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“There must be a salon of realists…”: Action and Collaboration in 

Edgar Degas’ Avant-gardism 

Roberta Crisci-Richardson 

In art-historical literature, French nineteenth-century painters Edouard 

Manet and Edgar Degas are often portrayed as high-bourgeois artists, 

close in class allegiance and urbanity.
1
 However, they were two very differ-

ent kinds of bourgeois and they went about their art in very different ways. 

Manet wanted and could afford to remain alone in his heroic struggle for 

success, promoting himself as a solitary genius, or “temperament,” as Zola 

called it.
2
 Degas, instead, was a bohemian almost all his life, working within 

the rebellious Parisian culture of solidarity among artists. During the 1860s 

Degas had to paint friends for free to build up a reputation as a painter. In 

the post-Commune years up to 1886 Degas was one of the chief organis-

ers of the independent exhibitions held since 1874 by the Impressionists on 

the boulevard des Italiens. In this paper I will explore the implications of 

Degas‟ engagement in the Impressionist societies and in the collaborative 

printmaking practised by Degas, Camille Pissarro, Ludovic Lepic, Félix 

Bracquemond and Mary Cassatt as a tool for their self-fashioning as North-

ern painters-printmakers in the seditious Montmartre of the last quarter of 

the nineteenth century.  

A familiar image of Degas, “the reactionary of genius” in Benedict 

Nicolson‟s words, suggests either the snobbery of a supposedly aristocratic 

origin or a grand bourgeois pedigree combined with misogyny, racism and 
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a general unpleasantness of character.
3
 Degas‟ art, especially his repre-

sentations of naked and working women, his misogyny, anti-Semitism and 

cruel dicta are made into a consistent story of right-wing conservatism. My 

intention is not to propose that we should dissociate Degas‟ art from con-

siderations of his mean spirit and political ideas. I want instead to present 

the facts of Degas‟ rather left-wing engagement in collaborative art-making 

in a specific environment and time in French history, and to propose a view 

different to the canonical art-historical perspective on Degas the painter 

and the man. Throughout this paper I will be using terms such as “socialist” 

and “anarchist-socialist,” when referring to Degas‟ politico-artistic stance in 

matters of collaborative undertakings. In doing so, I rely on Emmanuel 

Todd‟s writing, in which the use of these terms is justified in France since 

around the mid-nineteenth century. In this context, “socialist” and “anar-

chist-socialist” do not indicate the consistent doctrine of organised political 

parties such as we find in the twentieth century. In the second half of the 

nineteenth century in France the terms “socialist” and “anarchist-socialist” 

are interchangeable and relate to socialism as a left-wing ideology which 

was in the process of differentiating itself from nationalism and right-wing 

ideology along the lines of a sharp polarisation. Around 1848 socialism was 

an inconsistent and undifferentiated ideology, broadly expressive of Pari-

sian working-class identity. In the years 1880-1914, socialism was still an 

early, unstructured assemblage of small groups with different tendencies, 

Marxism and anarcho-syndicalism being the more evident ones. Socialism, 

however, was quite distinctively characterised by a rejection of bourgeois 

authority and by a “visceral anarchism,” in Todd‟s words, which place it 

within the French revolutionary tradition.
4
 It is within this political tradition, 

and not within a right-wing tradition, that I locate Degas‟ embrace of action 

and collaboration in his artistic practice.    

 Unlike Henri Fantin-Latour, who belonged to various associations 

such as the Société des Trois, the Société du Jing-Lar and the Vilains Bon-

hommes and painted group portraits of artists and writers linked by affini-

ties, Degas always resisted joining brotherhoods or artists‟ societies of the 

romantic type.
5
 In 1873 he was instead among the founders of a coopera-

tive of artists, the Société Anonyme de Peintres, Sculpteurs, Graveurs, etc., 

known as Impressionists. Degas was among the more engaged organisers 

of their independent exhibitions, which stood for intransigeance and artistic 

resistance to the official Parisian art world.
6
 Between 1874 and 1886 De-

gas‟ modernity and avant-gardism are defined by his collaboration in an ar-

tistic and ideological group project of appropriation and re-invention of Pari-

sian space. In this project, Degas‟ specific task was to round up new mem-

bers and exhibitors, lead group meetings, and find suitable exhibition ve-
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nues. In his notebooks Degas jotted down plans for a rather new sort of 

group exhibition where each artist would take responsibility for the display 

of his or her works.  

