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Edgar Degas 
!Painter of Dancers



Edgar Degas was born in 1834 in 
Paris, France. 

His father was a banker and his 
mother was an American from 

New Orleans. 



His full name was 
Hilaire-Germain Edgar de Gas.

He eventually shortened it to 
Edgar Degas.



He grew up in a cultural environment.
The Degas family went to operas, 

and loved music and dance. 
His mother was an amateur opera singer. 



Degas was artistically talented and got 
permission to copy a painting here. 

Where is this?
The Louvre.



He studied at the famous Ecole des 
Beaux-Arts in Paris but left for Italy to 

study the art of Michelangelo and 
da Vinci.



Degas came back to Paris to become a 
painter. He painted large family portraits 

like this one of the Bellelli family.



He also painted several historic 
paintings.

Degas showed these in the Salons, 
which were art galleries of the 

time, but little attention was paid 
to them.



Degas enlisted in the 
French National Guard 

during the  
Franco-Prussian War. 
During rifle training 

his eyesight was 
found to be defective.



He went to New Orleans during the 
siege on Paris and painted his 
family members at work in the 

cotton office.



Degas liked to paint everyday life 
and casual scenes.

He began to paint milliners, 
cafe singers, 

women doing laundry, 
and men working.































What is it?

Many of the men in the paintings 
are wearing something common to 

the Victorian time period of the 
1800’s.

Top Hats! They were made of black 
silk from France and the taller the 
hat, the earlier the time period.





Degas was part of the 
IMPRESSIONIST group of painters.

He did something a little different 
than the others.

He saw things from a 
“radical perspective.”

What does that mean?



He focused on 
COMPOSITION.

Telling a story with his painting by 
focusing on key objects or parts of 

the person and not the entire 
picture.

Let’s decide what he wanted us to 
“see”...



His friend.



Her 
open 

mouth 
singing.



Miss 
Lala.

Note the 
unique 
angle.



Maybe a secret being told.



The sad 
woman 
drinking 
absinthe.

These two 
people are 

his 
friends.



Degas was influenced by Japanese 
prints.  

A lot of them had asymmetrical or 
unbalanced compositions where 
the subject matter was off to the 

side.





In addition to composition, 
Degas became fascinated with 

MOVEMENT.
He was particularly fascinated with 

what type of dancers?



He would watch the dancers and 
study every detail while they were 

practicing. 
!

He made quick sketches in a little 
pad of paper and used the 

drawings later in his studio for the 
paintings.

















Here are some of the more famous  
ballet paintings and pastels. 

Notice the composition and the 
unbalanced scenes to create 

movement.

















Degas used beautiful colors in his 
paintings to make them come alive with 

the light sparkling.























He even owned a silk ballet shoe 
that was a great help while 

painting.

Thousands of pictures of ballet 
scenes piled up in his studio 

(actually 1,500).
Nobody else has ever painted them 

so brilliantly.



In 1875, a new and very 
impressive opera house opened in 

Paris and became the meeting 
place for opera and ballet fans.



Degas knew every nook and cranny of 
the new building and went as often as he 

pleased.
He still preferred to paint ballet practices 
because the light at the dance studio was 

better.







Interestingly, Degas never married 
and lived alone in Paris.

He was aloof and an observer who liked 
to watch life rather than join in.

Some called him a curmudgeon.



He told a friend that he 
liked to paint as if he were 

WATCHING THROUGH A KEYHOLE,
catching his subjects when 

they didn’t know they were being 
watched.



Another subject matter Degas was 
fascinated with was race horses.

He used horses and riders 
in the same way that he used ballet 

dancers: 
to show 

MOVEMENT through composition.











Notice how Degas “cropped” this 
painting.





Here is an example of how Degas 
unbalanced the long painting to create a 

feeling of motion- as if the horses are 
going to run to the grassy side.



Degas used a “snapshot” camera  
to take pictures of real life  

and of his models  
so that they did not have to spend hours  

posing for him. 

The photos helped with his dramatic 
compositions.









By 1896, Degas’ 
eyesight was rapidly 
failing and he was 

depressed and 
frustrated.

His eyes were so 
sensitive to light that 
he stayed inside his 

studio.



He began to sculpt in bronze and wax  
in order to study body movements. 

They were not made to be exhibited in 
the Salon.

Except he did show one sculpture, called 
the “Little Dancer of Fourteen Years,” 
on which he put real hair and clothing 

like a doll.





The wax sculpture 
received mixed 

reviews.
Some thought the 

dancer looked like a 
monkey or a medical 

specimen because 
Degas had enclosed 

the sculpture in a glass 
case.

Others were amazed 
at the lifelike details.



More than half of Degas’ other 
sculptures collapsed.

We don’t know if the material he used 
was bad, his wax technique not quite 

right, or perhaps he just wanted to use 
them as studio props instead of making 
his models pose for long periods while 

he painted.



After Degas’ death the wax model was 
used to make 28 bronze figures.

They were fitted with real clothes and 
can now be seen in many of the biggest 

museums in America and Europe.

How many of you have seen one?





At the end of his life, Degas was almost 
blind. 

He died in Paris at 83. 
On his tombstone in the family grave in 

Montmartre it says:
“Drawing was his great love.”



In his lifetime, Degas only sold  
one piece of his work. 

Guess which one ...





Degas left a legacy of his paintings as 
well as a large art collection of others’ 

paintings. 













“Art is not what you see,
but what you make others 

see.”


