Artists’ Late Styles and Modernist Narratives: The Case of Edgar Degas* This title is much better!
Christian Berger 

(1) The Recluse
Edgar Degas’s
 artistic 
biography is unusual: Born in 1834
, he rarely exhibited works before participating in the first of what later came to be known as the “Impressionist exhibitions” in 1874.
 By the end of these exhibitions in 1886, however, art historians like Richard Kendall have often observed that until his death in 1917 Degas, “effectively withdrew from the public arena for the remaining quarter-century of his career.”
 In his famous reading of Degas’ pastels in the final Impressionist exhibition (fig. 1), the art critic and novelist Joris-Karl Huysmans wrote that they were the artist’s “insulting adieu” (“insultant adieu”) to the public.
 
This interpretation, however, had at least as much to do with Huysmans’s own disdain for modern society and his ideal of an artist’s attitude towards it, as it fitted Degas’s case.
 According to Huysmans, greatness in art could only be reached through a detachment from one’s present surroundings. Therefore, in Certains, his collection of art critical writings dating from 1889, other artists like Paul Cézanne, Gustave Moreau and James McNeill Whistler are characterized in much the same way as Degas; Huysmans also stresses the infrequence in which Cézanne and Moreau allowed their works to be displayed publicly.
 Although it is certainly true that from 1886 onwards, Degas exhibited less frequently than in the twelve preceding years, Huysmans clearly exaggerated Degas’s negative attitude towards the public to fit his own agenda. 
This paper argues that similar narratives and clichés still contribute to contemporary accounts of Degas’s late work, and also of artists’ late work in general. In order to examine how we evaluate artists’ late works and arrive at a more nuanced understanding of Degas’s late practice, I will address the following questions: First, how did Degas’s attitude towards public life influence his late work, and what are we to make of the assumption that he worked in isolation fort he final X years of his life? Second, to what degree can this important part of Degas’ œuvre be seen as concurring with established notions of artists’ late styles? And finally, how does this stage of his career square within the framework of modernism? Hence, this case study will challenge both how we evaluate artists’ late periods and shed light on the limits of modernist narratives that continue to inform more recent art historical scholarship
. 

The solitary artist who has voluntarily isolated himself in old age is a recurring trope in artists’ biographies. Kenneth Clark encapsulated it in 1972: “Old artists are solitary; like all old people, they are bored and irritated by their fellow bipeds and yet find isolation depressing.”
 But did Degas indeed live out his old age in isolation? At first glance, this seems to be the case: His niece Jeanne Fevre wrote of a “voluntary prison,” where Degas “withdrew into himself […] receiving almost nobody.” The writer George Moore, among others, mentioned Degas’s “solitude.” The painter Jacques-Émile Blanche went so far to refer to Degas’s “savage isolation.” There are many similar reports by journalists who tried to speak to the artist but were not given access by the “prehistoric servant” guarding the door
.

 However, as Richard Kendall’s research has shown, such testimonies should not be taken at face value, as they often came from people who had been excluded from the artist’s company for various reasons. The myth was nourished by journalists, exhibition organizers whose wishes were turned down, and friends and relatives who wanted to protect the artist’s privacy. 
Even Degas himself, who generally had a playful approach towards his public image, is said to have pronounced that he would like to be “illustrious and unknown.”
 
While there is evidence that Degas did not appreciate unexpected visitors and could be harsh towards people he did not want to see, by no means did the artist live in isolation. His studio, his apartment and his advice were accessible to friends and other, often younger, artists.
 He dined out several times a week, went to see exhibitions, traveled to Spain, Switzerland, Belgium, and to Naples in 1906, when he was seventy-two years old
. Only in the very last years of his life did he become less active, confining his contact with the outer world more and more to long walks around his neighbourhood and the enjoyment of a café crème at one of the local cafés.
 Nevertheless, Degas’ attitude towards the public had always been ambivalent at best. In 1890 the critic Gustave Geffroy described Degas’s double life. On the one hand, he was an eloquent and charming man of society, and on the other an artist who barely left his studio: 

“L’homme est mystérieux et narquois, verrouille sa porte, affiche un dédain absolu pour la discussion publique. Il s’est fait deux existences: – l’une est existence d’un passant très fureteur et très gai, circulant, aves des sourires qui illusionnent et des mots qui éclatent, au milieu des manifestations sociales et artistiques, – l’autre est l’existence d’un reclus, enfermé avec des modèles et des croquis, s’acharnant aux conjonctions des tons et aux combinaisons imprévues des lignes
.”

