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__________ 

Introduction  

 Late in his career, Edgar Degas (1834-1917) wrote, “They call me a painter of dancers, 

not understanding that for me dance is a pretext for . . . rendering movement.”1 Remembered 

primarily for his avant-garde representations of ballet, Degas left over fifteen hundred paintings, 

pastels, drawings, prints and sculptures of ballet dancers.2 Why were female dancers from the 

ballet his most frequent subjects, representing approximately half of his oeuvre? Who was his 

audience and what significance did his artworks have for them? Two Dancers on a Stage, c. 1874 

is a typical image (Figure 1). A dancer performs a bourrée, tiny beating steps taken while 

balanced delicately on the tips of her toes, a recent technical innovation in choreography that 

electrified audiences. She holds her arms in an “away” gesture, as she travels in the opposite 

direction in which she is looking, in essence, toward the viewer  across the available empty space 

of the stage. A second dancer bows toward the first dancer and the presumed audience in a pose 

of sublimation and invitation as she waits for the first dancer to complete her passage of the 

ballet. Degas also reveals the conceit of the scenery wings to signify both dancers are on a public 

stage placing them near enough to the footlights to have their faces nearly bleached white. 

Female legs are exposed in pink skin-colored tights. Short, diaphanous skirts and low cut bodices 

suggest and reveal every curve of the their figures. In this simple asymmetrical composition, 

Degas expresses modernity and movement via young women dancing for the express pleasure of 

the audience. Through social context and a discussion of multiple modern visual influences, I 

will show how Degas’s ballet pictures held an explicit sexual meaning to his contemporary male 

                                                 
1 Richard Kendall and Jill DeVonyar, Degas and the Ballet: Picturing Movement (London: Royal Academy 

of Arts, 2011), 8. 
2 George T. M. Shackelford, Degas, the Dancers (Washington: National Gallery of Art, 1984). 16. 
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audience through his technically innovative expression of movement and his unusual use of open 

space. 

Recent scholarship reveals a number of interpretations of Degas’s ballet artworks. The 

nature of this writing acknowledges the influence of photography and to a lesser degree, that of 

Japanese prints on the art of Degas, and most discuss his depiction of movement. Many of these 

historians also write about the sexuality of Degas’s subject matter. Jean Sutherland Boggs 

believes Degas based some early family and friends’ portraits on photographs, however those 

images have not been found to date.3 James Rubin states that “the relation to photography 

signaled modernity,” two elements of Degas’s work that are critical to its understanding.4 Rubin 

also argues that photographic effects such as cropping signals “a technology associated with 

modernity and scientific objectivity [and by] . . . transposing those signs to painting, Degas has 

done the unexpected . . . [and used] cropping as a declaration of modernity.”5 Ballet was an 

urban phenomenon and an important social ritual in Degas’s life and that of the elite Parisian 

man’s contemporary life. By depicting of dancers in the stage wings and rehearsal rooms, Degas 

often revealed private views available to only a privileged few.   

Gary Tinterow alludes to the trope of young girls depicted in art as being sexually 

available; however, he states that the dancers “were exploited by Degas in a fashion that is 

almost ironic; he diffused the sexuality of the sensational imagery to render it barely 

perceptible.”6 In his opinion, the formal qualities of Degas’s pictures overcame the potentially  

 

                                                 
3 Jean Sutherland Boggs, ed., Degas (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1988), 542-544. 
4 James Rubin, Impressionism and the Modern Landscape: Productivity, Technology, and Urbanization 

from Manet to Van Gogh (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2008), 39. 
5 James Rubin, Impressionism (London: Phaidon, 1999), 188. 
6 Boggs, Degas, 365. 
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prurient qualities of the subject matter. Conversely, George Shackelford notes that in one 

classroom painting Degas “hid the face of practically every dancer depicted.”7 That Degas  

frequently obscures dancers’ faces in his artwork, suggests he is treating them as types rather 

than as individuals.  

Richard Kendall and Griselda Pollock adopt a more historic viewpoint. In the 1840s and 

1850s, the anti-establishment artwork of Gustave Courbet ( 1819-1877) was associated with a 

painting and writing style that espoused direct observation and consequently assumed a scientific 

mantle of truthful objectivity directly as one response to the new technology of photography. 

However, at the time, “it (Realism) was more widely associated with lurid subject-matter and 

subversive morality.”8 State- sponsored art in France served a didactic purpose, and the rejection 

of state-approved history painting in favor of genre scenes of entertainment scandalized the 

French Academy initially, thereby making realist art subversive and anti-government. However, 

by the 1870s, the public was more accepting of the visual style and the new direction young 

artists were attempting to take it. For instance, Degas invited his friend James Tissot to exhibit in 

the 1874 exhibition later known as the first Impressionist show by writing, “The Realist 

movement no longer needs to fight with the others, it already is, it exists, it must show itself as 

something distinct, there must be a salon of realists.”9  

Kendall and Pollock further argue that Degas’s ballet pictures “are elaborately 

constructed . . . configurations of gesture, pose, and social ritual [connected to] . . . a profession  

 

                                                 
7 Shackelford, 43. 
8 Richard Kendall and Griselda Pollock, Dealing with Degas: Representations of Women and the Politics of 

Vision (New York: Universe, 1992), 13. 
9 Kendall and Pollock, 187. 
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that was notorious for its sexual availability.”10 Pollock continues, noting that respectable 

women did not display themselves in public “where one risked losing one’s virtue.”11 Men had 

the freedom of the public sphere (as did chaperoned women on a very limited basis) and men’s 

socially acceptable ability to observe and watch was a matter of power and possession. No one 

questioned their right to do so due according to the sexual hierarchy in which nineteenth-century 

men and women functioned.12 Alternatively, etiquette demanded that women avert their eyes in 

public. 

 I believe most of these writers are correct, however, these scholars fail to interpret a 

further consequence of Degas’s use of ballet as subject matter. While superficially painting for 

an audience who enjoyed ballet as an art form, and by using the traditional sign of female bodies 

for sexuality, Degas was painting mostly for an audience like himself: elite and upper-class men 

interested in modernity and technology and who enjoyed the erotic appeal of lightly-clad female 

bodies shown in motion. I argue that Degas changed his painting style through the incorporation 

of modern visual references and loaded his artworks with easily legible sexual code by 

portraying motion as believably as possible. In doing so, he intensified the titillation factor of his 

artwork and enhanced the sensual experience of viewing the artwork for his male audience. 

During this period, scientists and photographers were also attempting to show continuous 

motion, and, in 1895, the Lumière Brothers succeeded in publicly exhibiting the first short films. 

In his fashion, Degas was attacking the same problem of portraying motion in a believable way 

in order to animate his artwork erotically. 

                                                 
10 Ibid., 13. 
11 Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism, and Histories of Art (London and New 

York: Routledge, 1988), 69-71. 
12 Ibid., 71. 
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In their 2011 exhibition “Degas and the Ballet: Picturing Movement,” Richard Kendal 

and Jill DeVonyar, cover much of this territory, discussing Degas’s working methods and the  

drawings he used in lieu of photographs due to the crude nature of photographic technology until 

late in his career. It also covers his mostly private engagement with sculpture and monotypes, 

and his late foray into taking photographs himself. Noting that Degas was the first artist to 

specialize in artworks about the ballet, Kendall and DeVonyar also delve into the social context 

of the last quarter of the nineteenth-century and Degas’s personal life. However, they give no 

credence to the influence of Japanese woodblock prints flooding Paris in the 1860s and 1870s, 

despite Degas collecting them and using formal design elements from the prints in his own art. 

Nor do they broach the concept of dual meanings for the art collecting market. I believe Degas 

was painting for a market of connoisseurs, but coding his artworks for an easily legible sensual 

appeal to elite men. 

__________ 

Modern Visual Influences 

Eugenia Parry wrote that “Degas thought like a photographer long before he actually took 

up a camera.”13 While Degas frequently denigrated the quality of commercial photographers’ 

work, the clarity in photographs appealed to his preference for crisp draftsmanship. Degas 

studied art at the Academy briefly in Paris, but he was primarily self-taught through copying Old 

Master works in both the Louvre and during an extended Italian study trip. Consequently, he was 

well-grounded in drawing and classical art.14 However, after critics and the Salon essentially  

 
                                                 

13Eugenia Parry, “Edgar Degas’s Photographic Theater” in Edgar Degas, Photographer, ed. Malcolm 
Daniel (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998), 53.  

14 Henri Loyrette, Degas: The Man and His Art (New York: Abrams, 1993), 22. 
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ignored his early history paintings, Degas changed tactics and adopted Realism.15 While Degas 

never wrote his definition of Realism, other contemporary writers offered explanations.16 Charles 

Baudelaire associated Realism with photography, suggesting it was simply describing what was 

before the artist’s eyes, without the addition of artistic imagination.17 Writer Georges Riviére 

said, “Realism is sad. It accentuates . . . the ugliness that it finds everywhere as being the 

incontestable expression of truth.”18 Both of these definitions reference an artist documenting 

modern times without historical, religious or textual references. Degas was painting modern life, 

but with a narrow focus and with a particular agenda. He drew and painted female dancing 

figures to arouse his male audience.  

An early champion of Realism and later Impressionism, Degas’s friend and writer, 

Edmond Duranty wrote the essay “La nouvelle peinture, a propos du groupe d’artists qui expose 

dans les Galeries Durand-Ruel” [“The new painting, comments on the group of artists that are  

exhibited in the Durand-Ruel Galleries”]. Published as a pamphlet to accompany the second 

Impressionist exhibition in1876, it is the best contemporary attempt to understand modern art in 

Paris and to put it into an artistic and historical context. Duranty disparages Academic art and, 

without naming Degas or any of the Impressionists, lists a veritable checklist of qualities present 

in Degas’s work, including the fragmentation of bodies, the influences of Japanese woodblock 

prints, and the legibility that he admires.  

