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Background

· Edgar Degas came from a background of wealth and privilege.  He lived most of his life in Paris, France.  He chose to study art, and he became one of the most influential artists.

· In portraits, Degas sought to capture the personality traits, as well as the appearance, of his subjects.  His work was greatly influenced by Japanese prints and early photography.  He would paint his subjects at unexpected angles and cut-off figures at the edge of the canvas in order to create a candid effect.  The subjects in his pictures appeared to be frozen in time.

· Degas was fascinated with movement and the human form.  He is most famous for his paintings of the ballet.  Ballet was a vehicle through which he tried to capture human movement.  Degas used brilliant color, light, and shading to create the feeling of movement.  Degas tried to understand the movement of horses; he modeled sculptures of horses, studied photographs of horses galloping, and made sketches and paintings of the racetrack..  

· Edgar Degas is associated with the French Impressionists artists, but he preferred to be called an “Independent” or a “realist”.  Unlike the Impressionists, Degas:   preferred to work in his studio; painted slowly; painted very few landscapes; meticulously planned out his paintings; and prepared detailed drawings on paper before he created the painting.  However, like the Impressionists artists, Degas painted contemporary scenes. 

Resources

Children’s Books:

Edgar Degas, by Mike Venezia

What Makes a Degas a Degas?, by Richard Muhlberger

Degas and the Dance, by Susan Goldman Rubin
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Presentation Outline

Poster 19:

· Edgar Degas was born July 19, 1834 in Paris, France.  He was the first of five children.  His mother was an American; she was born in New Orleans, and she died in 1847 when Degas was 13 years old.  His father was a wealthy, prominent banker from Naples, Italy.

· His father loved art and felt it was important to expose his son to art.  When Edgar was a child, his father would take him to art museums and galleries in Paris.  Degas became fascinated with the paintings of the great Renaissance artists (e.g., Raphael and da Vinci).

· In 1845, Degas attended an elite secondary school, Lycée Louis-le-Grand.  His best grades were in drawing, but in other areas, he was a lackluster pupil, who daydreamed, and was reprimanded for carelessness.  At that time, nothing seemed to indicate his genius; however, in 1853, he was one of the few to earn a baccalaureate degree.

· After he graduated, he announced he wanted to be a painter and he was given permission by the Louvre to copy the works of the great masters.

· His father wanted Degas to be a lawyer and run the family bank; so, Degas started law school to satisfy his father, but left after the first term.

· In 1855, Degas enrolled in France’s most prestigious academic institute for fine arts, but he left after the first semester.  Degas studied under older, established artists and traveled extensively throughout Italy, copying the masters and visiting relatives. 

Posters 7, 8, 9, and 19:

· In the first 20 years of his career, almost half of his paintings were portraits, mainly of his family and himself.  He painted 15 self portraits.  Degas set out to capture appearances and personality traits. 

→ Poster 9 (second row, first picture from the left):  Bellelli Family - Edgar’s aunt is sad because her father has just died, and she has an unhappy, arranged marriage to Edgar’s uncle; this portrait is over 6 feet high; Edgar sketched each family member when visiting them in Italy and finished the painting from the sketches when he returned to Paris.

→ Poster 9 (first row far right):  A good friend, Henri Rouart, is shown off center in front of his factory.

→ Poster 9 (second row, second picture from the left):  Edgar’s father is shown (in back) shortly before his death, with Spanish tenor, Lorenzo Pagans.

→ Poster 19:  self portrait; his sister, who just lost a child, is shown, bottom right. 

Posters 3, 4, 6, 7, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 : 

· During the early 1860’s, Degas drew mostly in pencil, but later, he began using charcoal, chalk, pastel, and a type of oil paint.

· By the mid 1860s, his work was being greatly influenced by Japanese prints and early photography; Degas was influenced to view his subject and plan his work by using:

→ Unexpected angles ( Poster 11); and 

→ Cutting-off figures at the edge of the canvas to create a candid effect ( Posters 11, 15). 

