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Student Resource 2 A linguistic approach to From the 
Painting Back from Market by Chardin (AO1, AO2, AO3, AO4)

Activity 2

Read the following reviews featured on the cover of Eavan Boland: New Collected Poems (2005):

• Over eight collections, her developing forms and subjects – the fabric of domestic life, myth, love, history, and Irish rural 
landscape – have kept their commitment to lyric grace and feminism. (Ruth Padel, Independent on Sunday)

• While still attuned to the silences of the past, Eavan Boland challenges us to accept the consequences of female mastery, 
as she explores ways of writing about purpose and continuity, success and certainty. (Times Literary Supplement) 

• Eavan Boland lives in a different world, one from which she can see not only “the Dublin mountains”, but a looming poetic 
tradition and the wastes of European history … (New York Times Book Review)

In pairs, or in small groups, look at the painting below. It is called Back from the Market (also called The Return from the Market) 
by Jean-Baptiste-Simeon Chardin (1699–1779), painted in 1739. Your task is to find five aspects from the painting that Eavan 
Boland would include if she wrote a poem about it. 

You may choose to use the questions below to guide you, or to refer back to the characteristics of aspects of Boland’s work 
identified in the reviews above.

1. On what features might Boland focus: the woman, her face, her clothes, her pose, the interior, the bread and wine, the 
bag, the activity outside the door? Give reasons for your decisions.
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2. Is it significant that the painter of Back From the Market is male? If so, why?
3. Is it the past, the present or the future that is most evident in this painting? Why might this be of interest to Boland?
4. What metaphors might you expect to see in this poem?

Compare your findings in a whole-class discussion. 

Now divide into four groups. Each group is responsible for one aspect of this poem.

Group One: Nouns
Look at the following list of nouns or noun phrases that have been taken from the poem From the Painting Back From Market 
by Chardin:

Colours, country day, seagulls’ bodies, peasant woman, times, delay, dreams, eyes, love, market, flagons of wine, feet, bread, 
arm, limbs, colour, heart, line, hand, hindlegs, hare, cloth sack, door, woman, daylight, nothing, closet, art, hazard, death, 
future, past, history, loves, dawn market, bargaining, men, women, produce, morning, day, impulse, light, birds, snow.

What links and patterns are clear in this list? What nouns or noun phrases seem to deviate or not fit in? What is the balance of 
abstract nouns to concrete nouns? Do all the concrete nouns seem to focus on the same subject or not? Can you construct a 
narrative from the nouns you have here, linking them back, of course, to the painting you have been studying?

Group Two: Adjectives
Look at the following lists of adjectives or adjectival phrases that have been taken from the poem From the Painting Back 
From Market by Chardin:

Grey-blue, blue-grey, white, short, empty, right, cloth, painted, bare, great, secret, dawn, next, common, surging, single, 
distinct, accumulating.

What links and patterns are clear in this list? What adjectives or adjectival phrases seem to deviate or not fit in? Can you 
construct a narrative from the adjectives you have here, linking them back to the painting you have been studying?

Group Three: Verbs or verb phrases
Look at the following lists of verbs or verb phrases that have been taken from the poem From the Painting Back From Market 
by Chardin:

Dressed, is to be found, mixed, fixed, peep, moves, has been lost or changed, think, removes, come back, congregate and go, 
learning to live, linked, survive, are.

What links and patterns are clear in this list? You might, for example, identify the use of the passive voice. Why might this 
be relevant to the subject of this poem (knowing what you do about the painting)? You might also look at the use of tense. 
What’s your theory about the way in which Boland changes tenses in this poem? Who or what is being written about in the 
present tense? Who or what is being written about in the past tense?  Can you construct a narrative from the verbs you have 
here, linking them back to the painting you have been studying?

Group Four: Pronouns 
Look at the following lists of pronouns that have been taken from the poem From the Painting Back From Market by Chardin:

Her, her, her, her, he, her, her, her, I, her, she, they. 

Given this list of pronouns, what narrative position would you expect the speaker to take? Who is the “her” and “she”? Perhaps 
more obscurely, who is the “he” and who is the “they” in this list? Referring back to the study you have done on the painting, 
what would you expect this poem to be about?

Present your thoughts in a whole-class discussion. Did your interpretations differ? Did the study of the pronouns, for 
example, reveal a different aspect to this poem than the study of the verbs?
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Now read the poem and discuss how accurate your predictions were. Did some of the words change in meaning in the 
context of the poem? Did other patterns emerge?

In your groups choose one of these following sentences to write a paragraph about the use of either nouns, verbs, adjectives 
or pronouns in From the Painting Back From Market by Chardin.

1. With a regular rhyming scheme of A, B, C, A, D, E, D, E, a repeated pattern of a short line in the third and fifth line of each 
verse, and with repeated three or four stress lines, this is clearly a carefully constructed poem. In a poem about the way in 
which art represents history and stereotypes and reduces women, Boland’s choice of ….. illustrates …..

2. This poem draws attention to the process of idealising a woman by a male painter who captures a single moment, 
thereby failing to represent the real woman, the work she does, her past and her future. Boland’s choice of ….. illustrates 
…..

3. In this poem, the power of the painter is obvious as he has “fixed” the peasant woman’s limbs and her heart in colour and 
line. She has become an object, and Boland’s use of ….. illustrates ….

4. Boland’s poems often use the domestic setting of ordinary life, but this poem appears to criticise the way in which this 
painting fixes time and this woman in this interior, daily scene. Her choice of …. Illustrates ….

5. While this poem seems to criticise the way in which the woman is reduced to a moment and to an object to be observed 
by the viewer, the poem itself repeats this process of objectification. The central figure remains voiceless and powerless, 
and the use of ….. illustrates …..

Once you have completed your writing in your groups, it may be useful to swap your responses around, making notes as you 
go. 
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