To Duranty, legibility, or “image textuelle” (literally, “textual image” or an image that 

could be read or interpreted as easily as text), referred to the rendition of people in a manner  

                                                 
15 David Bomford and Rowan Whimster. Degas (London: National Gallery, 2004), 17. 
16 Ibid., 187.  
17 Rubin, Impressionism, 43. 
18 Eunice Lipton, Looking Into Degas: Uneasy Images of Women and Modern Life (Berkeley and London: 

University of California Press, 1986), 114. 
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that a viewer could and should be able to understand a person’s “age, profession, class, sex, 

personal character and life history.”19 Consequently, Duranty privileged figurative work over 

landscape and draftsmanship over color, and made clear his preference for Degas’s work over  

the other exhibitors in the Impressionist exhibition. Duranty, also concerned about the old 

political associations with the term “Realism” from the time of Gustave Courbet, attempted to 

suppress the politics by referring to Courbet as the precursor to the new realism (with a lower  

case “r”.)20 To Courbet, Realism had been a political painting style designed to subvert the 

French Academy, however to Degas, realism was simply a way of seeing and depicting modern 

life. 

Like many people of his generation, Degas used the terms “realism” and “naturalism” 

interchangeably. “Naturalism” and “realism” came to refer to “rigorous truth to external reality”  

and a balance with science, which were concepts he shared with Duranty.21 However, as Degas 

moved forward depicting modern life, he absorbed other modern references and he strove to 

paint “as if caught by a single glance” much like the concept of a casual photograph.22 Art 

historian Deborah Johnson argues that Degas drew inspiration from both photography and the 

influx of Japanese prints into the Parisian market. Photography and Japanese prints shared many  

 

 

                                                 
19 Carol M Armstrong, “Duranty on Degas,” in Impressionism and Post-Impressionism, 1874-1904; 

Sources and Documents, ed. Linda Nochlin (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1966), 166-167. 
20 Ibid., 168. Entangled in an incident during the Commune when the Vendome Column was destroyed by 

others, Courbet was held responsible and he was thereafter associated with the rabble-rousers of the Commune. 
Later absolved by the government, Courbet’s reputation still suffered for decades, and as the artist most associated 
with the Realism movement, the painting style carried some political stigma as well. 

21 Douglas W. Druick and Peter Zegers, “Scientific Realism: 1873-1881,” in Degas ed. Jean Sutherland 
Boggs (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1988), 197. 

22 Parry, 53. 
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of the same deviations from traditional European aesthetic practices and, therefore, “reinforced 

each other’s visual statements.”23  

Inexpensive printed Japanese woodblock sheets first arrived in Paris in the 1830s, as 

small collections sold off by European travelers to the Far East. Called ukiyo-e, which translated 

as “pictures of the Floating World” (the famed entertainment district of Edo), the sheets were 

designed as erotica for Japanese men.24 Early ones were illustrations of popular actors and 

entertainers, much like the later French cartes de visite published by Parisian photographers. 

However, later images also mass-produced Japanese travel destinations famous as sites of beauty 

for Japanese tourists. As images of contemporary life, the prints appealed to avant-garde French 

artists for their modern subject matter, saturated colors, asymmetrical compositions, dramatic 

bird’s eye and worm’s eye points of view and the flattened appearance of figures due to the lack 

of modeling. In addition, the prints featured broad zones of color, odd juxtapositions of 

foreground objects overlapping distant objects, the vertical cropping of figures and major design 

elements at the edges. In Japan, one method of marketing the artwork was to paste sheets onto  

public columns. The images were designed to be legible in this vertical format due to the 

compressed vertical compositions; however, the primary purpose of the prints was to be 

collected by men who bound them into albums for private enjoyment.25 

A number of dealers specialized in the import of Japanese prints in Paris. One was 

Siegfried Bing (1838-1905), who established a business in the 1870s where Degas, Mary Cassatt,  
                                                 

23 Deborah Johnson, “Confluence and Influence: Photography and the Japanese Print in 1850,” in Readings 
in Nineteenth-Century Art, edited by Janis Tomlinson (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1996), 84. (Originally 
published in Corot to Manet: The Rise of Landscape Painting in France. Manchester, NH: The Currier Gallery, 
1991.) 

24 Julia Meech-Pekarik, “Early Collectors of Japanese Prints and the Metropolitan Museum of Art” 
Metropolitan Museum Journal 17 (1982): 93  

25 Gabriel P. Weisberg, “Aspects of Japonisme,” The Bulletin of the Cleveland Museum of Art 62 (April, 
1975): 128. 



 

 

9 

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Pierre Bonnard and Vincent Van Gogh shopped through his 

inventory of thousands of prints.26 Another important dealer, Tadamasa Hayashi, met Degas at 

the home of art critic Philippe Burty in 1878. Burty arranged a dinner for friends, with Hayashi 

and a young artist, Watanabe Sietei, as the after-dinner entertainment. While Hayashi narrated, 

Sietei painted a silk screen for the host and then made paintings on paper for each of the guests. 

Birds on a Branch was given to Degas (Figure 2). Given the opportunity to try Seitei’s Japanese 

art materials next, Degas found the paper, brushes and ink so unfamiliar and difficult to use that 

the resulting sketch was deemed too ugly to keep. Degas’s art did not change immediately, but 

lessons he absorbed from the Japanese aesthetic slowly began to appear in his artwork.  

Hayashi had come to France as an interpreter for the Japanese company that produced 

Japan’s exhibition for the 1878 Exposition Universelle. (According to a notation in one of 

Degas’s notebooks, the artist visited the Exposition, but no record survives of his response).  

Hayashi stayed in Paris to open a shop selling both decorative objects and woodblock prints.27 

Collectors routinely amassed print collections in the thousands of sheets, driving the price of the  

woodblock prints up to such a degree that at one point the cash-strapped Degas traded Hayashi 

his own artwork in exchange for prints.28 Consequently, the dealer came to own more than a 

dozen paintings and drawings by Degas. The artist began collecting Japanese prints in the 1870s, 

including a diptych of women bathing that he hung over his bed, and at his death, his collection 

included over one hundred loose and bound prints. One excellent example Degas owned was 

Three Women Dancing by Sukenobu, which depicts three women in a single line, twirling in 

                                                 
26 Meech-Pekarik, 93-96. 
27 Jill DeVonyar and Richard Kendall, Degas and the Art of Japan (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

2007), 10-19. 
28 Meech-Pekarik, 96. 



 

 

10 

sequence (Figure 3). Because of the similar faces and hairstyles, a viewer could first see this as 

an example of a single woman dancing. Only the different patterns in their kimonos denote the 

figures are three separate women. This ambiguity repeatedly appears in Degas’s late work. 

Degas also owned an album by Sukenobu titled, One Hundred Types of Women, evidence that he 

valued this exotic and new visual aesthetic. 29 

 Connoisseurs in France understood these woodblock prints to be sexualized images of 

prostitutes and brothels, and tried to educate other Parisians who unwittingly displayed them in 

their sitting rooms.30 The prints of dancing and music-playing young women were erotica 

designed for fantasy and private viewing, with many carrying the reoccurring theme of seducing 

under-aged virgins. This gave an unintentional ironic humor to the popular French pick-up line 

of this era; “viens voir mes estampes japonais” [“come see my Japanese prints”].31 While 

outside the scope of this paper, Degas privately made dozens of black and white monotype prints 

of contemporary Parisian brothel scenes for himself and a few intimate friends. These were 

unseen by the public until after his death. 

 Other artists such as James Tissot and James McNeill Whistler were content to copy 

motifs from Japanese prints such as girls in kimonos, Japanese ceramics and painted fans, but 

Degas was one of the first European artists to understand, absorb, and adapt the formal lessons 

gleaned from the woodblock prints and apply them to modern Parisian subject matter.32 Starting 

as early as 1874, design elements such as active edges (truncated figures and objects cropping at 

the margins), aerial perspective, fragmented body parts, and asymmetrical arrangements began to  

                                                 
29 DeVonyar and Kendall, Degas and the Art of Japan, 11-24. 
30 Timon Screech, Sex and the Floating World: Erotic Images in Japan 1700-1820 (Honolulu: University 

of Hawaii, 1999), 9-11. 
31 Ibid., 113. 
32 DeVonyar and Kendall, Degas and the Art of Japan, 11. 
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appear in his compositions.33 Critics such as Joris-Karl Huysmans noted the influence in Degas’s 

work in an 1880 review, citing the cropped edges “as in certain Japanese images,” which he 

thought gave an added freshness and truthfulness to the work.34  

 To the twenty-first century viewer, those elements Degas appropriated from Japanese 

prints have the appearance of snapshot photography. However, in the early 1870s, professional 

photographers still worked to make their photographs look like paintings, many using the formal 

qualities associated with Academic art. Kodak invented and distributed the first economical  

hand-held camera in 1889.35 It was the lack of training that led amateurs to accidental cropping 

and other random qualities. Charles Baudelaire complained as early as 1859 that “the 

photographic industry was the refuge of every would-be painter, every painter too ill-endowed or 

too lazy to complete his studies. . . .”36 He continued saying the “ill-applied developments of 

progress . . . have contributed much to the impoverishment of the French artistic genius. . . .”37 

Baudelaire accepted the usefulness of photography in documentation for scientific and historic 

purposes, and he admitted its aid to the tourist with a poor memory, but denied any good coming 

of photography serving a purpose that required imagination.38 However, at the same time, as 

Johnson states, the “photograph was immediately accepted as the ultimate statement of visual  

 

 

                                                 
33 Colta Feller Ives, The Great Wave: The Influence of Japanese Woodcuts on French Prints (New York: 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1974), 35-37.  
34 DeVonyar and Kendall, Degas and the Art of Japan, 25. 
35 Jean Sutherland Boggs, “Degas’s Photographs. New York, Los Angeles, Paris,” The Burlington 

Magazine 141 (January, 1999): 59. 
36 Charles Baudelaire, “Photography,” in Photography: Essays and Images Illustrated Readings in the 

History of Photography, ed. Beaumont Newhall (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1980), 112. 
37 Ibid., 112. 
38 Ibid., 113.  
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truth in science and art.”39 In other words, the public accepted photography as a depiction of 

reality and as a marker of modern technology. 

