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INTRODUCTION 
‘People call me the painter of dancers, but I really wish to capture movement itself.’
EDGAR DEGAS (1834–1917)

Today, the artist Edgar Degas is widely associated with the subject of dance. At the
ballet he found a privileged place for the observation of both human drama and
movement, and his iconic images of ballerinas both on and off the stage remain
among the most popular works in nineteenth-century art. He succeeded in
creating a daringly modern, highly individual approach to art. The works in this
exhibition record his lifelong attempts to achieve the impossible: to describe
movement in a single frozen image.

This exhibition focuses on the artist’s abiding preoccupation with the ballet,
from his famous rehearsal scenes made in the 1870s, to the innovative, exploratory
pastels towards the end of his career. It also seeks to reveal Degas, the first artist in
history to specialise in the ballet, as a cutting-edge, experimental artist who
explored all the technological developments of the day, including photography,
in order to further his art. 

Degas’s unique way of viewing and recording the dance is linked to his
fascination with the groundbreaking photographic experiments of Eadweard
Muybridge and Etienne-Jules Marey, along with other contemporaneous pioneers
of the moving image. Yet he always managed to keep an eye on the great masters
of the past. By bringing the traditional methods of a history painter to bear on
contemporary subject matter, he became a quintessential painter of modern life.

Above all, however, it is the artist’s ongoing preoccupation with movement
that connects every image in this exhibition. ‘It is the movement of people and
things that distracts and even consoles, if there is consolation for one so unhappy,’
the artist wrote in a letter to his friend Henri Rouart. ‘If the leaves of the trees did
not move, how sad the trees would be and we too!’ 

EARLY LIFE AND BACKGROUND
Hilaire-Germain-Edgar Degas was born in Paris in 1834 to a wealthy banker, who
was also an art lover and collector. His mother was a French Creole from New
Orleans in the USA. Originally destined for a career in law, Degas persuaded his
father to allow him to study to become an artist and attend the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts. He was an avid follower of the great classical French artist J.A.D. Ingres
(1780–1867) who imparted to the young artist the importance of good
draughtsmanship. ‘Draw lines, young man, many lines, from memory or from
nature,’ he told him. The superb drawings in this exhibition are proof that Degas
learned this lesson well. 

Degas was largely self-taught; he travelled extensively in Italy, making
numerous copies of works by the great Renaissance artists. While he was in the
Louvre in Paris, copying a Velasquez painting, he made the acquaintance of
Edouard Manet (1832–1883) who later introduced him to a group of painters who
became known as the Impressionists. Under their influence, Degas abandoned his
interest in conventional historical subjects in favour of a rich variety of themes from
contemporary urban society, such as café life, the opera and, of course, the ballet.
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Degas followed with interest the advent of
photography, pioneered in the 1830s by Louis
Daguerre and Henry Fox Talbot. However, as his own
work reveals, he was also well aware of the protracted
and arduous limitations of the medium. While from a
modern perspective we may consider unexpected
angles, cropping or the ‘snapshot’ quality of an image
to be characteristic of photography, this was not the
case in the middle of the nineteenth century. Degas
was actually more stimulated by the flat areas of
colour, unusual vantage points and cropped imagery
of Japanese woodblock prints. From the 1860s, the
boldness and directness of Japanese artists such as
Hokusai (1760–1849) and Hiroshige (1797–1858)
developed his interest in compositions that showed an
unexpected and disjunctive viewpoint, seen in such
paintings as L’Absinthe (1875–76) and Miss La La at the Cirque Fernando [Fig.2].

DESCRIBING THE DANCE
Shortly before the first Impressionist exhibition in 1874, which Degas helped to
organise, he started work on a theme that would occupy him throughout his
career: the ballet. Despite his fears in later years that he would be remembered
merely as ‘the painter of ballet dancers’, many of these works show Degas at his
best, observing light and movement with great acuity at firsthand. He was a
familiar figure backstage, and his earliest paintings of dancers concentrate on
highly original, impeccably observed performances, classes and rehearsals. By
1878, he tended towards painting and sketching the dancers more as individuals
in his studio. 

Cat.1 This painting is one of a series Degas made in the 1870s, focusing on dancers
in the rehearsal room. On occasion Degas painted actual performances, such as
Ballet Scene from Meyerbeer’s Opera “Robert le Diable” (1876, cat.15), but as his
career progressed he was more frequently engaged in depicting the informal
movements of the performers rehearsing and resting, often in the casually
contorted poses characteristic of dancers in repose.