· Degas became fascinated with movement and the human form.  He is most famous for his paintings of the ballet.  However, he did not want to be thought of as just “the painter of ballet dancers”; ballet was a vehicle through which he tried to capture human movement. 

→Moments before or after a ballet were as important to Degas as the event, itself (Posters 4, 6, 10, 11, 13, 14, 16, 17).

→Degas painted ballet scenes as though you were viewing the ballet from above; in this way, the figures did not block each other (Posters 10, 11, 13, 17).

→Degas used brilliant color to create the feeling of movement (Posters 10, 17).

→To move the eye deep into his pictures, Degas used open spaces (Posters 3, 6, 10, 13).

Posters 1, 2, 12

· Degas tried to understand the movement of horses; he modeled sculptures of horses and studied photographs of horses galloping.  

· Degas made sketches and paintings of the racetrack that included jockeys on horseback and spectators.

→ Most of his racetrack sketches and paintings do not show the race, itself, but show moments before or after the race; (the smudgy backgrounds accentuate the horses; the horses and jockeys seem to be caught casually, as in a snapshot.)

Posters 7, 8:  

· Edgar Degas is associated with the French Impressionists – a famous, informal group of artistic revolutionaries (e.g., Monet; Renoir; Pissarro). 

→ Poster 8:  Edgar used two friends as models, seated in a café that was the meeting place for the Impressionists.

· Degas organized and exhibited in seven of the eight Impressionists shows held in Paris between 1874 and 1886, but instead of being called an Impressionist, Degas preferred to be called an “Independent” or a “realist”. 

→ Impressionists painted outdoors - Degas preferred to work in his studio; he hated painting outside, and he would do sketches outdoors and then bring them back to his studio to paint, or he would paint in his studio from memory. 

→ Impressionists usually painted quickly – Degas painted slowly.  Sometimes, Degas continued to work on paintings even after he sold them.  A friend chained his Degas painting to his wall to keep Degas from taking it back to his studio to work on it.  

→ Impressionists liked painting landscapes – Degas painted very few landscapes. 

→ Impressionists liked spontaneity in their paintings – Degas meticulously planned out his paintings; Degas once said “No art was ever less spontaneous than mine.  What I do is the result of reflection and study of the great masters.”  

→ Impressionists worked directly on their canvases with paint. – Degas prepared detailed drawings on paper before he created the painting.

· Like the Impressionists, Degas primarily painted contemporary scenes (Poster 7).

Poster 20
· Little Fourteen-Year-Old Dancer (c. 1881) – famous; experimental; 39 inches high; wax; real hair; satin ribbon; real ballet costume; silk slippers; covered in wax, except the skirt.  
· In 1885, Degas began to lose his eyesight.  As his eyesight faded, he worked more with clay modeling.  He lived alone and never married.  He was known for being witty, but he was also very private.  As he loss his eyesight, he became more withdrawn.

· He was almost completely blind when he died on September 27, 1917.  His tombstone read, “He loved drawing very much.”

Edgar Degas 

Project

Materials:


· Pencils, Chalk Pastels

· Manila drawing paper – 12 inches x 18 inches

Activity:

· Study paintings by Edgar Degas that show humans or horses in motion.

· Think about what humans or animals look like in motion (e.g., running, dancing, jumping).

· On manila drawing paper, draw figures of humans or animals in motion.  Do not be too detailed; drawings should just suggest form in motion.  

· Once your figures are drawn, color them with chalk pastels; use color to accent the figures’ motions (e.g., bright colors and/or shading).

Edgar Degas

Inventory List

Portfolio:  20 posters

Books:  3


Edgar Degas, by Mike Venezia


What Makes a Degas a Degas?, by Richard Muhlberger


Degas and the Dance, by Susan Goldman Rubin

Project Materials:


Manila paper – 12 inches x 18 inches


Chalk pastels
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