By the 1870s, artists had been using photographs as a memory aide in lieu of drawing for 

over a generation. Paul Valéry wrote in his book, Pièces sur l'art (Paris, 1938), that Degas 

understood the utility of photography relatively early in his practice.40 Degas does not appear to 

have used it as a shortcut from the tedium or expense of drawing from a live model. However, 

like his social peers, he collected photographs and his letters confirm that Degas did use 

photography in mundane ways.41 One letter to Tissot in November 1872, written from New  

Orleans, asked, “Did you get my photographs?”42 In another letter to his friend sculptor Albert 

Bartholomé , Degas responded in January 1886, “How pretty the photographed drawing you sent 

me!”43 In addition, Degas commissioned photographs of his work and used them as a portfolio 

when visiting dealers.44  In this fashion, he was following one of Baudelaire’s accepted uses for 

photography, as documentation rather than as part of the creative process. 

 Conversely, Duranty advocated artists embrace science and new technology as a way to 

be modern, and part of that reality was the invention of instantaneous photography.45  For 

decades, photographers attempted to photograph motion. Early cameras required such a long 

exposure time that people and animals literally walked out of the picture by the time the image 

registered on the metal or glass plates, making early cityscapes eerily devoid of living creatures. 

In 1878, Eadweard Muybridge (1830-1904), a British-American photographer working at the  
                                                 

39 Johnson, 84. 
40 John J. McKendry, “Photographs in the Metropolitan,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 27 

(March, 1969): 340. 
41 Parry, 58. 
42 Edgar Degas, Marcel Guerin, and Marguerite Kay, Letters (Oxford: B. Cassirer, 1947), 17-18. 
43 Ibid., 116-117. 
44 Kendall and DeVonyar, Degas and the Ballet, 34.  
45 Boggs, Degas, 197.  
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behest of Leland Stanford, developed a camera shutter fast enough to freeze the action of a 

galloping horse. A few of his images were engraved and published in European scientific 

journals, but it was not until Muybridge came to France in 1881 to lecture with projected images 

and promote the sale of his enormous folio book Animal Locomotion that his breakthrough 

became widely known there.46 The original book included very little text, beyond a few notations 

about the gaits of some animals and the time lapse of the sequence of images.47 In addition to 

horses and other animals, Muybridge photographed men and women, both nude and clothed, 

doing a variety of activities (Figure 4). Degas saw and perhaps owned some individual sheets of 

prints of Muybridge’s work, and used one to draw a galloping horse with the correct running 

gait.48 Up until this time, the convention for illustrating a running horse was with all four legs 

splayed out in the rocking horse mode. Muybridge’s work triggered history painter Jean-Louis-

Ernest Meissonier and others to re-order their existing paintings, and Degas used this information 

to paint future pictures of racehorses.  

In a September 1881 meeting that would have implications in Degas’s artistic practice, 

Muybridge lectured to about two hundred scientists, artists, and journalists in the home of the  

respected French scientist Etienne-Jules Marey (1830-1904). At this gathering, Muybridge 

revealed his invention. Backlit with an electric light, the zoopraxiscope was a projector with a 

spinning glass disc (Figures 5 and 6). The resulting images, some of them twenty feet high, 

appeared to move. The audience was thrilled and the lecture was widely reported in both the  
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scientific and popular press. Marey, who worked primarily with issues of circulation and 

movement, was inspired to develop his own device to produce instantaneous photographs 

that he called a chronophotographe. Using a rotating slotted metal disc, Marey’s camera fixed 

multiple exposures on a single plate (c. 1882-83), giving a more accurate representation of 

motion with figures that slightly overlapped (Figure 7). 49 He also dressed a man in a black hood 

and form-fitting black clothes with a white line down the sides of his arms, torso, and legs and a 

white dot above the man’s ear (1883). Using his chronophotographe, he was able to produce a  

linear study of the man walking that became the inspiration to artists and scientists well into the 

twentieth century, ranging from Italian Futurism to the design of prosthetics to modern computer 

generated imagery or CGI used in film animation (Figures 8 and 9). Taking his studies a bit 

further, Marey attached a bright metallic button to the side of the head of a bird to photograph 

movements produced in flight.50 This scientist was also a talented amateur artist, and to portray 

this image three-dimensionally, he produced a bronze sculpture of a bird in flight with a series of 

overlapping masses (Figure 10). In a similar vein, Japanese artist Sato Suiseki’s print from 1820, 

A Flight of Birds, depicted a flock of birds in the tangled moments as they rose first from their 

perch (Figure 11). The figures overlap and sometimes appear to occupy the same space. Wing 

placement is chaotic and varied, as the birds have not yet started to soar in unison. The 

resemblance to Marey’s images of birds in flight is striking. Degas saw Marey’s stop-action 

motion photographs and noted similarities with the work of Muybridge in the depiction of  
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motion. 51  Both men’s photographs visually isolated movements invisible to normal human 

sight. 

In a similar way to these sequential images, Degas further internalized the concept of 

portraying motion through repetition and the inference of motion inherent in a single frozen pose 

from the sequence. For example, in his charcoal drawing titled Three Nude Dancers, Degas 

exhibits movement just as Marey’s motion studies. Reading from left to right, what could be a 

single nude dancer with her weight on her left leg sweeps her right leg through as she then 

lowers her torso into a deep lunge (Figure 12). Then she brings her feet together in a shallow plié 

as she reaches forward to touch one foot. Like the Marey’s birds, the dancer’s limbs overlap and 

sometimes occupy the same space, and Degas used this technique in his late pastels. As Johnson 

notes, “Japanese prints as well as photography offered alternative concepts of representing three-

dimensional space and enframement—which in turn might imply arrested motion.”52 In other 

words, by giving the artist and the public what they perceived to be a truthful and natural 

representation of frozen motion, the frozen moment became a sign for movement. Ironically, this 

was an early complaint about Muybridge’s photographs. Insisting that Muybridge’s camera was 

seeing more than the human eye could absorb, George Gueroult wrote in the Gazette des Beaux-

Arts (1 February 1882) “. . . that blurred images of moving forms were more representative of 

optical truth.”53 For example, he thought it was ridiculous to portray rain as individual drops, 

insisting it should be drawn as lines. Photography provided several such signs; for example, the  
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blurring of edges from the slower shutter speeds of earlier cameras became a convention for 

movement and the frozen moment became a signal for motion about to happen.54  

 Again, artists and critics accepted photography as a visual influence on painters in mid-

century France, but it should be remembered that Japanese prints became widely available and 

popular in the 1860s and 1870s. There was a desire by artists of Degas’s generation to synthesize 

the scientific reality represented by photography with an “artful perception.”55 This need to unite 

the reality with art opened the way for Japanese prints to point to a solution as Japanese artists 

dealt with similar issues of modern life decades earlier, and the visual aesthetic of the prints now 

seemed to mimic characteristics of photography.56 

For example, early landscape photographers were not entirely in control of the edges of 

their images. If the intended subject of their photograph happened to be in the middle of other 

objects or forms, by virtue of the nature of the medium, the other objects were included in the 

image, sometimes truncated at the edges and sometimes juxtaposed despite great distances 

between the objects. As Johnson writes, “. . . it is part of the genius of photography that [as] its 

aesthetic matured, ‘haphazard’ cropping was exploited as a positive characteristic evolving into 

the genres of the instantanée and the snapshot. . . .”57 Similarly, active edges in Japanese prints 

(another way of describing cropped elements at the margins), evolved from their history of 

scrolls. In this art form, a continuous narrative unrolled from right to left. The viewer unrolled 

and rolled the scroll while reading the images and text. When ukiyo-e artists started lifting 

individual episodes of the action to paper sheets, there was no impetus to restrict the images to  
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the size of the printing wood blocks or even the size of the paper. Sheets could be pasted together 

for a large or elaborate scene or viewed individually as needed to suit the intention of the artist. 

With this Japanese technique to show physical space, one-point linear perspective was no longer 

the only convention available to contemporary European artists to represent depth and space. 

Both the photograph and Japanese print offered a view of the world with broken forms and 

unusual juxtapositions. Johnson asserts “photography and the Japanese print offered certain 

mutually supportive pictorial systems.”58 Degas utilized these new systems to signal modernity 

and awareness of technical innovation. By painting modern life, albeit in the rarified world of the 

abonné (literally a season-ticket holder) backstage at the ballet, and for the purpose of titillating 

his viewers with these new pictorial strategies, Degas moved further afield from the tradition of 

state-approved art.  

__________ 

Dance History and Context  

 To better understand the appeal of the ballet to elite men, one must remember that upper-

class men had ample time available during the day to amuse themselves, and leisure activities 

were important social rituals. They might attend horse races, walk about Baron Haussmann’s 

new grand boulevards, or spend hours in the cafés talking with friends. One favored activity was 

attending the opera in order to see ballet performances. The classical dance recognized as ballet 

developed as an art form early in the reign of Louis XIV (1643-1715). By the second half of the 

seventeenth century, ballet shifted from an amateur endeavor to a professional one and women 

were allowed to dance for the first time. Their full-length skirts however, prevented both active  
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participation and the sight of their footwork.59 Skirts were shortened to reveal feet and ankles, 

scandalizing the women of the court and delighting the men. Over decades, skirts crept up to 

allow more steps to be visible until the late nineteenth century when the skirts stopped just below 

the knee. The ballet was controlled and funded by the king, and in 1713, Louis XIV created the 

Académie Royale de Musique et de Danse, later known simply as the Paris Opéra, with a 

permanent ballet company of ten men and ten women.60 In addition, a tuition-free dance 

conservatory was attached to the company to insure an ongoing supply of trained dancers.61 

After the Revolution of 1830, the Académie became a private institution depending primarily on 

season ticket sales and the largesse of donors, and therefore, needing to cater to the tastes and 

desires of those patrons. By the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the company lost all 

government subsidies and its reliance on wealthy benefactors was complete, leading to 

consequences that would affect Degas and his artwork. 62 By the Second Empire (1858-1870), 

boys and girls starting as young as age seven auditioned for admission to the dance academy. 