It is important to note, however, that Degas’ tendency to withdraw into the private sphere was a costant motif throughout his life. During his early period in Italy, in a notebook of 1858, the artist praised the beauty of his surroundings, but lamented that he nonetheless missed the opportunity to work in his “little corner.”
 Twelve years later he expressed a similar sentiment in a letter from New Orleans, where he was visiting family.
 In other words, there was always something of the recluse in Degas, but it did not define him.

(2) The Secret Œuvre
Another common misperception of the “late Degas” is that in concealing “his life, he almost concealed his œuvre.”
 This would mean that as his practice became more secretive, it also became self-sufficient. This view is not only connected to the idea of the artist’s personal isolation, but also to the myth of “artists’
 secrets” that was highly popular among French Romantic artists and writers.
 

In reality, however, the friends and acquaintances who visited Degas’s studio were not the only ones who could see his work. While it is true that he rarely showed his art in solo shows and was extremely selective about exhibiting, his work could be seen in commercial galleries in Paris, Berlin and even New York. The fact that he had gained a reputation for being “the artist who never exhibits” made those occasions when he did exhibit all the more attractive, as this account by critic Arsène Alexandre from 1892 demonstrates: 
“Voici un fait très extraordinaire de la saison: M. Degas expose. Ou plutôt c’est une façon de parler très impropre, car M. Degas n’expose et n’exposera jamais. Il y a tout simplement, dans un coin de Paris que je ne nommerai pas et qu’il aime mieux qu’on ne connaisse point, une vingtaine de choses nouvelles de lui que les passionnés de son œuvre et ceux que ne contente pas la banalité pourront aller voir, si cela leur plait, mais il ne s’en soucie pas autrement.”
 
One reason for Degas’s selective approach to exhibiting his work was simply that he could afford it. Carol Armstrong has argued convincingly that Degas’ disdain for the open market character of large exhibitions like the Salon led him to treat the Impressionist exhibitions as semi-private spaces in which he could present his work to private amateurs
 .
 Having thereby gained a small but regular clientele, Degas no longer needed to exhibit as frequently.
 Moreover, he had dealers like Paul Durand-Ruel and Ambroise Vollard, to whom he gave 
a few works on a regular basis, which ensured him a safe income.
 

Degas
 refused to part with what he considered his most important works. However, he did let go of works, or “articles,” 
as he liked to call them, that he considered less significant – mostly rather small drawings and pastels.
 This had not always been the case. From the remnants they found in Degas’ studio after his death, the executors gained a better overview of what did and did not sell during his lifetime. As Daniel Halévy, son of Degas’s longtime friend the playwright Ludovic Halévy, and author of book of reminisces on the artist, 
remembered: 
“Tout l’atelier Degas est là, tableaux maniables; on les déplace, on les compare. Les anciennes peintures qu’il avait conservées; et tout l’inachevé des dernières années. L’entre-deux manque.”

Degas sold very few of his early paintings, and only some of his late works. However, during the 1870s and 1880s, a period when he had to sell work in order to pay off family debts, he parted with
 almost all of his completed compositions.
 By the end of the 1880s, however, the situation was resolved and Degas was able to live comfortably from the high prices his works commanded. 
(3) Some Characteristics of the Late Work
In his book The Artist Grows Old, Philip Sohm writes about a “nostalgic return by old artists to a style or subjects of their youth” that -- apart from commercial reasons – can stem from: 

“a stereotypical form of senescent behaviour: the imagination stagnates; originality lags; nostalgia thrives. More distant still from the realities of commerce, but still tangentially plausible, is the senescent habit of repetition – the same stories, the same figures – and of living in the past or, more precisely, re-enacting the past in the present
.”
 