In The Rehearsal, he has combined a group of dancers performing arabesques
in the background with several figures waiting and resting in the foreground.
On the left of the composition, a truncated spiral staircase highlights a pair of
dancer’s legs as she descends the stairs. In the background on the right we see
the ballet master Jules Perrot, veteran of the Romantic ballet, clad in a red shirt.
The rather shabby-looking interior décor is at odds with the beauty of what is
taking place in the room. 

Degas paid particular attention to the fall of light across the floorboards and
the brilliantly observed poses of the dancers. Despite the wonderfully informal
ambience of the rehearsal room, nothing is accidental, as many preparatory
sketches preceded the artist working with oils on canvas. ‘I assure you no art was
ever less spontaneous than mine,’ he once said. ‘What I do is the result of
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‘… for me the dancer was
a pretext for painting
pretty fabrics and
rendering movement.’ 
EDGAR DEGAS TO THE PARIS
ART DEALER AMBROISE
VOLLARD

IMPRESSIONISM
Degas was a leading figure within the Impressionist movement, exhibiting in all
but one of the eight shows they held in Paris between 1874 and 1886. However,
in a number of ways his aims were quite different. While Monet, Pissarro and other
members of the group were principally concerned with observing the transient
effects of light and atmosphere on landscape and water, Degas was more
attracted to the urban life of Paris – his birthplace – and the world of cafés,
theatres, the opera, ballet and the racetrack. He focused more on depicting the
human figure in motion than on observing natural phenomena. Unlike the other
Impressionists, he had little interest in painting in the open air, preferring either to
work before the model in his studio or to visit the Parisian spectacles, which so
excited his artist’s eye.

[Fig.1] Although Degas’s lifelong preoccupation with movement separated him
from the other Impressionists, this painting, also known as Viscount Lepic and
His Daughters, demonstrates that, on occasion, the artist’s interest in depicting
contemporary Parisian life and everyday scenes made him very much an exponent
of Impressionist ideas.

In this radical composition, no single figure or object plays a dominant role.
The father, Ludovic-Napoléon Lepic (known as an elegant flâneur), moves off
across the wide expanse of the plaza in a different direction to his two daughters.
This suggests a modern informality and sense of movement. The location is in
Paris, with the Jardin des Tuileries recognisable in the background. Noteworthy
too is the expanse of central space, empty of almost all substance save the street
itself painted in vibrant yellow. There is no centralising force in the composition:
no rallying point at which lines converge. All is divergent: the looks of the two
girls, their father with his umbrella striding almost off the canvas, and the dog
partly obscured by the girl’s body.
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‘What use is my mind?
I have my model, my
pencil, my paper, my
paints. My mind doesn’t
interest me.’
EDGAR DEGAS 

Fig. 1
Place de la Concorde, 1875
Oil on canvas
78.4 cm x 117.5 cm
Hermitage, St. Petersburg, Russia  /
The Bridgeman Art Library

Cat. 1 overleaf

The Rehearsal, c.1874
Oil on canvas
58.4 x 83.8 cm
Lent by Culture and Sport Glasgow on
behalf of Glasgow City Council
Gifted by Sir William and Constance,
Lady Burrell to the City of Glasgow, 1944
Photo © Culture and Sport Glasgow (Museums)

Fig. 2
Miss La La at the Cirque
Fernando, 1879
Oil on canvas
117.2 x 77.5 cm
© The National Gallery, London. 2011
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reflection and study of the great masters; of inspiration, spontaneity and
temperament.’

Photography at the time was a slow and rather laborious process, with heavy
equipment and a long exposure time removing the element of spontaneity we
associate with the art form today. It has been suggested that The Rehearsal can be
seen as an attempt by Degas to advance beyond the photograph as it was
popularly known in the 1870s. He would have been well aware that the ‘frozen’
legs on the stairs and the fluttering tulle skirts of the dancers were effects that
would have defeated most contemporary cameras. By drawing our attention to
these features Degas seems to distance himself from the widely admired medium
of photography, displaying the prowess of what he could achieve with
observation, preparation and oil paints.

Degas has been described as essentially an abstract artist using the human figure on
which to project form, colour and movement. What do you think about this viewpoint?

Why do you think Degas has contrasted the dancers who are performing with those who
are resting?