After an unpaid internship, if the children advanced to a certain level of competency, they  

contracted to dance in the ballet corps. As positions opened in the various ranks of dancers, pay 

and dance duties increased until a talented few rose to the status of primary dancers. 

The 1830s and 1840s were the golden age of the French Romantic ballet, and top French 

dancers were internationally famous. However, starting in the 1860s, the ballet started to lose 

prestige. The best choreographers retired or died and were not replaced by men of equal talent.63   
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Foreign dancers, especially those from the more athletic Italian school, entranced French 

audiences. Additionally, a major shift in choreography changed the dynamics of the ballet and 

caused a new technical innovation, the blocked pointe shoe for female dancers. Women’s ballet 

slippers had been soft like those worn by men. Around 1870, female dancers started adding a bit 

of padding, such as lambs’ wool, to the toe of their shoes in response to choreographers who had 

them sweep up momentarily on the tips of their toes. The dancers relied on the strength of their 

feet and ankles to hold that position for an instant as they followed through to other movements. 

The effect electrified audiences who talked about the illusion of weightlessness. Within a few 

years male dancers became merely lifters of female bodies and props for the prima ballerina. The 

season subscriptions preferred watching the female dancers, and eventually, men disappeared 

from the company altogether. When males were needed, say for a romantic pas de deux, a female 

dancer in a male costume took the role. Called travestie dancers, the women wore body-hugging 

male costumes much to the delight of the men in the audience.64 Dance historians describe the 

energy and dynamic athleticism male dancers brought to ballet, and the loss of the men led to a 

drabness of performances during the Third Republic.65 

The opinions of the audience, and by this I mean the male audience, carried so much 

weight with the management of the Opéra, that the producers catered to their tastes. To 

encourage men of wealth and influence to buy season tickets, or an abonnément, these 

subscription holders were given the expensive privilege of full access to the theater at will. No 

door was closed to them, even during performances. They could watch dancers from the wings,  
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mingle with them in the Foyer de la Danse (ostensibly a place for the dancers to rest between and 

after performances), watch classes, and even enter the dressing rooms. Men acknowledged the 

social aspect of attending the Opéra with other men as a way to see, be seen, and gossip while 

visiting from box to box. Some of the appeal for these men was to be part of the spectacle of the 

entertainment with their male friends and colleagues.66  However, as one man put it, “It is only 

when the curtain rises on the short skirts that tongues grow still and that eyes turn unanimously 

to the stage.”67  

For instance, in a Honoré Daumier cartoon, the visible audience is male (Figure 13). The 

older man in the center looks at the dancers on stage with opera glasses in order to see their 

figures more closely, his right hand in the act of rising as though to touch them. In a newsletter 

for subscription holders, the image aimed to entice men to subscribe or remain subscribers to the 

opera (Figure 14). In a large decorative room reminiscent of the Foyer de la Danse, two beautiful 

young women offer themselves to the men in attendance. The dancer on the left leans back 

against an armless settee with her face averted and her hands behind her head, accentuating the 

form of her torso, and, in essence, objectifying her own body. Her above the knee-length dance 

skirt reveals her legs akimbo. The dancer on the right raises one leg, ostensibly to adjust her 

shoe, and in the process displays her calf and décolletage to the man on the right. She makes eye 

contact with him, a bold gesture that signaled invitation. The man stands stiffly in profile gazing 

at the girl while the hand that holds his walking stick serves as a phallic symbol representing his 

pleasure in what he sees. Clearly contemporary nineteenth-century male social culture viewed  
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the ballet performance as foreplay before engaging the dancers more directly after the 

performance. Respectable women did attend the Opéra, but they tended to view the 

performances from the more discreet box seats.68 Other painters such as Mary Cassett and 

Pierre-Auguste Renoir depicted female members of the audience, but at the same time made 

them objects of the male gaze as well as the performers (Figures 15 and 16).  

Class distinctions manifested in other ways. For instance, hundreds of dance posters from 

the last quarter of the nineteenth century survive advertising dance in the café-concerts and 

music halls, but very few posters remain advertising ballet performances (Figures 17 and 18). I 

believe that the lack of such posters is significant. Public posters aimed to reach a broad 

audience. The rarity of the ballet posters suggests the ballet was a more elite entertainment and 

did not lend itself to the mass culture most posters addressed.  

Opéra performances took place three times per week and several short dance sequences 

occurred in each evening’s entertainments, justifying the existence of the Opéra to some male 

patrons. It was common for men, the abonnés, to attend multiple times per week with other male 

friends.69 By the 1870s, the ballet had become primarily a sensual divertissement. By the 1890s,  

dance historians consider the decline of the ballet as an art form complete.70  

Another attraction for the abonnés was the opportunity to become the “protector” of a 

dancer. Much of the flirting that led to these arrangements occurred in the Foyer de la Danse. 

Degas’s old friend and writer Ludovic Halévy noted in his journal in 1863, that a friend told him 

the Foyer “. . . is the only room I love. Pretty heads, pretty shoulders, pretty legs, as much as one  
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could wish for.”71 French architect and journalist Charles Yrirte wrote in 1867, when “you have 

listened to Les Huguenots and Guillaume Tell a hundred times, you would much rather attend the 

Opéra peaceably and . . . recline . . . equipped with excellent opera-glasses, and indulge . . . .”72 

He went on to describe the pleasure of watching Louise Fiocre’s long legs in Pierre and the even 

greater pleasure of seeing her younger sister Eugénie as a travestie dancer in Memea (Figure 19). 

In the old Opéra House on the rue le Peletier, the Foyer was a dreary rehearsal space behind the 

stage with plain mirrors on the walls and ballet barres, but no decoration (Figure 20). The 

performance stage sloped slightly down to give the audience better sightlines. Consequently, the 

floor of the Foyer sloped in the same way to acclimate the dancers to the disorienting experience 

of working on the slope. The dancers congregated here before, during, and after performances as 

a preparation room, to warm up, wait for their turns on stage and to cool down before changing. 

With rise of the abonnés, time with the dancers in the Foyer became part of a man’s fashionable 

life. This theater, originally designed to be a temporary space for the Opéra until a more 

luxurious one was built, was used for fifty years, as frequent turnovers in the French government 

meant no funds were available until 1865, when a new theatre was begun. The old Opéra 

building burned down in the autumn of 1873, and after ten years of construction, the new Opéra,  

the Palais Garnier, opened in 1875. Considered the most luxurious building in Paris when built, 

it is still in operation today. At the insistence of the abonnés, the new Foyer de la Danse was 

better suited to their needs. Over-sized mirrors lined the new Foyer, but now the mirrors were 

inset into the walls with gilded and carved moldings, and accompanied by crystal chandeliers, 

marble columns, and the accoutrements of a proper grand salon (Figures 21 and 22). The only  
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exception to this opulence was that the room retained raw wood floors for the benefit and safety 

of the dancers.73 

 Degas’s familiarity with the wings and classrooms in both theatres was an illusion. He 

was a regular attendee at Opéra and ballet performances, sitting in the floor seats, rather than the 

boxes. He did see these backstage areas unoccupied at some point, but painted them from 

memory.74 In fact, all the ballerinas Degas portrayed were dancers he hired to model in his studio 

or he drew them from memory. Degas said,  

It’s all very well to copy what one sees. But it’s so much better to draw what 
one can see only in memory. It’s a transformation during which the imagination    
collaborates with the memory. . . . There, your recollections and your fantasies  
are liberated. . . .75 

 
This frames Degas’s idea that art was artifice and dealt with the lack of speed with early 

photography.76 Like any artist, he could manipulate what he saw into a composition. The 

artfulness of a picture was created in his mind, and creating art was a matter of producing what 

was in his imagination. The goal was depicting motion in an believable way. Later, in 1895, 

when Degas purchased his first camera, he chose not to follow standard photography practice 

and attempted to compose his photographs in the same way he did his paintings, by manipulating 

lighting, poses of friends, and experimenting with cropping and enlargements.77 

Degas watched the dancers perform frequently at the Opéra, and he understood the 

vocabulary of dance movement. He trained his eye to follow and isolate the motion. While he  
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hired dancers as models in his studio, they could not hold dance movements more than an 

instant. Therefore, he used several techniques for implying motion. For instance, he would draw  

the same limb in several overlapping poses, strengthening the contour of his preferred frozen 

moment, or he would draw action as he imagined it (Figure 23 and 24). While this technique 

comes from a long tradition in drawing, this sequencing of motion follows the concept of 

instantaneous photography from Muybridge and Marey. 

