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This elaborate drawing inspired the painting, The Washer Women in the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston.1 The key literatary reference is to Moreau-Nelaton's seminal work of 1921 
Millet raconté par lui meme, in which this drawing is illustrated.  It had belonged to James 
Staats Forbes (1823 - 1904), one of the museum's patrons and the most important Millet 
collector of his generation.  Forbes sold his collection to many of the leading collectors, 
including Frick, JP Morgan, and Alexander Young who, like William Burrell, was a 
leading industrialist and one of the leading Scottish art collectors of his day. 
 
Millet, amongst the founders of the Barbizon school, is celebrated for his portrayals of 
peasants in a more realist style than previous idealised pastorals, elevating rural workers 
to a heroic status on large-scale canvases traditionally reserved for mythological and 
religious scenes, as seen in his most famous works The Sower (1850, Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston), The Gleaners and The Angelus (1857 and 1859, both at the Musee d’Orsay 
Paris. 
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The drawing is a large size for a work on paper and depicts an important subject, as well 
as having a distinguished provenance. It is one of the best examples of a conte drawing 
by the artist, comparable in scale and ambition to his best coloured works in pastel.  This 
drawing “with its sharply reinforced outlines leads one to believe that it served as the 
model for the Boston painting.  In the straight stance, braced arm, and distant gaze of 
the woman receiving the heavy, wet linen, Millet conveyed the weight of her burden as 
well as resigned acceptance of a task to which her body is well accustomed.  Silhouetted 
against the sky, lifting the laundry to her companion’s shoulders, the second woman 
brings a note of poised grace to their labour, in which no movements are wasted.”2 
 
As Robert Herbert wrote of this drawing, that it is ‘the remarkable pair of figures, whose 
meaning not in any detail, not in any facial expression, but in the rightness of their 
silhouettes, into which Millet has distilled the essence of their work’.3 “Perhaps the 
distillation of which Herbert speaks derived from Millet’s ability to express so much with 
a single contour. Laundresses both in town and country were a new and modern 
’subject’, treated by such artists as Daumier, Daubigny, who often set his figures against a 
sunset sky, and, most famously, Degas.”4 
 
The major work by Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot, The Bent Tree Morning, acquired by the 
Felton Bequest for the National Gallery of Victoria 1907, share the same distinguished 
provenance being in the collection of  J. S. Forbes then Alexander Young.  
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