Cat. 12 This painting marks a critical shift in Degas’s oeuvre, from depictions of
classroom and rehearsal to performance. Degas focuses on two superbly poised
dancers on stage at the Paris Opera. There is also a dancer, or to be precise a
partial dancer, shown far left, set back from the stage, at the edge of the canvas.
The angle of vision is very daring. Presumably the viewer is looking down on the
scene from a box close to the edge of the stage. At the time, this asymmetrical
composition would have seemed very original. Apart from the long and shapely
legs of the dancer, the lower half of the picture is effectively empty, demanding the
attention of the viewer to her graceful poise as she hovers in space under the
theatre lights.

Equally crucial to the depicted scene is that the main ballerina is en pointe: a
position that could only be sustained for an instant before she adjusted her
equilibrium or moved to a different step. Thus, rather than representing movement
itself, this subtle painting describes a moment between different phases of action.
In such situations, Degas might well have felt that he and his painter-colleagues
still had the upper hand over photography. Especially finely observed are the
dancer’s left leg and foot, where much of her body weight is supported on the tips
of her toes in a technical tour de force that had only been introduced into ballet a
generation earlier. Making this detail the pivotal point of his design, Degas also
noted the bulge in her shoe, caused by its light reinforcement for such extreme
manoeuvres, a nuance that presumably reflected Degas’s firsthand study in the
rehearsal rooms and of models in his studio.

What is the importance of light in this study?

Why do you think Degas chose to paint this scene from such an unconventional
viewpoint?
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‘Art is the same world as
artifice, that is to say,
something deceitful. It
must succeed in giving the
impression of nature by
false means, but it has to
look true. Draw a straight
line askew, as long it gives
the impression of being
straight.’ 
REPORTED CONVERSATION WITH
DEGAS

‘Dance is able to reveal
everything mysterious
that music conceals, and it
also has the merit of being
human and palpable ...
Dance is poetry with arms
and legs; it is a matter,
gracious and terrible,
animated, embellished by
movement.’
CHARLES BAUDELAIRE,
FANFARLO, 1847

Cat. 12
Two Dancers on the Stage,
c.1874
Oil on canvas
62 x 46 cm
The Samuel Courtauld Trust, The Courtauld
Gallery, London



Cat.4 Compared to Two Dancers on the Stage, this study of a dancer posed
against the light with a backdrop of the city of Paris behind her seems very static.
This is not unintentional and in fact Degas shows here his acute awareness of the
practices of contemporary photographers by describing the highly artificial
circumstances in which much of the dance imagery of the day was created. Most
of the dancers who were drawn and painted by Degas had been photographed
many times, both as private individuals and as professionals for their cartes-de-
visite, a calling card that included a small studio portrait in an artificial set-up. A
dancer would have to hold her position absolutely still for these shots, as any
movement would register as a blur on the photographic plate. By contrast, when
Degas executed his painting, he proceeded in a tried and tested fashion by making
a careful drawing of the young woman which he then squared-up for its transfer
to canvas. 

By positioning his model against natural light, however, the artist emphasised
a factor vital to both professions, especially to photographers who still struggled
with interior compositions. Studios used by Parisian photographers, in common
with many painters, were often found on the upper floor of buildings and typically
had large windows to provide a source of natural light. Dancer Posing for a
Photograph shows how important the fall of light was in many of Degas’s
compositions. ‘The fascinating thing is not to show the source of light, but the
effect of light,’ he once scribbled in his notebook. 

This painting can be seen as a slightly tongue-in-cheek nod to the all-pervasive
practice of photography in nineteenth-century Paris. Yet at the same time
photography was an important research tool for Degas’s art. Twenty years after
he painted this study, the artist bought himself a camera and took carefully
constructed photographs of his friends, and himself.

SEEING THE LITTLE DANCER
As a young man following the instruction of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres,
as well as copying the Old Masters, Degas understood from the start the vital
importance of good draughtsmanship. The wonderful drawings in this
exhibition reveal the artist’s genius and originality in this sphere. They also
provide us with a fascinating insight into his working methods. 

Degas’s sketchbooks proposed new ways of scrutinising and representing
subjects such as dancers. For Degas, this also meant revisiting the traditional
relationship between artist and model, and between the viewer and a work of
art. He had become intrigued by the possibility of introducing an element of
mobility into his artwork. In the case of the Little Dancer studies, Degas himself
became the active observer by ‘turning around’ his model as he studied her.