The charter of the Société Anonyme de Peintres, Sculpteurs, Gra-

veurs, etc. was drafted by Camille Pissarro on the model of the union char-

ter of the bakers of Pontoise where he lived.
7
 Published on 17 January 

1874 in La Chronique des Arts et de la Curiosité, the charter of the Co-

operative Joint Stock Company declared to “have as its object: (1) the or-

ganisation of free exhibitions, without a jury or honorary remuneration, 

where each member can exhibit his work; (2) the sale of the aforesaid 

works; (3) the publication, as soon as possible, of a journal, exclusively de-

voted to art.”
8
 There was a subversive side to this programme. Firstly, the 

idea of artists‟ self-government was inspired by the 1871 Communard 

Fédération des Artistes. The federation grouped the delegates elected by 

Parisian artists as spokesmen in the five branches of the arts (painting, 

sculpture, architecture, lithography and engraving, decorative or industrial 

arts). Secondly, the charter of the Impressionists, as Gonzalo Sánchez has 

written, was drawn up with the “crucial assistance” of four former Commu-

nards who lived under police watch because of their past in the Fédération 

des Artistes: Alfred Meyer, Edmé Chabert, and the two Léon Ottins, father 

and son.
9
 Ottin père was a sculptor who lived off occasional work on the 

façade of the Paris Opéra. He was a fighter on the barricades in 1848, and 

during the Commune of 1871 was a representative of Parisian sculptors in 

the Fédération des Artistes. He was treasurer of the Société Anonyme, 

which also brought the Impressionists to the attention of the police. The 

other Communards involved with the Impressionists were Meyer, chief art-

ist at the Sèvres porcelain factory, and Chabert, the head of the 149
th
 batta-

lion of the National Guards, which had been famously arrested en masse 

during a fighting on the Parisian barricades. A member of the Communist 

International, Chabert was under police surveillance for involvement in art-

ists‟ unionism. When the Société Anonyme was dissolved in December 

1874 and discussions began over the future of the independent exhibitors, 

these Communards insisted that the venture should not be considered only 

as a convenient one-off group show or market outlet, but the expression of 

a more politically engaged corporation. Meyer, Chabert and Pissarro all 

supported the creation of a société coopérative. The resulting Union Artisti-

que, which organised the 1876 Impressionist show, evoked “a syndicalist 

rather than a commercial or even aesthetic standpoint.”
10

 There was a 

struggle for survival among Parisian artists, but the Communard spirit lived 

through the Impressionists‟ effort to get rid of “the old tutelage of the state 

over artists” so they could “associate in groups that would better represent 
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individuals in view of exhibitions and sales.”
11

 In the assignment of the 

tasks among the organisers of the 1874 independent exhibition, Edmond 

Renoir, Auguste‟s brother, was appointed to prepare the catalogue and 

Degas was appointed to take care of the recruitment of the exhibitors, en-

suring that even more conservative artists be admitted to join and exhibit.
12

 

This is a critical point: artists of different backgrounds were invited to exhibit 

and accepted into the group (provided they were Realists, that is).  

In March 1874 Degas wrote to Félix Bracquemond congratulating him 

on joining the society. He invited him to submit works and to go and see the 

premises on the boulevard des Capucines. In the same letter Degas com-

mented on Fantin-Latour and Manet‟s choice to stay out of the society: “We 

are getting an excellent recruit in you. Be assured of the pleasure you give 

and the good you are doing us. (Manet, egged on by Fantin and crazy him-

self continues to refuse, but nothing seems definite yet from this side).”
13

 

With the language of combat, Degas addresses Bracquemond as a “re-

cruit.” We also have Degas‟ letters to Berthe Morisot advising her to send 

pictures to the show and personally supervise the hanging of them.
14

 One 

of Degas‟ letters to James Tissot, written just prior to the exhibition of 1874, 

is worth extensive quotation. Here, Degas begged Tissot, who had fled to 

London after the Commune, to join the society: 

Look here, my dear Tissot, no hesitations, no escape. You positively 

must exhibit at the Boulevard. It will do you good, you (for it is a 

means of showing yourself in Paris from which people said you were 

running away) and us too. Manet seems determined to keep aloof, 

he may well regret it. Yesterday I saw the arrangement of the pre-

mises, the hangings and the effect in daylight. It is as good as any-

where. And now Henner (elected to the second rank of the jury) 

wants to exhibit with us. I am getting really worked up and am run-

ning the thing with energy and, I think, a certain success. The news-

papers are beginning to allow more than just the bare advertisement 

and though not yet daring to devote a whole column to it, seem an-

xious to be a little more expansive. 

The realist movement no longer needs to fight with the others, it al-

ready is, it exists, it must show itself as something distinct, there 

must be a salon of realists. Manet does not understand that. I defi-

nitely think he is more vain than intelligent.  

