The Stages of a Worker's Life

Leon Frederic

Leon Frederic (1856-1940), for a time Belgium's most famous painter, tried to encompass all stages of a worker's life in this large 1895 triptych (figure 14.4). In the foreground of the central panel, children on the right play cards while on the left they carry and nibble bread. Their parents and young couples stand just behind them; in the background are the aged members of the working class whose ultimate fate is marked by the distant but approaching funeral coach. The left side panel depicts the man's workworld, where men of all ages, from adolescence to old age, engage in manual labor or observe it. In the foreground they aredigging while in the middle ground they struggle with heavy beams. Behind them are the factories where they work. The right side panel shows women's world, all mothering and nurturing with babies in their arms and at their breasts. Behind them are market stalls where they shop. Here is a vision of workers' lives in a nutshell: hard manual labor for men, child-rearing and food preparation for women, and at the end old age and death for all.

CONSIDER: Whether this seems like a realistic depiction of workers' lives; how, in content and tone, a corresponding depiction of middle-class lives might look.
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