Cat. 23 Degas began making preparatory sketches for the revolutionary
sculpture Little Dancer Aged Fourteen in the 1870s. We know that he used
a specific model, a dance student at the Paris Opera School called Marie van
Goethem. Sadly, we also know that her career was short lived and that her life
did not turn out well. 

The sculpture, two-thirds life-size, was modelled in wax, supported by a
metal armature. It was also – very daringly and originally – dressed in a muslin skirt,
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Cat. 4
Dancer Posing for
a Photograph, 1875 
Oil on canvas
65 x 50 cm 
The State Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts,
Moscow
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‘Do the same subject
over again, ten times,
a hundred times. Nothing
in art must seem to be
chance … not even
movement.’
EDGAR DEGAS, 1886

Cat. 23
Three Studies of a Dancer
in Fourth Position, c.1878–81
Charcoal and pastel with
stumping, and touches of
brush and black wash, on
greyish-tan laid paper with
blue fibres, laid down on grey
wove paper
48 x 61.5 cm
The Art Institute of Chicago, 
Bequest of Adele R. Levy
Photo © The Art Institute of Chicago
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lace-trimmed bodice and ballet slippers. Only after his death in 1917, at age 83,
was the sculpture cast in bronze.

There are in all nine sheets of preparatory drawings for the now famous – at
one time notorious – sculpture of the Little Dancer Aged Fourteen. Degas drew his
model Marie van Goethem repeatedly from every possible angle in preparation for
the sculpture, analysing his subject and translating it into a three-dimensional
form. He made 26 figure studies, showing the dancer from nineteen different
viewpoints, a sequence of images that creates a comprehensive picture of her
figure in the round: a 360 degree survey.

The collective significance of this suite of drawings for the Little Dancer
becomes clear when they are considered not as separate sheets but as a
continuous statement about a single entity (as demonstrated in the exhibition
layout). More precisely, if each depiction of the model were extracted from its
setting and rearranged in a sequential progression, it would result in an almost
continuous account of Marie’s figure. Degas had succeeded in bringing the ‘little
dancer’ to life.

Cat. 26 When the Little Dancer Aged Fourteen was first shown at the sixth
Impressionist exhibition in the spring of 1881, it caused an immediate sensation.
What appeared to most shock people was that the dancer looked so real – not
beautiful and romanticised as ballet dancers were traditionally depicted. Some of
the critics’ comments seem offensively misogynistic. ‘Have you ever seen a model
so horrible, so repulsive?’ wrote one critic. Another wrote that the girl was
‘odiously ugly’ and ‘simply terrifying’. But perhaps the biggest objection was that
she seemed immoral: ‘a rat from the opera … learning her craft with all of her evil
instincts and vicious inclinations’; a girl who would inevitably become ‘a woman
whom diplomats will fawn over one day’.

These rather shocking reviews reveal a sad truth about the lives of a significant
number of these trainee dancers. Many of them came from poor, disadvantaged
backgrounds and were exploited both financially, and in some cases, sexually.
Often, they would be selected more for their looks than their talent. Without
question these working class girls – les rats as they were derisively called – were
preyed upon by wealthy men known as abonnés, who visited the ballet and
behind the scenes enjoyed privileged access to the dancers. 

Degas was well acquainted with this corrupt side to the world of ballet. When
he painted and sculpted the dancers, he was quite consciously depicting a
controversial, rather shocking ‘modern life’ subject, as well as expressing the
beauty of the dance.

But there were some critics who understood Degas’s very radical sculpture.
The well-known critic Paul Manz thought it had been made by an ‘observant artist’
applying ‘the supreme law of naturalism’, to produce a figure with ‘a singular
truth to movement in general’. 

Why are a sculptor’s preparatory sketches so important?

Is it difficult to understand why this piece shocked many people when it was first
exhibited in Paris? Why do you think their reaction was so strong?

Why do you think the Little Dancer Aged Fourteen has become such a famous,
well-loved sculpture? 
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‘… Such is this dancer who
comes to life and seems
ready to step down from
her pedestal.’
JORIS-KARL HUYSMANS,
L’ART MODERNE, 1883

Cat. 26
Little Dancer, Aged Fourteen
1880–81, cast c.1922
Painted bronze with
muslin and silk
98.4 x 41.9 x 36.5 cm
Tate. Purchased with assistance from 
The Art Fund 1952
Photo © Tate, London, 2010

‘When people talk of
ballet dancers they
imagine them as being
covered with jewellery
and lavishly maintained
with a mansion, carriage
and servants, just as it says
in story books. In reality
most of them are poor
girls doing a very
demanding job and who
find it very difficult to
make ends meet … I’ve
got to know these ballet
pupils since they have
been coming to pose for
me.’
EDGAR DEGAS
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Cat. 32
The Dance Lesson, c.1879
Oil on canvas
38 x 88 cm
National Gallery of Art, Washington, Collection
of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon, 1995.47.6
Photo courtesy National Gallery of Art,
Washington



British-born Eadweard Muybridge, who immigrated to the United States in the
1850s, is one of the most influential photographers of all time. He pushed the
limits of the camera’s capability to create a world-famous series of images that
show animals and humans in motion.