At first, Degas’s late work seems to fit neatly within Sohm’s framework. Most of Degas’ work from the 1890s and 1900s consists of variations on two themes, the dance and the women at the toilette. He rendered them in charcoal, pastel, oil and even in wax sculpture. Although the scope of his techniques had diminished considerably, the limitation of his subjects and motifs was hardly new.
 By 1880, Degas was already known as “the painter of dancers.”
 In the later years, the motifs of his art became even more repetitive. He recycled figures and poses of dancers or women cleaning themselves, and often even transferred them by means of tracing from one sheet to another. La tasse de chocolat (fig. 2) and Femme sortant du bain (fig. 3), both dating probably from after 1900, are two good examples in this respect: While only a close technical examination of both works in the original could prove whether one is indeed a tracing of the other, the composition – a nude woman stepping out of bath, seen from the back, with a servant in the background presenting her with a cup of hot chocolate – is almost identical
. This accounts not only for the figures, but also the composition of the room and the furniture. In contrast, not only the Bildausschnitt
, but also the color and the way the pastel has been applied are distinct. La tasse de chocolat is dominated by the contrast between yellow and blue, the black charcoal  delineating the nude figureand the red on the floor at the bottom right. For Femme sortant du bain, the contrast between the yellow and blue is downplayed by different shades of red and rose, and a srong, bright, chalky white characterizes the electric? light shining into the room. Although this comparison is by no means comprehensive and at least six other works featuring similar compositions would need to be taken into account in addition to the two works discussed here, it seems clear that Degas never aimed at producing identical copies, but was always interested in variation, often using highly unconventional approaches and experimental techniques. 
 Nice!
So how does Degas’s late production depart from Sohm’s trope of the elderly artist “re-enacting the past in the present?” The majority of Degas’s recurring subjects, like the ballet, the laundresses and the milliners were novel at the outset. Yet the originality of individual works is most apparent in the details of motif, composition and technique. This strategy of variation is already present in the 1870s and 1880s, as in Degas’ Dance Classes, in which recurring elements like staircases, benches and particular (groups of) figures can be found (figs. 4, 5).
 In his late work, the focus shifts even more from the motif to the technique, including surface treatment and color palette, as it is evident in the two aforementioned bather pastels, but also in contemporaneous works depicting dancers, with their fluid boundaries between motifs and media.

 Therefore, it would fall short to apply Sohm’s account of a lack of originality to Degas’s late work. Not only did the artist employ repetition as a key strategy throughout his life, but it was also a means to open up new possibilities and to render things “possible anew.”
 Great!
Related to Degas’ genuine interest in repetition is the synthetic, artificial character of his art. His realist
 subjects of the 1870s, like the Dance Classes, were never painted on site, but in the studio, where the artist drew upon a repertoire of figures and poses.
 Tracing must be regarded as both a continuation and a radicalization of an earlier practice, not as a brand new approach. This technique can also be linked to Degas’s training with Louis Lamothe, an academic painter who worked in the tradition 
of Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres.
 However, in casting Degas as the académicien he was at the very beginning of his career, one falls into another cliché, that of artists’ return to the ideals of their youth.
 Opposing Richard Thomson’s view of Degas’s late work, I argue that tracing is not so much about academic notions of “refinement,”
 nor are his nudes “the ultimate académie.”
 Rather, they are much more about the opening of an experimental field of possibilities. Within this practice, however, there are many references to earlier works and historical techniques. Nice. This section is flowing so much better now! And your voice coming through much more forcefully.
To
 return to the question of whether it makes sense to establish a separate category for Degas’ late style, the answer must be twofold: There are subjects, especially the women at the
 toilette, and techniques, like sculpting in wax, charcoal drawing and tracing, that gain significance while others all but vanish. Moreover, his use of color changes, his drawing becomes more simplified and the facture is more prominent in the surface treatment. The artist’s declining eyesight might account for all of these differences. Nevertheless, I argue that they amount to a new direction in his artistic project.
 At the same time, these characteristics fit with common ideas about late style in general, as there are – among others – a growing degree of abstraction and sketchiness, and a certain tendency towards the non-finito or the fragmentary.
 

