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Edgar Degas, born Hilaire-Germain-Edgar De Gas in 1834, was a French artist famous for his work in painting, sculpture, printmaking and drawing. He is regarded as one of the founders of Impressionism although he rejected the term, and preferred to be called a realist, (Wikipedia). Often referred to as a superb draftsman, he is especially identified with the subject of the dance, and over half of his works are of dancers. Pictures of dance and dancers display his mastery in the depiction of movement, as do his racecourse subjects and female nudes. His portraits are notable for their psychological complexity and depiction of human isolation, (Wikipedia).
Early in his career, Degas wanted to be a history painter, a job for which he would have been well prepared by his austere academic training and devout study of classic art. In his early thirties, he decided to change all that, and by combining the traditional methods of a history painter with contemporary subject matter, he became a classical painter of modern life, (Wikipedia).

Edgar Degas was the eldest of five children of Célestine Musson de Gas, an American by birth, and Auguste de Gas, a banker, (TheArtStory). Edgar later changed his surname to the less fancy sounding 'Degas' in 1870, (a name like “De Gas” was meant to show land ownership). He was born into a wealthy Franco-Italian family and was encouraged from early on to follow the arts, though his family did not intend for young Degas to make a career out of it. He graduated in 1853 with a baccalaureate in literature, and the eighteen-year-old Degas went on to apply at the Louvre as a copyist, which he described later in life as “the foundation for any true artist”, (TheArtStory).
In 1855 he was admitted to the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris. Here he studied drawing with the academic artist Louis Lamothe, a former student of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. Also in 1855, the Exposition Universelle, (a big art exposition in Paris), took place, and Degas was enthralled by Gustave Courbet's works of Realism. It was also at the Exposition that Degas first met Ingres, a painter several years his senior, whose personal guidance would turn to be very valuable towards his career, (TheArtStory).
In 1865, Degas traveled to Naples, Italy, to visit his aunt, the Baroness Bellelli and her family. This three-year trip was very important for his personal growth as an artist. During this time, he spent many hours working on the Realist portrait The Bellelli Family (1859), which would turn out to be one of his most famous works. Degas also spent countless hours visiting the museums and galleries of Italy, carefully studying Renaissance works by Michelangelo, Raphael and Titian, (TheArtStory).
While copying a picture by Velázquez at the Louvre in 1864, he met Édouard Manet, who coincidentally was copying the same painting. His friendship with Manet was extremely helpful in the development of Impressionism. In 1865, Degas exhibited at the Paris Salon, the first of six showings, showing works such as Édouard Manet and Mme. Manet and The Orchestra of the Opera (both 1868-69). These paintings are examples of his work that subtly blurred the lines between straight portraiture and genre painting, (TheArtStory).
While Degas was serving with the National Guard in the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71), he realized that his eyesight was flawed during rifle training. Evidence of this imperfection can be seen even in his most famous paintings, (TheArtStory).
Although the 1860s was a primarily fruitful time in Degas's career, his most famous body of work was created in the 1870s. By this time he had discovered what he really loved - Paris. He was continually inspired by its boulevards, cafés, shops, dance studios, drawing rooms, theaters and operas. Degas became well known for his meticulous observation, devoting a substantial amount of time to capturing the detail of human beings. This may have indeed been the reason he rejected the label 'Impressionist', perhaps believing that it suggested something accidental or incomplete, (TheArtStory).
Evidence of this can be found in innovative works such as Foyer de la Danse (1872), Musicians in the Orchestra (1872) and A Carriage at the Races (1873). Each of these pictures also demonstrates how “Degas assumed unconventional point-of-views, suggesting the perspective of a distracted spectator” (TheArtStory). Unlike Renoir and Monet, Degas was not a plein air painter, and instead he was a big fan of the light and reliability of the studio. “Incidentally, his few outdoor scenes were produced from memory, or conjured in part from his imagination” (TheArtStory).
From 1872 to 1873, Degas went on a trip to New Orleans to visit his brother René and other family members, including his uncle, who managed a failing cotton exchange. During this time, he produced many influential paintings, one of those being A Cotton Office in New Orleans (1873). This would be the only one of his works to be purchased by a museum in his lifetime. Upon his arrival back home in Paris, the French Impressionists had their first group show at the Café Guerbois, in which Degas was involved. Despite these ties, Degas always held the French Impressionists at arm's length. Although he admired their work and shared many of their ideals, he never completely adopted their philosophy. Regardless, he showed work in all but one Impressionist group show, including the final 1886 exhibition. He also single-handedly recruited more artists to exhibit at these shows than any other member, (TheArtStory).
Degas never married and remained a bachelor throughout his life. This has given energy to theories about the rationale for his strange and generally unflattering images of women. “His intent may have been to suggest the figures caught off-guard, though feminist critics have pointed out that the effect is often degrading”, (TheArtStory).
As the 19th century came to a close, Degas slowly produced less work. He began spending more time collecting the works of other artists he admired. “He purchased work by contemporaries such as Manet, Pissarro, van Gogh, Gauguin and Cézanne, as well as older artists who had informed Degas as a young man, like Delacroix and Ingres”, (The Art Story). Degas’s late works, like the bronze Woman Rubbing Her Back with a Sponge (1900), is a confirmation of Degas's continued passion for capturing the female form. However, nothing he created in this period matches the power of his early work, (TheArtStory).
Although Degas discontinued the use of oil painting later in life, he continued to work with a variety of media, including pastels and photography. But it was ultimately sculpture that became his preferred medium as his eyesight worsened. He became more and more of a recluse, and most of his friendships with fellow artists like Manet and Renoir, eventually ended. These divisions were only accelerated by Degas's explicit anti-Semitism, which was intensified by his stance during the infamous Dreyfus Affair. Edgar Degas died in 1917.
Edgar Degas is, by far, one of my favorite artists. Although he did not consider himself an Impressionist, the movement itself fascinates me. There is something that seems to excite the imagination in an Impressionist painting. Or, as Degas said himself, "A painting requires a little mystery, some vagueness, some fantasy. When you always make your meaning perfectly plain you end up boring people." It makes you wonder why he insisted he was a Realist. Perhaps it was his classical training and close study of human form that made him unwilling to adopt the title of Impressionist. In any case, I find his paintings speak novels to me, whether it is in terms of human emotions or female form or color arrangement. Something about the way he interprets those ballet scenes and puts it down on a canvas is incredibly romantic and surreal, (surreal in a dreamlike sense, not surreal as the Surrealist movement). Edgar Degas encompasses all of what it means to truly be an artist, which to me is one part having submitted oneself to rigorous academic/classical training and another part taking that training and letting your imagination, and of course talent, run wild with it. 











Works Cited
"Edgar Degas." Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation, 04 Feb. 2012. Web. 03 Apr. 2012. <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edgar_Degas>.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Wolf, Justin. "The Art Story.org - Your Guide to Modern Art." Edgar Degas Biography, Art, and Analysis of Works. Web. 03 Apr. 2012. <http://www.theartstory.org/artist-degas-edgar.htm>.