Muybridge famously proved that a horse could fly. Adapting the very latest
technology to his ends, he proved his theory by getting a galloping horse to trigger
the shutters of a bank of cameras. This experiment proved indisputably what no
human eye had ever before been able to discern: that at regular intervals a
galloping horse has all its four hooves raised off the ground at the same time.
Prior to that, artists had consistently failed to represent the motion correctly.
In 1879, in order to demonstrate his new theories, Muybridge invented the
zoopraxiscope: a method of projecting animated versions of his photographs
as short moving sequences, which undoubtedly anticipated subsequent
developments in the history of cinematography.

During the 1870s and 1880s, Muybridge was at the forefront of technical
advances that enabled the camera to record movement in split-seconds, and
in the process capture images never before seen by the human eye. 

Cat.69 This photograph is taken from a plate in Muybridge’s famous Animal
Locomotion, which he made for the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia,
between 1884 and 1887. Contrary to the project’s published title, the collotype
prints include both animals and people, although most of them show horses in
motion.

Muybridge recorded most forms of human movement, often directing his
models to introduce a note of fancy into their action. He divided his results into
a typological framework common to the period, grouping men above women,
and the nude before the draped or clothed figure. Straddling science and art,
Muybridge’s achievement is even more remarkable in that, at the time,
controversy about nudity had flared up in Philadelphia after painter Thomas
Eakins (1844–1916) was sacked for allowing his female students see a naked
male model in a life-drawing class. It was some time before this deeply
conservative stance was relaxed in art schools on both sides of the Atlantic.

Do you think of this image as a work of art or of scientific research? 
Give reasons for your answer.

Do you think Degas’s interest in Muybridge furthered his art? If so, how?

Cat. 69
EADWEARD MUYBRIDGE
‘Woman Dancing (Fancy)’,
plate 187 of Animal
Locomotion, 1887
Collotype on white wove paper
18.4 x 41.7 cm
Royal Academy of Arts, London
Photo © Royal Academy of Arts, London /
Prudence Cuming

PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE PANORAMIC GAZE
Degas once remarked to a friend that his fundamental aim as both sculptor and
painter was to capture ‘movement in its exact truth’. This exhibition establishes
Degas as an artist who was highly aware of the pioneering photographers of
his day. 

The growth of panoramic photography clearly inspired Degas to experiment
with new kinds of composition, something he continued to do throughout his
career. His series of frieze-like paintings – of which he made almost a dozen (six of
which are included in this exhibition) between the late 1870s and the turn of the
century – echo the composition of the popular panoramic photographs of the
streets of Paris. These paintings, which are more than twice as wide as they are
high, almost uniformly depict wide exercise rooms within which dancers are
positioned rhythmically. They invite the viewer to scan the scene, and thereby
actively animate the panorama.

Cat.32 The Dance Lesson is a wonderful example of that. Reading the picture
from left to right, a girl in a red shawl is seated, looking extremely weary.
Dominating the space behind her and leading our eye into the centre of the
painting, a wall painted in contrasting colours is set at a slight angle to the picture
plane. A succession of dancers either standing or sitting mimic the direction of the
wall, punctuating the space, the bright colours of their shawls and sashes
highlighting the picture at intervals. As in later frieze compositions, the positioning
of the dancers across the broad expanse of the room subdivides the space and
creates a natural path for our eye to follow.

This panorama-like design invites its viewers to survey the room from side to
side, as we do when entering any large space. Degas actively encourages the
scanning response by seizing our attention with the seated figure in the
foreground, then leading our eyes to the farthest corner by means of perspective
and the diminishing scale of the painted figures. 

Direct comparisons of the spatial and compositional features of the artist’s
ballet frieze paintings with the panoramic photography of the day reveal many
similarities: a discreet diagonal line running across the image for the eye to follow,
large areas of bare foreground, and a wide angle view that encourages us to scan
the space.