__________ 

Gender and Social Context  

Commercial photography studios (perhaps quietly encouraged by the Opéra) 

photographed and published thousands of dancers’ images for cartes de visite, that an admiring 

public purchased and collected (Figures 25 and 26).78 Degas certainly was aware of the 

phenomenon and the marketing of the dancers when he created Dancer Posing for a Photograph, 

1875, using what was probably the same studio prop of an Empire-style standing mirror as seen 

in earlier painting, The Dancing Class, c. 1871-1872 (Figures 27 and 28). This painting is unique 

on several levels; the dancer poses in a studio in a representation of Degas’s working process 

with what may be the view from his own studio windows. It appears that this is the only 

representation of a dancer looking at her own image in a mirror, although this was standard ballet 

class practice to confirm or correct body form or stance. It also seems to be his only painting of a 

dancer not dancing, waiting to dance or resting from dancing. In Degas’s record books, he 

originally listed it as Dancer in Front of a Looking Glass, which suggests a different 

interpretation.79 The Looking Glass title infers that the dancer is checking her stance and pose for  
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correctness. By looking at herself in the mirror, she is taking possession of the image of her own 

body, although she is aware of Degas as the artist and surrogate male viewer. She is clearly in a 

studio setting, which means she is there by choice, and is allowing herself to be represented as a 

dancer. Thus Degas presents the viewer an ambiguous motif, an immoral woman with a hint of 

autonomy.80 Anthea Callen writes that the “ownership of one’s self at this period was a 

masculine privilege.”81 Most women simply did not have the power to control their images 

beyond what society expected of them. However, by the Impressionist exhibition of 1879, Degas 

entered the painting under the second title referencing photography. The Photograph title links 

the dancer with the modernity of the cartes de visite and suggests she is well-known enough 

personally to have collectors wanting copies of her image. While Degas repeated the pose in 

other artworks and located dancers in vague locations in his later works, this is the only time a 

dancer is purposefully outside a stage, rehearsal space or a classroom. Given Degas’s propensity 

to repeat motifs, it is striking that this setting is unique, suggesting it was the result of a friend or 

dealer’s request.  

Meanings of artworks shift with time, geography and any number of lenses; 

consequently, I have attempted to decipher the unspoken dual meanings of Degas’s ballet 

paintings within their social context and historical period. However, no discussion of his work 

would be complete without both nineteenth-century and modern thought regarding gender. In 

nineteenth-century France, a proper woman’s world was remarkably small. Her sphere was a  
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domestic one, and everywhere else was a male sphere.82 She could not travel alone unescorted 

for any reason, nor could she be away from home or the homes of friends for more than a few 

hours at a time. This was late nineteenth-century social decorum, and for the simple reason that 

there were no public restrooms available for women, (public urinals existed for men.)83 

However, the absence of restrooms is not causal. Social norms required women to stay close to 

home and venture out only briefly, therefore no need existed for public restrooms for women. 

Just as men (the dance master, the musicians, the abonnés, and the unseen viewer) framed the 

ballet dancers, so were the lives framed of respectable women. They lived under the protection 

and control of their fathers until they married, then under the control of their husbands. If 

widowed, it was the duty of surviving male relatives to take over the responsibility of the 

woman. If a husband was a less than honorable man on any front, elite women had very little 

recourse to improve their situations. 

Consequently, for a girl or woman to appear in public, to wear scanty clothes, to perform 

for strangers, and to accept money for these deeds, it is understandable why members of polite 

society considered them to be people of low morals. Therefore, while the subjects of Degas’s 

paintings appear to be women dancing and about to dance, they are, in fact, about men and their 

views of themselves and their society. In nineteenth-century France, a man’s honor linked his  

ability to control his emotions and his sexual prowess.84 This seems like an oxymoron because 

the attempt to prove one’s sexual potency involved succumbing to a hormonal or emotional 

appetite. Nonetheless, men flattered themselves that they could attract and sexually conquer shop  
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girls, maids, and ballet dancers on the strength of their virility.85 Men assumed they were the 

logical sex and that women were the more animalistic one. The consensus was that, as Michel 

Foucault wrote, women are “saturated with sexuality”86 However, since men controlled nearly 

every aspect of a woman’s life, sexuality was often the only currency she had available to 

influence a man as a holder of power. No wonder men thought women thought only of sex. It  

was the consequence of their treatment of women and their own fantasy projections placed on 

women that in turn confirmed their closely held belief system. 

 Popular culture assumed that female artists’ models were sexually available, and that 

women who worked outside the home, regardless of the reason, were sexually available as 

well.87 Even the word for “girl” in French, “fille” is a slang word for “prostitute.”88 Respectable 

men and women could attend the ballet, but the performers were considered automatically to be 

lower class. Men might patronize brothels and brag about their lusty young mistresses among 

close male friends, but elite men maintained a façade of respectability, dignity and a moral 

uprightness. A fear of scandal, as Anthea Callen writes, was “the source of their fascination with 

voyeurism. . . .”89 Their personal privacy and reputation were of a paramount concern, but not a 

consideration on their part for the dancers, who as “public women” (read “prostitutes”), had no 

right or need for privacy.90   

However, Eunice Lipton argues that the popular trope of the dancers’ involvement with 

the abonnés was more the exception than the rule, and her research reveals a different economic  
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and social reality than the popular association of dancers with poverty and low morals. Many of 

the dancers had at least one parent with experience working in the theater. Using “contemporary 

social data,” Lipton states that economically, the younger dancers could be classified as lower 

middle-class, and middle-status dancers earned salaries commiserate with laundresses, 

seamstresses and nannies.91 It was normal for working-class children to be apprenticed in other 

trades for training periods with no salary, and certainly no indigent French family could afford to 

have two family members (mother and daughter) not working for pay. Since mothers chaperoned 

their daughters at all times while at the opera, it follows that these families could not have been 

impoverished.92 Richard Kendall quotes the Goncourt brothers about a discussion in 1861 with a 

longtime Opéra employee who reported, “. . . that scarcely a dozen ballerinas were kept women 

and that most lived with their mothers. . . [in addition,] they made poor mistresses . . . because 

while they looked glorious in their costumes on stage, they were often ordinary looking off it.”93 

A later writer, the Comte de Maugny, reported in 1889, “The life of a dancer was in fact far less 

wild than was commonly supposed. Classes, rehearsals and performances took up most of their 

days and evenings. Thus gallantry could only be a secondary pastime.”94 The dancers were in 

class or in performance from nine in the morning to well after midnight, with only a few hours 

before performances to rest.95 Another contemporary writer described a typical dancer as being 

“breathless with fatigue, her features sagging, the muscles of her calves and thighs bulging, the  
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lines of her body graceless and almost brutal . . . .”96 Clearly, to the dancers, ballet was not a 

glamorous seduction, but sweaty, strenuous and disciplined work.  

 On the behalf of such women, the nascent French feminist movement chose by the 1870s 

to campaign for economic, legal and social issues. Arguing that “the emancipation of women 

[would lead to] the stability and welfare of the family and the Republic,” they sought higher 

education for women, to raise female wages, legalize divorce, guarantee women the right to sue 

for paternity, close down state-sponsored brothels, and give married women the right to control 

property.97 Degas’s letters do not record his opinion of feminism, but he counted female artists, 

musicians, and writers among his friends, and famously inviting several women painters to join 

the Impressionist exhibitions.98 While he enjoyed the company of accomplished elite women 

such as Mary Cassatt, Berthe Morisot and others, this respect did not always extend to the 

dancers he hired and depicted in his ballet artwork. Notoriously difficult with his models, dancer 

Alice Michel recorded that Degas erupted when she attempted to speak to him during a session, 

with him grumbling about useless education in schools, “What age is this that we are living in, 

Lord God! Everybody, even you models, come and talk about art, painting, literature, as if all 

they needed to know was how to read and write.”99 However at other times, Degas would appear 

to further the careers of some corps de ballet dancers by depicting them in principal dancer roles 

and costumes.100 
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30 

__________ 

Analysis of Artworks 

 In an essay from 1859 (“The Painter of Modern Life,” republished in Le Figaro in 1863), 

writer Charles Baudelaire described modernity as a rejection of Academic standards and 

historical subjects. He encouraged artists to use contemporary life as subject matter and depict 

the “ephemeral, the fugitive and the contingent” in order to privilege the act of looking in 

conjunction with imagination.101  Degas’s first picture with a ballet element is a portrait, and his 

striking composition takes Baudelaire’s message to heart. The Orchestra of the Opéra, 1870, 

features the profile of his friend Desiré Dihau, a bassoonist for the Paris Opéra (Figure 29). The 

individualized faces in the orchestra around him are mutual friends, several of whom were not 

musicians. The men appear here in a humorous conceit along with the phallic diagonals of the 

various instruments, harp, cello, bassoon and double bass. (The musicians sit out of their normal 

sequence in order to place Dihau in the privileged central position.)  

The oddly truncated bodies of dancers at the top of the painting serve only as a marker of 

place. Since dancers are on a stage, the musicians must be in the Opéra.102  Completed to this 

state in 1870, Degas (as was typical for him) felt he could improve it. Reluctant to part with it, 

Degas shipped it to Dihau only after receiving a letter requesting it for an exhibition in Lille. No 

record of such an exhibition survives, and with the beginning of the Franco-Prussian war, Degas 

never had the opportunity to re-touch the canvas. The painting celebrates male friendship and  
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bonding along with their appreciation of the arts, and historians are unsure whether this painting 

was commissioned or a gift.  

The following year, Degas painted his first known oil painting of a dance scene, The 

Dance Class, c. 1871-1872 (Figure 30). Probably inspired by his frequent attendance at the ballet 

and his friendship with several men associated with the theater, such as Dihau, this very small 

image focuses on a passive young dancer poised to begin her exercises when the musician begins 

to play. The large heavy doors at the right identify the room as one in the old Opéra.103 While  

several dancers around the periphery stretch or adjust their clothing, the overall effect is one of 

stillness. However, with the violinist raising his bow, the viewer anticipates the music and 

movement about to begin. Note the watering can at the lower left corner. Water sprinkled on the 

raw wood floors in looping figure eights helped the shoes of the dancers better grip the floors.104 

A large standing Empire-style mirror shares the center of the painting along with the posed 

dancer. As the only dark object in the center of the room, framed with the dark doors on the 

right, and the piano on the left, Degas purposefully brings the mirror to the attention of the 

viewer. Dancers on both sides of the mirror touch the frame, to which the musician’s bow points. 