As Martin Kemp has shown in an instructive article on “Late Leonardo,” our preconceptions about late style may inform and even mislead our perceptions of artists’ late works and of their œuvres. Moreover, they can lead to wrong attributions. Rough handling is not necessarily a sign of late-age style, but “may simply reflect the different functions of drawings in thought processes.”
 For Degas, at least, tendencies towards the fragmentary and the unfinished run throughout his career and the issue of abstraction is far more complex than it may seem initially, as will be shown below. In general, recurring topoi of old age like nostalgia, loss of originality, a return to the ideals of an artist’s youth and newly won liberty of expression (that is, imperfect facture and fragmentation) do not make things clearer, but rather obstruct our view on complex artistic practices and strategies by affixing a generalizing label upon them
. If, as Sohm has argued, late style was necessarily linked with stagnating imagination or the lack?/ of originality
, then Degas’s practice was in some ways always a late style
. So much better! Yay!!!!!
 (4) Degas’s Modernism
Degas’ late-career abstraction is not only significant to discussions of artists’ late styles, but also for the development Modernism at the outset of the twentieth century
. Degas’s paintings of the 1870s, such as his first Dance Classes (figs. 4, 5), tend to be small in size and detailed, finely executed, and very much concerned with correct linear perspective. In other words, they mark a strong departure from the sketch-like aesthetic of Impressionists like Claude Monet. In this way, they are also different from the art of 
 Édouard Manet, whom Greenberg placed at the beginning of the trajectory of Modernist painting.
 Armstrong points out that Degas neither concurred “with the modern aesthetics of sincerity, nature, and the sketch, nor did he satisfy modern criteria for important, realized production.” He was also not a typical “painter of modern life,” in the sense of Charles Baudelaire’s famous essay from 1863, because his subjects were “taken from modernity but […] odd and unimportant and yet he did them over and over again.”
 
Hence, Degas defies the established and limited art-historical categories of modernism
.
Despite all the awkwardness of subject and style of Degas’s late work – with its naked women performing their toilettes, face-less or with roughly executed physiognomy – it seems at first more compatible with the master narrative of Modernism than does his earlier work. The mid-sized formats featuring one or two figures seem to concur with the Modernist aesthetic of the free, expressive gesture. Since the middle of the twentieth century, when Greenberg was writing, they have therefore been seen as “prefigur[ing] abstraction.”
 Interestingly however, notions of abstraction, imperfect surface treatment and the resultant freedom of expression are also recurring motifs in descriptions of late style
. Integrating Degas’s late work into such an account of art history requires not only a teleological vision of art’s development, but also a very selective reading of Degas’s work. 
His late paintings and pastels are not concerned with the Greenbergian ideals of the “ineluctable flatness of the surface”
 and “purely and literally optical
,”
 but rather with body and space, movement and materiality, as exemplified by the very tactile surface treatment, the dynamism of the figure within the room, and also the artist-viewer’s gaze into this room, which functions without a static viewpoint. If we add the fact that Degas never changed his habit of working from the model, the notion of Greenbergian abstraction becomes problematic for Degas’s late work.
 Furthermore, the close connection between Degas’s experiments in two- and three-dimensional media underline the fact that his work is neither about flatness, nor about an exploration of the conventions specific to each medium, which was for Greenberg the centerpiece of Modernist abstraction. 

 
(5) Coda: The Old Artist as Role Model?

Degas serves as a good 
case study on the limits of Modernist art historiography, but the issue of late style remains complex. The continuities in Degas’s approach to exhibiting and in his process demonstrate the limits of age-based models of analysis.
 While the physical experience of ageing clearly needs to be taken into account, we must also be aware of our preconceptions of artists’ late styles. But perhaps we should also think about whether Degas himself, in his pronounced awareness of the art of his past, consciously or unconsciously tried to conform to notions of “the old artist” or “late style” as formulated in art historical writing. Great. 
When Degas repeatedly used his fingertips 
to apply paint to the canvas in his late years, not only did he transpose a technique from pastel to oil painting, increase the tactile dimension of his art and perhaps find a way to deal with his declining eyesight, but he also followed the model of Titian, who, since Giorgio Vasari, had together with Michelangelo embodied the most important model of the aging artist.
 By tracing his motifs, he again followed the exaple of another aging artist, in this case Ingres, his lifelong idol. Therefore, instead of simply reiterating models like that of “late style,” we should take into consideration how artists might – consciously or unconsciously – be trying to live up to such models, thereby taking part in the construction of their own biographical narrative, their contemporary and posthumous reputations as artists. 
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� Cf. Herbert von Einem, “Zur Deutung des Altersstils in der Kunstgeschichte”, in: Album amicorum J. G. Van Gelder, ed. by J. Bruyn et al., The Hague, Nijhoff, 1973, p. 88-92, here p. 90.
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� “Manet’s became the first Modernist pictures by virtue of the frankness with which they declared the flat surfaces on which they were painted.” Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting” (1960), in: idem, The Collected Essays and Criticism, Vol. 4: Modernism with a Vengeance 1957-1969, ed. by John O’Brien, Chicago and London, University of Chicago Press, 1993, p. 85-93, here p. 86.