So exhibit anything you like. […] So forget the money side for a 

moment. Exhibit. Be of your country and with your friends. The affair, 

I promise you, is progressing better and has a bigger reception than 

I ever thought possible.  
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Asking Tissot to try to convince Alphonse Legros, also in London, to join in, 

Degas closed with the following: “The general feeling is that it is a good, fair 

thing, done simply, almost boldly.”
15

 It is hard to reconcile the image of De-

gas as a conservative bourgeois with his actual social contacts and his po-

litically suspect comradely artistic activities in the 1870s. These activities 

were part and parcel of the turmoil following the Franco-Prussian war and 

the birth of the Third Republic, diabolical times that the construction of the 

Sacré-Coeur attempted to exorcise. The basilica on the hill of Montmartre 

fulfilled a counter-revolutionary national vow.
16

   

 The point of the Impressionist exhibitions of 1874-1886 was to create 

unsupervised self-regulated spaces for group shows in which artists could 

choose what to exhibit and how. These venues have been described by 

Martha Ward as private spaces and as studied installations: total works of 

art re-creating the conditions of a modern home interior, or small salon or 

artist‟s studio. These were intended as intimate environments that could 

both lead to a deeper understanding of each artist and “cultivate conditions 

appropriate to the appreciation of small easel paintings.” Ward emphasises 

the private aspect of the Impressionist initiatives, but I believe the Impres-

sionist exhibitions on Haussmann‟s boulevards were a group retreat, a 

withdrawal from hidebound practices. In the most theatrical of all urban set-

tings, the materialisation of French official visual culture, the Impressionists‟ 

group retreats aimed to create not so much private spaces as alternative 

spaces for the expression of a group identity without sacrificing artistic indi-

viduality. These were environments in which the artists sought to achieve a 

political ideal of many parts contributing to effect a total harmony. The first 

exhibition of the Société Anonyme in 1874 took place in the former atelier 

of the photographer Nadar at 35 boulevard des Capucines. A large stair-

case led to a series of large rooms where 165 works were displayed, hung 

in two rows, with the largest works at the upper level. The walls of the ve-

nue were as Nadar had left them, covered with brown linen, which, as 

Ward writes, “marked a departure from the red of the official walls of the 

Salon and Universal Exhibitions.”
17

 Draperies were hung, as we know from 

the critic Philippe Burty, who also noted that the venue had the appearance 

of a private gallery or of an apartment. In a later review, Burty wrote that 

the artists‟ intention had been “to present their paintings almost under the 

same conditions as in a studio, that is in good light, isolated from one 

another, in smaller numbers than in official exhibitions, which are like docks 

of painting and sculpture, without the neighbourhood of other works either 

too bright or too dull.”
18

 For their second exhibition, in the spring of 1876, 

the Impressionists used Durand Ruel‟s gallery in the rue Le Peletier.
19

 Be-

tween 1879 and 1881 the Independents‟ shows were all held in apart-
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ments. In 1881, it was the first floor of an unfinished building on the boule-

vard des Capucines, five small rooms connected by corridors. They were 

furnished with Algerian settees and rocking chairs. But they had low ceil-

ings and were so poorly lit that gaslight was necessary even for day view-

ing. Spectators had to stoop to view the works, a way of forcing the critics, 

in Jules Claretie‟s words, “to go on their knees in front of the artworks.”
20

 In 

reviewing the show, Claretie used an appropriate military metaphor, de-

scribing the Indépendants as a “small battalion of scouts loudly blowing 

their trumpets” who had to “lodge themselves as they could.”
21

 In 1877 the 

Indépendants rented a first-floor apartment of five rooms overlooking the 

boulevard des Italiens. In their self-regulated spaces for group shows, vari-

ous artistic devices were introduced by the Impressionists to signify mod-

ernity. In 1877 Pissarro was the first to use flat white frames, because they 

did not cast shadows on the painted surface and they enhanced colours 

without disturbing the inner harmony of the pieces.
22

 By integrating frame 

and canvas into a single object, which in turn harmonised with the exhibi-

tion room itself, an installation was created. This installation was a total 

work of art as well as the vision of a better world. Monet, Sisley, Pissarro 

and Degas began to design their own frames and to collaborate with pic-

ture-framers to create original frames. This had been done already in the 

1860s by William Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites, for whom creative labour 

expressed in interior design the integrality of art and beauty to life itself.
23

  

It is often forgotten that Degas also pursued this socialist craftsman ideal. 