However, no dancer looks or can look into the mirror. 105 It serves only the viewer by reflecting 

the back of the primary dancer and suggests more girls waiting on the other side of the room, 

outside of the picture plane. Therefore, the mirror places the viewer inside the room, making him 

an abonné, enjoying the afternoon pleasure of watching the dancers. Degas hung this painting in 

the show later known as the first Impressionist exhibition, where it received a mildly favorable  
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reception. Since critics had roundly ignored Degas’s youthful history painting submissions to the 

French Academy’s Salon exhibitions, and given the positive reaction to this small ballet painting, 

Degas probably felt encouraged to work with the subject matter again.106  

 Many of the early dance pictures include men at the margins of the scenes, but the 

painting,  Portraits of Friends, on the Stage (c. 1879) depicts two elite men (later identified as 

Degas’s close friends Ludovic Halévy and Albert Boulanger-Cavé),  sandwiched between flats 

of stage scenery, which marks them as abonnés (Figure 31).107 Still dressed in their hats and 

coats, these men’s costumes suggest this is a daytime scene and not a performance, thus, 

confirming their wealth and leisure hours. Their casual postures and proximity signal that they 

are close friends, while the cropping of the figure on the right shows the modernity of the 

painting by referencing Japanese prints. Duranty argues that in everyday life, the object of one’s 

gaze, when entering a room or turning a corner on the street, is not always in the center of one’s 

sightline, nor is the subject always seen completely, as obstacles may slice a figure vertically or 

horizontally.108 The act of cropping and the resulting fragmentation creates a “moving point of 

view.”109 Degas proves Duranty’s statement and, therefore, makes modernity as much the 

subject of this painting as the two men. In addition, Degas’s refined audience immediately 

recognized this familiar part of their contemporary urban life.110 These were men of Degas’s 

own social class, wealthy, educated, and comfortable with power, in what art historian Carol 

Armstrong  
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calls the “haunts of privilege.”111 While modern viewers might not recognize these men as 

particular friends of Degas, the inference is that these men are Degas’s audience and this is a rare 

depiction of them boldly marked by position and purpose.112 The question arises of who is 

looking at these men? Is it a dancer with the socially loaded view of the men for whom she 

performs? Or is it another peer backstage in the point of view of the artist? Degas leaves this 

question unanswered and ambiguous. 

Degas was well-known for reworking themes and the next two paintings, painted more or 

less simultaneously, are variations of the same motif: Dance Class, 1873-1876, (Musée d’ 

Orsay), and The Dance Class, 1874, (Metropolitan Museum).113 However, they vary in 

significant ways as he struggled to express movement in a most believable way (Figures 32 and 

33). Both are situated in same green-walled practice room of the old Opéra. The classroom in the 

Musée d’ Orsay Dance Class is treated more decoratively and formally, with deeper crown 

moldings and faux marble pilasters marking the corner of the room and framing a large mirror. 

Both use a piano in the corner of the left foreground and risers in the background with waiting 

dancers and chaperones. Both contain mirrors in the same long wall, but the mirrors serve 

different functions in the two paintings.  
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The Musée  d’Orsay painting evokes an overall feeling of stillness and anticipation, like 

the earlier 1871 ballet painting, The Dance Class. The Musée d’ Orsay picture groups dancers so 

that the viewer’s eye moves from the foreground along the line of dancers and the orthogonal  
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lines of the floorboards to the deep space of the background, suggesting not only the enormous 

size of the room, but also a passage of time.114 Of the two dancers nearest the viewer, one sits on 

the piano and awkwardly reaches up to scratch her shoulder blade, a fidgeting gesture that brings 

a nervous energy to the painting and conveys the ugliness of reality that Riviére described. The 

action suggests the dancer does not realize she is observed and that she is of a lower social class. 

A proper young woman would never touch herself in this manner in the view of others. The 

second dancer turns with her back to the viewer. She wears both a long black neck ribbon and a 

brilliant malachite-colored sash and bow that mimics the color of the marbleized pilasters. 

Contrasting with this deep green-blue, she wears orange-red silk flowers in her hair and cools 

herself with a fan with the frame painted the same red as the flowers. The red frame points to and 

nearly touches the malachite-colored sash of a posed dancer in the center of the picture, linking 

the dancers. The dance master stands in the middle of room, observing the posed girl. Parallel 

with her, but on the other side of the dance master, stands another girl wearing a bright sky-blue 

sash, the only other high-key bit of color in the painting (and the only place in the painting where 

this color occurs), thereby framing the dance master and reinforcing his importance in the room. 

The framed mirror beyond the posed dancer functions only as a formal device. It introduces a 

rhythm of units on the long wall, frames the head of the posed dancer, and gives a sliver of an 

outdoor view to enliven the room and to reflect an undifferentiated group of figures.  
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 This is one of Degas’s most populated pictures with over twenty figures, and he uses 

artistic license by introducing the neck ribbons and bright sashes, accoutrements the dancers did 

not wear in class or rehearsal. The additions of bright color, however, serve multiple functions. 
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They act as guides and links to move the eye through the painting and they draw the viewer’s 

attention to the anatomy of the dancers’ bodies.115 Degas also employs the gestures of   

self-touching, where the girl scratches herself, as surrogate touching by the viewer.116 While I 

will be focusing on dance movements, self-touching occurs in nearly all Degas’s ballet pictures  

and is a commonly accepted signified mark of sensuality and sexual availability. The self-

touching is also evincing of movement and the passage of time; someone touches a neck or 

ankle, or tugs on a costume, then the impulse ends, and the hand moves away. 

In the Metropolitan Museum’s more fully resolved dance studio scene, Degas has 

stripped away the architectural class markers of deep crown moldings and marbleized pilasters 

from the walls and gives the viewer the illusion of action. The same piano anchors the left 

foreground corner, but now a double bass lies on the ground nearly tucked under the closed 

keyboard. Iconographically, the double bass with its size, weight, and deep “voice” is a metaphor 

for a man. While the instrument is at rest, the neck touches the foot of a dancer along with the 

base of a music stand. The sheet music suggests an understanding of music and could be read as 

a set of instructions to enter and enjoy the scene, as the playing of music has long been a 

metaphor in art for sexual passion. The girl in the Musée d’Orsay painting, who scratched her 

back, is in a less obvious position, but she still sits on top of the piano, now delicately touching 
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her mouth. The girl previously holding the red fan, now faces the viewer. Her brilliant sash is 

gone, but the orange-red silk flowers remain in her hair. She modestly averts her eyes from the  
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viewer, but she and another dancer hold and fluff her skirt from behind. Here, Degas presents the 

girls with a more aggressive example of self-touching.  

The floorboards now run horizontally, pointing to the diagonal line of dancers from 

foreground to mid-ground. The previously posed dancer in the mid-ground is now performing 

under the supervision of the dance master (Figures 34 and 35). This is one of the first instances 

of Degas seriously attempting to portray dance movement in a ballet picture. The girl performs 

an arabesque, yet she has not quite completed the motion. Her body begins an arc of movement 

that will be realized when her weight-bearing leg is vertical and her right arm finishes rising over 

her head. As she is about to hit her mark en pointe, that is, on the tip of her toes in her soft shoes,  

her finished arabesque will last an instant, before she draws her right leg forward into her next 

step. She appears to move so quickly and with such momentum that her neck ribbon flutters 

behind her and her translucent tulle skirt is a blur. Viewers understand this is a transient moment 

and nearly mid-point in the movement she is performing. She wears two gold bracelets that 

might be gifts from an abonné. The dancer is now beyond frame of the mirror, another girl 

stands at the barre in front of the mirror. She also modestly averts her eyes from the glass, but 

the viewer can see in her reflection that she touches her bodice. The mirror still reflects a bit of 

the cityscape and sky outside the classroom, but now clearly reveals another group of young 



 

 

dancers waiting on the room risers outside the picture edges. Therefore, while the viewer might 

focus on the moving dancer, he can discreetly enjoy the sight of more girls. 

The dance master is larger in the Metropolitan painting. His red blouse, repeated from the 

earlier picture, is more prominent and links with the flowers in the hair of the dancer in the 

foreground, along with the cloak of a chaperone sitting on the risers behind him. His hands rest  
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on his stick, a device that he uses to keep time with the music and that functions as a secondary 

phallic symbol.117 He stares at the dancer, an act mimicked by the viewer. His suit is soft and 

loose and he wears ballet slippers, so that he can move easily around the room and demonstrate 

to the girl what he wants her to do. A small towel bulges from his pocket so that he can wipe  

perspiration from his face. As in the previous painting, he controls the room and all the people 

within it. In this way, he serves as a surrogate for the viewer and the artist. Just as Degas controls 

the composition and the scene for the male viewer, he reinforces that men are in charge of the 

dancers, who perform for the pleasure of men.  

The dance master is Jules Perrot (1810-1892), a famed dancer and choreographer from 

the Romantic age of ballet (Figures 36 and 37).118 Retired by now, he may or may not have been 

teaching classes, but his inclusion in this painting is a tribute to his contributions to ballet. 

Members of Degas’s class and audience would have recognized him immediately and 

appreciated the artistic and historical reference.119 In the painting, his clothes mark Perrot as the 

dance master and differentiate him from the abonnés.  
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In this painting, the room possesses a sense of liveliness, with the movement of the 

dancer and the spontaneous and random movements and gestures of the other figures.120 The 

viewer/abonné is immersed in a busy, active place yet unnoticed by everyone else in the class.  

For the viewer’s benefit, Degas has “touched” with either a hand or hand substitute every part of 

a female body that is potentially enticing to a man. A dancer moves toward the viewer in a pose 

that Degas signals as a sexual invitation, leaving a segment of open floor as a path between the  
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dancer and the viewer. The female self-touching is a constant motif in Degas’s art that conveys 

the contemporary understanding of the gesture as a sexual one, as seen in the illustration on the 

newsletter for the abonnés seen earlier (Figure 14). As the dancers assume more active poses, the 

lessons Degas gleaned from the dancers and entertainers in the Japanese prints becomes obvious. 