� Armstrong 1991, p. 16. Baudelaire reference to be added, and also T.J. Clark…


� Daniel Catton Rich, Degas, New York, Abrams, 1951, p. 124.


� Cf. Greenberg 1993, p. 87: “It was the stressing of the ineluctable flatness of the surface that remained, however, more fundamental than anything else to the processes by which pictorial art criticized and defined itself under Modernism.”


� Cf. ibid., p. 89: “It was in the name of the purely and literally optical, not in the name of color, that the Impressionists set themselves to undermining shading and modeling and everything else in painting that seemed to connote the sculptural.”


� Cf. Kendall 1988, p. 195.


� For examples in Degas’s work see e.g. Lemoisne 1946-49, Nos. 587; 1014; 1029; 1104; 1117.For Titian see David Rosand, “Style and the aging artist”, in: Art Journal 46.2 (Summer 1987), p. 91-93, esp. p. 92.





�I tried to standardize the inverted commas etc. everywhere, but might not have done a perfect job; also, I put Degas’s everywhere (not Degas’), but I could also change that.


�It should be Degas’ to show plural with a proper name. I will try to catch all these.


�Sounds very British (according to this Ami). What publication is this for again?


The volume will be published with a French publisher. I guess American English would be good. Is „very particular“ good solution? Would be great if you could check, also because it is the first sentence.


�Remind us early on when he died. Which period are you defining as his late career? From 1886 until his death in...?


�This is great—I wonder if you couldn’t include this in the first paragraph and say that Kendall’s evaluation stems from Degas own contemporaries...cut the quote about Whistler and then launch into your thesis and what you’re contributing?


�Do you need a note here on other contemporary writers who set forth similar interpretations?


I would say that some of the examples below could point in the same direction, but perhaps I could also limit my statement to Huysmans here if it doesn’t weaken my argument – what do you think? 


And could you check the new sentence?


�comma?


�Great! You’ve done a nice job of laying it out clearly and also letting a reader who isn’t a Degas expert know why they should still read your paper. Now it’s also relveant to anyone who studies artists who lived to old age, and to scholars of modernism as well!


�Many thanks for your great ideas on how to reframe this introduction. Could you have one more look at the result?


�I would divide up footnote 9 into two; the Kendall citation should go here, and then you need a new citation at the end of the paragraph for Kendall’s later book. And this might not be fair since your paper is already nine years old and these are all the art historians we read in graduate school, but it seems like you are really addressing how a certain generation of art historians who trained in the 1980’s fell into some of the old stereotypes of  the previous generation, despite their revisionist agendas. 


�do you think it works if i put the footnote here, even if i mention his research in the following sentence? tricky...





�Put the note here, and then you can have the separate note for the quote from the other book. 


�Was he not doing that well at that point? Maybe say why it was remarkable that he made this trip at that age? 


I think I stressed this because he was quite old and it’s only eleven years before his death; I could also simply insert „Italy“ into the list, what do you think? Drop it if you don’t absolutely need it. Too many facts will just detract from your great argument!


�Is the DFK publishing this paper? If so, you could leave the quote in French, but I would recommend including an English translation in the body of the text and the original French in the footnote. Same for all the quotations in French below. Let me know the context, and I can translate them for you!


This is really kind of you! I think it is Presses universitaires de Rennes, so French should be alright in this particular case. But what do you think of my summary of the quote as better introduction.





I like it! I suggested a way to rewrite above without quoting once in English and then the French...it’s helpful for someone like me whose French is rusty. And agreed that given the publisher it makes sense to keep the longer primary source French quotes in the original.