What effect does the variety of poses of the dancers in this painting have on its overall
composition?

Compare this painting with Degas’s Place de la Concorde. How do you think Degas has
been influenced by photography in this work? 

THE HUMAN ANIMAL: MUYBRIDGE AND MAREY
The revolutionary work of both the British photographer Eadweard Muybridge
(1830–1904) and the Frenchman Etienne-Jules Marey (1830–1904) were of
particular interest to Degas and without doubt influenced the direction of his
work. The interest the two men took in both science and the visual arts is reflected
in their work, which transformed the representation of human and animal
movement in the 1880s. Their photography encouraged Degas to probe modern
perceptions of time, sequence and motion.
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THE DANCER IN MOVEMENT
During the 1880s, Degas became increasingly preoccupied with recording dancers
caught in mid-action and made a series of drawings to explore each movement.
This too was when he began to work as a sculptor, with a view to recording a
dancer’s movements based on direct observation. 

Cat.85 Degas made many small-scale models of dancers in movement and of
racehorses in action. These sculptures, which are so admired today, consistently
reveal the artist’s extraordinary genius for expressing movement. Yet it is quite
clear that during his own lifetime he did not conceive of the sculptures as works of
art in their own right nor want them to be exhibited. It was only after his death
that they were cast in bronze. Degas’s feelings are made quite clear in his
statement: 
‘The only reason I made wax figures of animals and humans was for my own satisfaction,
not to take time off from greater expression, greater ardour and more life. They are
exercises to get me going; documentary, preparatory motions, nothing more. None of
this is intended for sale … Before I die, all of this will disintegrate of its own accord and it
will be just as well as far as my reputation is concerned.’

Of course, Degas was quite wrong to assume these works would never be
appreciated, but nonetheless it is important to understand that he made these
sculptures for his own research. Yet what is distinctive in almost all of his studies of
dancers is their implied animation, ranging from the exertions of the rehearsal
room to vivid arabesques and lively dance steps on stage. This extended series of
works is in many ways similar to Degas’s archive of drawings of ballerinas, which
explore almost every aspect of their movement. Comparable too, was the sheer
obsessive nature of the artist’s approach to this private task, as expressed in certain
poses often repeated with only minor variations, and in his focus on minute
nuances of position, gesture, anatomy and musculature. 

In this exhibition, three of Degas’s
arabesque figures have been arranged
in sequence to highlight each different
phase represented in the movement known
as arabesque penchée, which begins with the
dancer standing erect before gracefully tilting her
body forwards with one leg extending behind. Together
these three works form a unified and persuasive whole
that describes a continuum of movement, leaving little
doubt that the artist executed them together as a series.

Why do you think Degas did not want to exhibit these sculptures?

Do you prefer Degas’s paintings of the dancers or his sculptures?
Give reasons for your answer.

It is relatively unusual for an artist to both paint and sculpt
(although Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse and Alberto Giacometti
would soon follow in Degas’s footsteps, as painter-sculptors
working in Paris). How do you think the development of this
symbiotic relationship between the two disciplines would affect
an artist? How did it affect Degas?
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‘Draw a dancing figure;
with a little skill you
should be able to create
an illusion for a short
time. But however
painstakingly you study
your adaptation, you will
achieve nothing more
than an insubstantial
silhouette, lacking all
notion of mass and
volume and devoid of
precision.’
DEGAS IN CONVERSATION WITH
FRANÇOIS THIÉBAULT-SISSON

Cat. 77
ETIENNE-JULES MAREY
‘Images successives et
fréquentes d’un goëland
au vol’, from Marey 1882–86,
Station Physiologique;
Méthodes, Installations
et Instruments
Chronophotograph pasted
into album
26.5 x 24 x 8 cm
Collège de France
Photo Collège de France Archives

Cat. 85
Nude Grand Arabesque,
First Time, c.1885–90
Bronze
48.5 x 24 x 34.5 cm
Lent by Culture and Sport
Glasgow on behalf of Glasgow
City Council. 
Presented by Messrs Alex Reid 
and Lefevre Ltd, 1952
Photo © Culture and Sport Glasgow (Museums)

ETIENNE-JULES MAREY
Like the better known, more self-promoting Muybridge, Marey specialised in
the subject of movement, studying the circulation of blood, the flight of birds
and humans engaged in various activities. His early attempts at filmmaking were
to be hugely influential on the embryonic beginnings of cinema (the first film by
the Lumière brothers was shown in Paris in 1895). Just before the first
Impressionist exhibition in 1874, Marey published his popular La Machine
Animale (Animal Mechanism) in which he set out his theory that ‘motion is the
most apparent characteristic of life’. He began lecturing on his ideas and later
wrote articles for the illustrated magazines of the time.