It is at this point that the ballet paintings become more animated and overtly eroticized. The 

heightened action of the dancers engages the elite male viewer in the fantasy of movement and 

sexual ritual associated with ballet. A different image of Perrot in a Degas painting is linked 

directly to a photograph in a rare instance of Degas lifting a figure from a photograph rather than 

a drawing (Figures 38-40.) 

Degas was familiar with the vocabulary of dance movements and used many of them as 

metaphors and signs, but I will focus on the arabesque and the bourrée. Just as Degas repeated 

poses, he re-used  the image of Perrot from the previous painting reversed in Rehearsal of the 

Ballet, c. 1876, and the dancer performing a bourrée, like the previously shown Two Dancers on 

a Stage (Figures 41 and 1). Many critics complained about Degas’s recycling of poses and 
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figures. However, as Shackelford argues, Degas mined his own collection of sketches to 

experiment with new compositions, constantly trying to improve and reinterpret his own work.121  

With illumination from the footlights, Degas paints a dress rehearsal scene. Perrot stands 

opposite the dancer gesturing with his right hand and controlling the moment she rises. Between 

them, a second dancer leans over to adjust her ankle ribbon, presenting her buttocks to the 

viewer. Perrot’s outstretched fingers overlap the rose of the second girl’s sash to make sure she is  

noticed. A shadowy man is cropped at the right margin. He watches the dancer intently, and 

while he could easily be an abonné, his posture is less stiff than might be expected. Shackelford  
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identifies him as a man associated with the running of the Opéra, perhaps a stage manager or 

producer making him something of an anomaly and perhaps a comment on the different types 

and number of men watching the dancers.122  The dancer performs the bourrée, rising en pointe 

so quickly her neck ribbon flutters behind her; her movement is accentuated by the other figures’ 

stillness, and she moves toward the black-suited man. While Perrot’s gesture controls the dancer 

and draws attention to the vulnerability of the second dancer, it also points to the second man 

ensuring his presence is noted. The two men frame the moving dancer, one enjoining her to 

display herself, the other man watching. The cropping of the man on the right and an incidental 

third dancer on the left expresses “the haphazard nature of reality” by which Degas signaled for 

modernity.123 

Degas depicts the arabesque frequently, later spinning it so the dancer moves away from 

the viewer. In the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s The Dance Class, 1881, a much younger dancer 

has passed through the moment of the arabesque en pointe (Figure 42). Her body weight is past 
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the vertical balance point and both her raised leg and arm are lowering as she moves through to 

the next step. Her body is so out of balance, she appears to be in danger of falling to the floor. 

Her quick movement contrasts with the perfectly still poses of her two companions who wait to 

begin their steps. The dancer wears rehearsal pantaloons for modesty, a garment worn by 

younger dancers in class and rehearsal. With their childlike figures, these girls appear to be at 

about the age of puberty, and Degas’s signals that they are too young to be approached by the 

abonnés. An outstretched chaperone literally prevents the viewer from coming closer. A hinged  
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three-way mirror frames the grouping of dancers to once more give a view of sky and rooftops in 

two reflections. The third mirror panel reflects the back of one girl, which is considered “the 

most vulnerable part of the anatomy” to the abonné.124 

Dancers in arabesque are featured in Degas’s Dancer on Pointe, c. 1877-78 (oil on 

canvas), and Dancers in White, c. 1878 (pastel) (Figures 43 and 44). Both depict dancers perform 

on stage. The vantage point of the viewer for both appears to be from the floor of the audience 

rather than the bird’s eye perspective of a box seat. The women in Dancers in White are so close 

to the picture plane that they appear to be seen through opera glasses. A lone female dancer is 

centered in Dancer on Pointe. Another dancer in a male costume is deep in the background, 

which gives the foreground dancer the entire depth of the stage to continue her dance movements 

before she reaches her partner. The bouquets of flowers in the lower right corner locate her near 

the footlights and edge of the stage. Given the date, this suggests the second dancer is a female 

dancing en travestie for what appears to be a pas de deux and the erotic prospect of a female on 
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female partnering.125 In Dancers in White, one complete figure is visible with fragmented parts 

of two other dancers. In both artworks, the dancers are en pointe falling through their arabesque 

positions, with Dancers in White captured in that momentary pause of catching the height of the 

pose. Her left leg is straight and vertical, her hand is higher than her head, and her neck ribbons 

lie motionless on her back. In the next breath, she will move forward. In contrast, the female in 

Dancer on Pointe is in the instant beyond the apex of the position. While her leg is still vertical, 

her raised arm and leg are lowering. While I focus on the infinite shifts in movement, the 

arabesque position brings a more obvious delight to the viewer, a complete flashing exposure 
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of the dancers’ pink-wrapped genitalia. Urban French women had only started wearing 

underpants in the middle of the nineteenth century, and any bifurcated clothing women wore had 

for centuries carried the connotation of going against God’s will. The idea of a layer of fabric 

between a woman’s legs thus carried a highly sexualized charge to men. Seeing a flash of that 

fabric through a dance movement, even one as fast as an arabesque, served only one purpose in 

its effect on men.126    

 The dance step depicted here is one Degas adopts frequently, with dancers facing and 

traveling to the viewer, in profile, and facing and traveling away from the viewer. Degas and his 

male audience understood dance movements and their consequences. The arabesque was a 

powerful and aggressive step that involved strength, balance and always meant more movement 

was to follow. It was difficult to hold for more than an a few moments en pointe, and therefore 

always followed and preceded additional action. In an age when seeing a woman’s stocking clad 

ankle was risqué, seeing the length of a woman’s leg was the erotic equivalent of a public sexual 
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encounter. Not only were the dancers displaying the most intimate parts of their bodies, they 

were moving to music as they did so. Male viewers familiar with the movements of ballet could 

anticipate one revelation after another. Seeing a nude recumbent figure in a painting was one 

thing, but seeing a scantily dressed moving figure was an act of invitation to arouse the male 

viewers. While ballet carried a façade of respectability as an art form associated with the opera, 

in this time and place, it functioned on a more prurient level understood completely by its 

producers and its audience. 
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Degas once regretfully admitted to his friend, artist Walter Sickert, that he “too often 

considered women as an animal. . . .”127 Women, considered closer to nature and in less control  

of their sexuality offered the potential for an almost animalistic display in The Rehearsal, 1873-

78, from the Fogg Art Museum, where two rows of dancers practice their second position 

battements (Figure 45). This exercise movement requires the dancer to stand flat-footed on one 

leg while throwing the other knee-locked leg up to the side, and then, after a set number of 

repetitions, the weight-bearing legs are reversed. (These are also practiced with the legs lifted to 

the front and to the back.) A limber dancer can thrust her foot about shoulder high. A dancer with 

very strong thigh muscles might be able to hold a waist high battement for a few moments, but 

the strength required causes tension in the shoulders and arms, something not seen in these 

dancers. The only way this image could have been made as shown is if the model’s foot was 

propped. (Degas shows a dancer in the background with her foot on a waist high barre doing just 

this.) Richard Kendall and Jill DeVonyar argue in their recent exhibition catalogue, Degas and 
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the Ballet: Picturing Motion, that Degas was able to make the preparatory sketch for these 

dancers by watching the model repeat the motion numerous times (Figure 46).128 This is clearly 

not true from the sketch. As the exercise is described above, it is physically impossible to 

perform the battements with no evidence of tension in the shoulders or arms. If it were possible, 

surely Degas would have shown that effort in the body of the dancer for the sake of 

verisimilitude. The dancer show in the drawing could only have been drawn with her foot 

propped as evidenced by her relaxed upper torso. Kendall and DeVonyar fail to make this 

connection, however, as the second drawing of model with her foot on a block in a battement  
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position is from in the same exhibition (Figure 47). While Degas had a remarkable visual 

memory, even he could not freeze motion without assistance. Since the exercise described will 

shortly have the dancers reverse the legs on which they stand, the painting promises the 

viewer/abonné that after the end of this sequence that he will be rewarded with the glimpses of  

multiple intimate views simultaneously. In other words, this seemingly ordinary image of 

dancers practicing a stretching exercise also serves to titillate a privileged male viewer standing 

inside the classroom as he anticipates the action that is to follow. 

 Ballet pictures rendered in oil paint required time to produce. Degas worked on them and 

set them aside waiting for paints to dry so he could proceed further. As he aged and his eyesight 

deteriorated, he worked in oils much less after the mid-1880s and began working primarily in 

pastel. It was faster to use and the medium was opaque, so with a judicious use of fixative, he 

could re-work the drawings as much as he wished. The saturated colors were also probably easier 

for him to see with his fading eyesight.129  
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In a typical late pastel, The Greek Dance, c. 1887-92, what first appears as three dancers 

also reads as a single girl moving in a sequenced spin (Figure 48). Like Marey’s stop action 

photography, the figures are identical, even to the precise length and color of hair. The three 

skirts overlap to a degree that they appear to occupy the same space. Each position of the dancer 

is a progression from the adjoining image (Figures 49-52). It is a rare instance of the dancer 

looking directly at the viewer. She engages the viewer, and then reveals her luxuriously long 

hair, a marker for sexuality and invitation. While the suggestion is that she is turning slowly, she 

also manages to perform the movement en pointe with remarkable strength and dexterity. Degas 

is directly referencing both the artistic depiction of movement from scientific motion  
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photography studies and Japanese prints by showing one girl in three positions. For what purpose 

does Degas do this? It is clearly to engage and arouse the viewer/abonné. The artist’s goal is to 

make her look inviting and seductive as she dances. 