�does this make sense („artists’s secrets“ instead of „artist’s secrets“?) yes, because you are talking about more than one artist, you are talking about artists in general, so you need the plural possessive


�This sentence just feels really long; I think you can do without the final phrase and still get the point across.


�Consigned? Sold?


�A transition is needed here. Or, maybe Mainardi’s observation should go in the next section and serve as a transition from this section on Exhibition to the next section that really addresses the issue of repetition.


I took the Mainardi part out in the end, because if I move it down, I would need to discuss it properly, and I am not sure how important it is for my argument.


Good plan! 


�I guess I should do this everywhere, i.e. put the commas into the quote, except in the footnotes (article titles)...? (I only have a French stylesheet.) Yes, I would, but it depends on the publisher I guess. To me it looks odd to have the comma outside the quotes in English texts. 


�not sure whether this is the correct term: it is a book full of souvenirs, quotes and anecdotes („Degas parle“)


�Maybe a quick phrase to say who he was?


�Just changed this so we don’t have „sell“ twice in one sentence


�This is a significant quote that you use to set up this section very nicely, but then you don’t come back to it. Can you return to it more explicitly below, or summarize the quote and insert yourself here a little more?


I decided to leave it in and come back to it more explicitly. Do you think this works better now? YES!! Great!


�


�can you help? The depth? I googled the images and I think it seem like in the second one the woman fills the picture plane, whereas in La tasse de chocolat she is in the middle ground and we see more of her surroundings. Or do you mean the ways the figures are cropped?


�Nicely stated!


�Do you need to put realist in quotes? Sorry I forgot to mention it before... so-called realist? 


�Does this mean he studied under someone who studied with Ingres? 


Yes. Is there a better way to say it? (I think Lamothe was a pupil of one of the Flandrins.) Actually I think the way you put it here is perfect. 


�I’m having trouble with this sentence...“the question of whether“ is kind of redundant...maybe rephrase this sentence or restructure the first part of this paragraph? 


�I feel like this is how we approximate the French expression in English...or Franglais.


�Great!


Can you bring it back to Sohm in this paragraph?


�Or use parallel structures—stagnating imagination and declining originality


�I don't know why, the last phrase threw me...maybe just cut it?


�Is this what you are trying to say? Bringing up the „categorization“ at the beginning of the sentence was confusing to me becuse then you didn’t explicitly say what that categorization was.


�Perhaps I can avoid the „Impressionist predecessor“, because it is also a certain narrative? Take it out again or find a different „label“ for Manet?


�you’re right, this is a different conception of modernism; i inverted the order now, or should i rather take it out? Ahh, I don’t know! Maybe it’s helpful because Baudelaire was obviously a contemporary and you are able to flesh out how we define modern art by including it. But then again, you quote Armstrong. I think keep it because you have gotten ride of some other quotes from secondary sources. 


�Just found  a way to be more succinct...


�So it’s a little late to ask this, but is this a term other scholars are using? Otherwise I would say „late style”. 


✔✔✔


�Great!


�Is this Greenberg’s phrase? If so, put in quotes. 


Thank you! Should I keep the „the“ in the quotes or take it out (the „ineluctable...“)?


�I would say it’s both, but perhaps in this context abstraction could be enough?


�I think you’re good now! 


�this is just an idea for how to deal with the problem that i did not introduce this aspect, and also the fingertips before. what do you think?


�better word? Yes. Or 


�To me, it seems like you’re undermining your argument here. Do you think I could simply delete this sentence and slightle modify the one that follows (as I have tried to do now)?


�Can you see this in any of the works you’re reproducing for this article? If you bring one of those works back in here, it will feel less like you’re introducing a new idea here. 


I see the problem; unfortunately, I don’t think the works I’ve chosen are good examples for that. Do you think I should introduce this aspect earlier on? No. It’s nice because you bring Ingres back in at the end and expand on what you’ve been discussing with respect to his technique to bring home your larger point...Do you need figure 1? If you only have 5 illustrations/figures, I would lose that one, perhaps adding in a footnote a couple of the works that were on display in that final Impressionist exhibition, and then include something here where we can see this technique. 
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