Cat.77 Marey developed new techniques in photography, such as slow motion
to record a large variety of movements. In the 1880s he had the revolutionary
idea of recording several phases of movement on one photographic surface, as
shown in this image of a bird in flight. He called this chronophotographie, and
in 1882 made his chronophotographe gun, an instrument capable of taking
twelve consecutive frames a second. Like Muybridge, he focused on a wide
variety of creatures, including horses, birds, dogs, sheep, donkeys, elephants,
fish, insects and reptiles. In 1890 he published ‘The Flight of Birds’, illustrated
with photographs, drawings and diagrams.

Degas was enormously influenced by Marey’s achievements. A number
of his own works, such as Three Dancers, Landscape Scenery, (c.1895–98,
cat.124), show Degas responding quite specifically to Marey’s work by
contriving a group of ballerinas to follow a common trajectory, mimicking the
progression of a single figure in space. The critic Gustave Geffroy praised
‘the rhythmic grace, the legs, the arms, the torso, the entire body in movement’
in one of Degas’s works.

Do you think Muybridge and Marey had similar aims? How did they appear to differ?

Why do you think Degas was so interested in Marey’s work?
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Cat. 95
Jules Taschereau, Edgar
Degas and Jacques-Emile
Blanche, December 1895
Enlarged gelatin silver print
from glass negative 
23.1 x 24.8 cm
Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute,
Williamstown, Massachusetts, USA
Photo © Sterling and Francine Clark Art
Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts, USA /
Michael Agee

‘They held the pose for
two minutes – and so it
went … At half past
eleven everyone left –
Degas, surrounded by
three laughing girls,
shouldering his camera,
as proud as a child
carrying a rifle.’ 
DANIEL HALÉVY ON AN EVENING
WITH DEGAS, 1895

DEGAS THE PHOTOGRAPHER
Although photography played a huge part in the development of Degas’s work,
it was not until 1895 (he had just turned sixty) that he bought his own camera
and delved enthusiastically into the world of amateur photography. Although
the majority of his photographs were portraits, there are also a few surviving
examples of female nudes and dancers.

Cat. 95 Degas took this photograph of himself and his friends in deliberately
informal poses after a dinner, probably at his own house. It was very likely taken
around 1895, not long after Degas bought his first camera. There is a delightful,
almost childlike enthusiasm about it, as he is clearly experimenting with the
potential of his new acquisition. Surviving today in its original frame, this print
may have been chosen for display by one of the sitters.

The same year as Degas bought his first camera, the Lumière brothers had
their first film projected in Paris. The public debut at the Grand Café came a few
months later and almost instantly Paris was abuzz with the excitement of this
transforming advance in technology. It had taken almost sixty years since Louis
Daguerre’s exploration of photography in the 1830s to arrive at the ‘movies’.
Interestingly, that process had been taking place throughout Degas’s life – he
was a child of five when photography was invented. It is very fitting that the
final section of the exhibition includes a short film of Degas, by then elderly
and virtually blind, taken by the film director Sacha Guitry.

LATE DRAWINGS AND PASTELS OF THE DANCE
While still a student travelling around Italy, the young Degas alighted on an
antique mosaic in the Naples Museum. ‘If I had my box of pastels I would learn
a lesson from it which would last me a lifetime,’ he remarked. Interestingly,
he had valued the medium in his youth, not then knowing it was to become
his principle means of expression. 

In the latter part of his career, Degas turned increasingly to pastels, using
colour to animate the dancer, often with astonishing results. He liked the way
their matt texture resembled the Italian frescoes he had so admired as a student.
He also took full advantage of the bright modern array of hues that had only
recently become available. The juxtaposition of colour in his late pastels is
extraordinarily original and daring, and arguably far more so than his work
in oils. 