Degas’s late pastels share a number of similarities. They frequently lack background 

details that identify the location of the dancers, as to whether they are in the classroom, in the 

wings or are performing on stage. However, there is no suggestion that they are someplace out of 

context such as the earlier painting Dancer Posing for a Photograph. In the pastel Dancers on 

the Stage, c. 1885, from the Dallas Museum of Art, fine details are sketchy and crisp contours as 

seen in his early ballet paintings are gone (Figure 53). Colors are heavily saturated and often the 

bodies are fragmented to a greater degree than his mid-career artworks. Viewed from a bird’s eye 

perspective and with a breathtaking closeness that implies the viewer is gazing through opera 

glasses, the figures are tightly compressed and difficult to untangle. As DeVonyar and Kendall 

note, with only a bit of floor as reference,  “no walls . . . or other orthogonal indicators . . . lead 



 

 

the eye into depth . . . .”130 In addition, while Degas has suggested modeling and indications of a 

light source and shading, the overall effect is one of flatness and abstraction. This alludes to the 

decorative flatness of Degas’s beloved collection of Japanese prints, such his copy of Three 

Women Dancing (Figure 49).131 Clustered as a single mass, the disembodied arms, hands and 

bodies overlap in a similar way like Marey’s sequential motion studies (Figure 51).  

To construct this picture, Degas took sketches from his hundreds of figure drawings, 

shuffling them as he looked for a arrangement that suited him, and then he would trace or paste 

the sketches to a board and commence coloring them with the pastels, making changes along the  
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way.132In this case, the figures are drawn on a laid paper, and multiple dancers appear to occupy 

the same physical space. Carol Armstrong construes this fragmentation and overlapping as 

simply another signal for unorganized movement and “anatomical dishevelment [pointing to] . . . 

implicitly sexual readings.”133 This interpretation further dehumanizes the dancers, and gives the 

viewer permission to consider the parts and the females as objects only. However, I argue that it 

also implies the anticipation of and the compression of the time sequencing of action.  

The dancers in blue in the second row lower their bodies in a plié, suggesting the music 

to dance has just begun. The figure in yellow with auburn hair, in the first row of dancers, 

appears to focus on the baton of the orchestra leader to know when to begin her designated 

movement. Then as she spins to her right, she reveals her long, black neck ribbon and moves out 

of the picture plane at the top. Like the sequential photography of Marey’s motion studies and 

the repeating twirling dancers from Degas’s collection of Japanese prints, the same figure is 

                                                 
130 Jill DeVonyar and Richard Kendall, “Dancers,” Record of the Art Museum 66 (2007): 33. 
131 C. C. Cunningham, “Two Dancers, a Pastel Edgar Degas 1834-1917” Bulletin of the Museum of Fine 

Arts, Boston, 36 (October, 1938): 74. 
132 Richard Kendall, Degas Backstage (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996), 7. 
133 Armstrong, Odd Man Out, 129. 



 

 

shown more than once. One beautiful, disembodied hand anchors the lower right corner, 

suggesting the line of yellow clad dancers is longer, simply out of the frame of the narrow 

aperture of the opera glasses. A third row of dancers in yellow costumes with sky-blue 

embroidery on the bodice suffers the same fate. Clearly, the abonné holding the glasses, has eyes 

only for the woman with auburn hair and what she is about to do, privileging her over the other 

dancers in the corps de ballet. 

High-key colors ricochet off one another. Small dashes or flickers of orange, aqua, and 

white marks litter skirts and bodices suggesting the reflection of spangles from the footlights. 

The complementary colors in the costumes add a layer of tension, while the squiggles indicate  
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embroidery on the bodices of the costumes. A modern viewer can easily imagine the hand of 

Degas skipping his pastel stick lightly over the page making these quick marks, as this nervous 

energy animates the picture. 

The color is still brilliant with very little evidence of loss of saturation. As evident in 

many of Degas’s drawings and paintings, the artist added paper as he composed the image. 

Evidence of a seam is visible in the white passage above the head of the dancer in the blue 

costume. Some marks of pastel are interrupted by the seam, while others go over the seam, 

confirming this paper addition occurred while the drawing was in progress. These additions 

suggest that Degas allowed the drawing to evolve as he worked, and his notions of movement 

changed. Layers of pastel visible are built up on the surface of these artworks, and no photograph 

captures the crusty surface of the layers of pigment and fixative in Degas’s pastels. These 

artworks point to the modern concern for surfaces and focus on materiality. For instance, this 



 

 

Degas pastel pre-figures the heavily textured surfaces in the work of Georges Braque and Pablo 

Picasso as they developed Cubism a few years later. 

__________ 

Conclusion 

One feature common to Degas’s ballet pictures is the broad stretch of space left open and 

unoccupied. In nearly every image discussed, this space employs an expanse of a diagonal corner 

or a large central section of the foreground, and, with few exceptions, the spacial void is a major 

part of the composition. This compositional element comes directly from both Japanese prints 

and photography. In the prints, open space in or near the foreground marks distance, either 

between the viewer and the subject or as being space within the sphere of figures depicted.  
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Nineteenth-century landscape photographers frequently used an empty foreground to push their 

subject into the middle ground as a way of dealing with issues of focus and distortion (Figures 54 

and 55).134 In time, the empty foreground became a platform from which the viewer could 

experience a distant object safely. Critics complained about the difference between camera 

vision and ocular vision, but this open space became a sign for a variety of conventions 

depending on the situation: distance, safety, ownership, control and/or power. Susan Sidlauskas 

discusses open space in paintings as a way to describe “asymmetry, imbalance, and distortion—

precisely the features that have come to be identified with modernity. . . .”135 In addition, I argue, 

Degas uses open space to reinforce his portrayal of action. If the dancers (or in some cases, the 

viewer) are going to move within the artwork, they must have a place to go. In essence, the 

                                                 
134 Johnson, 96-97. 
135 Sidlauskas, 2. 



 

 

open space is the terminus location of the implied movement by the figures. To show the viewer 

that the movement of the dancers is imminent, he is leaves space for them to occur in time. It is 

as though Degas invites the viewer to gaze at the artwork long enough for the figures to cross 

into the open space. This is fantasy to be sure, but the illusion is part of the reality of the dancers’ 

action. 

Degas absorbed all that was modern about his life and that of his social peers in Paris. As 

an artist whose central concern was the human form, he conflated figural work with his love of  

ballet performance. As a man of his times, he followed popular culture in collecting exotic 

Japanese prints and absorbed scientific innovation, such as the invention of stop-action 

photography to depict motion. Unlike most of his contemporaries, Degas not only collected 

Japanese prints, but he used also elements of the Japanese aesthetic such as depicting an  
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eroticized modern life, and truncated figures at the edges of his pictures. With the invention of 

Muybridge and Marey’s stop action studies, Degas was able to blend elements of overlapping 

figures to further and more truthfully show action.  

Furthermore, as a man of his cultural milieu, he coded an additional layer of meaning in 

his ballet pictures for his audience, men like himself. By portraying motion as accurately as 

possible with these new pictorial systems at his disposal, he enlivened and animated these 

images. In so doing, he purposefully erotized them for the pleasure of his male audience while 

maintaining the façade of painting respectable modern subjects. In essence, Degas was painting  

and drawing motion pictures. His market audience readily purchased his artworks and by the 

early 1900s, his paintings and pastels earned the highest prices of a living artist in France, 

suggesting his male audience understood and appreciated Degas’s coded sexual meanings within 



 

 

the artworks.136 That said, women purchased Degas’s ballet pictures as well, including American 

collectors Mrs. Louisine Havemeyer, Mrs. Bertha Palmer, and Mrs. Sarah Choate Sears, several 

of whom were encouraged by Mary Cassatt.137 

While he exhibited with the artists called the Impressionists and is linked to them by a 

quirk of time and geography, until late in his career, Degas painted in what he considered the 

realist style. He objectively observed figures, drawing them over and over to find every possible 

nuance of a pose or action. Then Degas would shuffle figures incessantly, pushing dancers 

around remembered backgrounds until he arrived at a number of compositions, making endless 

variations of each motif. In the late ballet pastels, with their compressed compositions, 

fragmentation, saturated colors, unusual medium and crusty surface textures I would argue that  
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Degas passed directly from realism to Post-Impressionism. His motion pictures, evolving from 

the result of his obsessive striving to adopt new ideas, consequently served as a bridge to the 

abstraction that came with the twentieth century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
136Bomford and Whimster, 10.  
137 George Shackelford, personal correspondence, April, 30, 2013, Fort Worth, Tx. 
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Abstract 

Remembered primarily for his avant-garde representations of ballet, Edgar Degas (1834-

1917) left over fifteen hundred paintings, pastels, drawings, prints and sculptures of ballet 

dancers. Modern scholarship acknowledges Degas being inspired by the exotic aesthetic of 

Japanese woodblock prints and up-to-the-minute technical innovations such as stop-motion 

photography by Eadweard Muybridge, and more importantly, by French scientist and amateur 

artist Etienne-Jules Marey. Utilizing these contemporary visual innovations, Degas chose to 

express modernity and action via young women dancing for the pleasure of their male audience. 

Through social context and a discussion of these modern visual influences, I will show how 

Degas’s ballet pictures held an explicit sexual meaning to his contemporary male audience 

through his expression of movement and gesture. 

I believe that while superficially painting for an audience who enjoyed ballet as an art 

form and as a novel and decorative subject matter, Degas was painting primarily for an audience 

like himself: elite and upper-class men interested in modernity and technology and who enjoyed 

the erotic appeal of lightly-clad female bodies shown in movement. I argue that Degas changed 

his painting style through the incorporation of modern visual references and loaded his artworks 

with easily legible sexual code by portraying motion as realistically and believably as possible. 

In doing so, he intensified the titillation factor of his artwork and enhanced the sensual 

experience of viewing the artwork for his male audience. By bridging the gap between an actual 

dance performance and a two-dimensional representation of dance through the illusion of 

motion, Degas made sexually charged yet, social acceptable art. During this period, scientists 

and photographers were also attempting to show continuous motion, and in his fashion, Degas  
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was attacking the same problem of portraying motion in a realistic and believable way with the 

result of further animating his artwork.  

 


