zealanders. New Zealand/Aotearoa is as far away from
England as you can possible get. There are 18,695 km or
11,617 miles between the two countries. Growing up in
this colonial nation we were taught that ‘real’ art was
something that existed on the other side of the world.
Printed reproductions of paintings by the great British
and European masters were hung above fireplaces in
countless antipodean homes as examples of our heritage.

the original. The most recognisable example of this is the
inability to locate the horses and cart within the pond.
It is far too deep to safely drive a team of horses into
its waters. The site is no longer a functioning mill and
without the constant flow of water silt has settled in the
pond, making it impossible to safely take horses into its
depths. Instead of being perturbed by the impossibilities,
the artists viewed them as opportunities to interrogate
the role of authenticity in art. The land wasn’t pristine
before and during Constable’s lifetime. Agriculture leaves
scars on nature and in New Zealand, as well as England,
native forests and bush have been destroyed to make way
for cultivation. A perfect landscape may not exist but the
impossibilities of the painting make it no less impactful
as a record of a privileged view of rural history.

2 John Constable, in a letter to the Rev. John Fisher, Hampstead,
23 October 1821

1 W.J.T. Mitchell, ‘Imperial Landscape’ in W.T. Mitchell (ed),
Landscape and Power, Chicago, University of Chicago Press,
1994, p 5

The drama of the recreation is distilled through the
camera’s lens, much in the same way Constable ‘directed’
his large scale canvases. While he sketched directly from
nature the final view was carefully constructed with
different skies, carts and animals constructed to create
the ideal country science. But not necessarily the truth.

Despite the proliferation of Hay Wain merchandise across
the world people still feel the draw to visit the painting
itself, on permanent display at The National Gallery in
London, and to Willy Lott’s Cottage in Flatford. Much
like the regular trips Constable himself made, each year
thousands of people make the pilgrimage to ‘Constable
Country’. Visitors throng to this beautiful part of Suffolk
in an attempt to get closer to the artist, and perhaps
transport themselves, even if only for a moment, to his
time. Walking where he walked, seeing what he saw – the
longing for this type of connection to a historical figure
is universal and drives a significant amount of cultural
tourism. By actively encouraging visitors to come to
Flatford to view the recreation Auburn and Castle were
engaging this act of pilgrimage to facilitate and furnish
this dual artwork.

Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay exists as two
intertwined artworks. One being the recreation
as an event: the day when the artists, horses, cart,
dog, actors, and audience converged to restage The
Haywain. This all or nothing day, where anything
could and did happen, was equally ambitious and
unpredictable. The second work is the result of the
day – a video created with footage from the day,
both shot by the artists and the audience, positioned
beside archival footage of New Zealand landscapes.
Britain’s influence on the way in which New Zealand
has historically viewed itself is given a literal voice
with the inclusion of the archival footage from both
England and New Zealand. The strikingly similar
presentations mirror the cultural influence of ‘Home’
on this small British outpost. Until the mid-twentieth
century England was ‘Home’ for Pākehā (the Māori
word for New Zealanders of European descent). This
multi-generational sense of belonging somewhere
else, with a cultural heritage across a vast ocean,
is what draws many antipodeans to England.

framework of understanding within the nations
that once formed the British Empire, the artists, by
injecting a New Zealand presence within The Hay
Wain are performing their own kind of colonisation.
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