On a more practical level, by the late 1880s, Degas’s eyesight had begun
to fail, and he could no longer rely on the fine precision of his draughtsmanship,
thus pastels became a preferred medium. In his work, facial features lost definition
as their shapes blended into simplified, expressionistic blurs of contours and
movement, resonating with colour. While compensating for Degas’s worsening
eyesight, his move towards the use of pastels could also be seen as yet another
stage in a long tradition of his experimenting with different forms of media:
painting, wax sculptures, photography, pastels. Even with this last medium he
experimented, for example, by working the pastels with a brush for new effects.
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Cat. 125
Three Dancers (Blue Skirts,
Red Bodices), c.1903
Pastel on paper mounted on
card
94 x 81 cm
Fondation Beyeler, Riehen/Basel
Photo Peter Schibli, Basel

Cat.125 The almost frieze-like arrangement of the dancers in this composition
resonates strongly with the influence of photography. The dancers lean over one
another, creating a sequential composition, their fanned-out skirts overlapping
like a deck of playing cards in a Marey-like progression. Their energetic forms
are less individually distinguishable, which perhaps invites us to perceive them as
the progression of a single dancer in movement. The pastel marks echo the
contours of the figures and their costumes, just as Marey – for scientific
purposes – imposed repeated curves on the figures in his ‘geometric’ renderings
of movement.

In Three Dancers (Blue Skirts, Red Bodices), Degas sometimes uses vivid
colour descriptively, but in other passages completely arbitrarily, taking pleasure
in the brilliant juxtaposition of complementary colours. Successive applications
of chalky pastels followed by the use of fixative creates a richly varied texture,
like a miniature landscape of colour, with peaks and troughs of shifting hues.
Clearly, an experimental and sensuous exploration of colour became pivotal
in his later works. In 1895, he wrote in his notebook:

‘Thus it is not instinct alone which makes us say that it is in colouring that one must look
everywhere for the affinity between what is living and what is dead or vegetal. I can
easily bring to mind certain hair colouring, for example, because it struck me as being
the colour of varnished walnut or tow, or like horse-chestnut bark, real hair with its
suppleness and lightness or its hardness and heaviness.’

This interesting passage also highlights the artist’s often commented upon
obsession with auburn hair.

Later in life Degas thought he had been too hard on the female figure, treating women
like specimens in a zoo. His aim had been to create a naturalism that was radical at the
time – a sense that the sitter, unaware of being captured, was not posing for the picture.
Do you think he achieved this here? 

How do Degas’s pastels differ from his oil paintings? Which do you prefer? Give reasons
for your answer. 

In what way does Degas use colour differently in the pastels?

Do you think Degas’s later work differs from his earlier studies of the ballet? 
If so, how do you think it has changed? 

CONCLUSION
The paintings, drawings and sculptures in this beautiful exhibition bear
witness to an extraordinary focus on something very specific – the influence
of photography on the artist. Degas was clearly very much an artist of his time,
drawing contemporary subjects and using the latest in modern technology
to create startlingly original art that exalted the idea of the figure in motion.

Degas’s last years were lonely and isolated as the deaths of some of his closest
friends, such as Henri Rouart, caused him to become even more introspective.
The onset of his blindness frequently caused him to feel bitter. Yet despite his
solitude, the scope of his collecting showed that Degas remained appreciative
of contemporary developments in art right up until the end of his life. He bought
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paintings by Gauguin (1848–1903), Paul Cézanne (1839–1906) and Van Gogh
(1853–1890). In their turn these painters were also great admirers of
Degas’s genius.

Degas’s writing, both in his letters and diaries, reveals his complex and often
mysterious personality. The reader becomes aware of the gradual change from
a shy young man with a tendency to romanticise, to the lonely, cynical, almost
blind old man walking alone around the streets of Paris. Nevertheless, these
final dark days of his life were accompanied by some of his most adventurous
explorations into the world of colour and movement.

But perhaps Degas himself should have the last word. What is less well
known is that Degas also expressed his life’s passion – the ballet – in his own
words. He wrote a sonnet called ‘The Dance Class’ in 1873, around the time
he started painting The Rehearsal. It is perhaps a fitting conclusion.

THE DANCE CLASS

She dances, dying. As around the reed
Of a flute where the sad wind of Weber plays,
The ribbon of her steps twists and knots,
Her body sinks and falls in the movement of a bird.

The violin sings. Fresh from the blue of the water
Silvana comes. And carefully ruffles and preens;
The happiness of rebirth and love on her cheeks,
In her eyes, on her breasts, on her whole new being …

And her satin feet like needles embroider
Patterns of pleasure. The springing girl
Wears out my poor eyes, straining to follow her.

With a trifle, as always, the beautiful mystery ends.
She bends back her legs too far in a leap,
It’s the leap of a frog in the Cytherean pond.
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