Whistler, who in the 1870s painted both canvas and frame to signal the uni-

ty of the art object, claimed to have introduced these English ideas about 

committed handiwork and the integrality of art and life to the French pain-

ters of the avant-garde. The latter held that they were cultivating the same 

tendencies around the same time.
24

 Manet, however, always favoured gol-

den frames, as did art dealers such as Durand-Ruel and Georges Petit, 

who wanted to recreate in their galleries and impose on exhibiting artists 

showing there the Salon look. Meanwhile, Degas was designing his own 

frames, sketches of which are in his notebooks, and working with picture-

framers such as Cluzel to fashion them to his own aesthetic standards.
25

 

These standards were clearly pursued by Degas in line with certain social 

and political values. 

Another novel practice adopted by the Impressionists was the use of 

matt-ness. Preference was accorded to such techniques as gouache, pas-

tel, distemper or peinture à l’essence and to such materials as absorbent 

canvas priming or un-primed coloured paper. To this was added the use of 

glass plates over the artworks, preferred over the academically prescribed 

glossy varnish. In an article of 1994, Anthea Callen examined what she 
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aptly calls the “politics of varnishing” in painting in 1870-1907.
26

 To varnish 

or not to varnish was an aesthetic choice that carried ideological mes-

sages. It was academic practice to varnish artworks to confer a glossy and 

artificial aspect and build relief through the opposition of light and shade. 

The avant-garde painters adopted instead the “strong light, brilliant, opaque 

colour and matt finishes” which were cultural metaphors for originality, 

modernity and above all for a primitivism associated with early Italian art.
27

 

This primitivism, Callen writes, can be explicitly linked to urban modernity 

while being “a reaction to the city” and to “to civilisation‟s decadent over-

sophistication and inauthenticity.”
28

 At the eighth and last exhibition of the 

Indépendants, which took place in May-June 1886, Degas exhibited 15 

works, all pastels.
29

 According to Martha Ward the Impressionist shows 

“went further than any other ventures of the Impressionist group in subordi-

nating the autonomy of the work and the individuality of the artist to the 

harmonies of a private environment.”
30

 For Ward, however, the Impression-

ist shows remain “tentative,” “awkward and strange assemblages” per-

vaded by internal tensions. This was due to the reluctance on the part of 

some of the artists to define their paintings “in the terms of the decorative 

and non-discursive modes of the domestic interior.”
31

 But I believe the Im-

pressionist endeavour was successful, insofar as, for Degas and his fellow 

artists, the challenge of the Impressionist installations was twofold: firstly, 

one of striking a balance, through cooperation, between individualism and 

common concerns of the artists involved; and secondly, one of defining and 

asserting an identity as non-conformist and independent artists determined 

to create new exhibition spaces in the city.  

As we have seen, the Impressionists‟ embrace of the Communard 

legacy is a key element in the political ideas behind Degas‟ engagement in 

the collective shows of 1874-1886. Likewise art historians justly make 

much of the way Pissarro‟s politico-artistic reputation was influenced by un-

ionism radicalising into anarchism. And in 1870-71 Manet shared Degas‟ 

republican views and support for the Communards, but the two parted 

ways when the Impressionist ventures surfaced. Manet took the solitary 

way, Degas the collective one, both with the Impressionists and in the 

printmaking initiatives pursued in the late 1870s with Pissarro, Mary Cas-

satt, Ludovic Lepic and others. And yet, the social and socialist side of De-

gas is little noted in the literature, some of which thrives on misinterpreta-

tions of such psycho-biographical commonplaces as the meanness of De-

gas, who remains for most writers a stale bourgeois, shy and reserved in 

opposition to Manet, these days hailed as the glamorous father of moderni-

ty.   

 After the end of the Commune, Degas became very close to Ludovic 
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Lepic. We see him in many of Degas‟ paintings of the 1870s, posing at 

times with his children and dogs and in racecourse canvases. Lepic also 

figures in the second version of The Ballet of ‘Robert le Diable’ of 1876, 

where he is sitting in the stalls. An etcher and painter in the Dutch and 

Flemish seventeenth-century tradition, Lepic specialised in landscape and 

sea painting as well as dog portraiture. He sought to portray in his art the 

atmospheric effects of flat landscapes dotted with such motifs as ice-

skaters, or seascapes with canals, windmills, fishing craft and sailboats.
32

 

Although not generally remembered today as an avant-garde artist, to Lep-

ic belongs the critical role of introducing Degas to the monotype in their col-

laborative and experimental printmaking. In a double portrait by Degas (Fig. 

1), Lepic and Marcellin Desboutin are shown etching together. Desboutin is 

holding a metal plate and a burin, watched by Lepic with a dog sitting at his 

feet. On a table we see a rag, one of the weapons, Lepic wrote, that mod-

ern artists could use to renew the art of etching. 

 
Fig. 1 Edgar Degas, Portrait of the engravers Lepic and Desboutin, 1876, oil on canvas, 
cm 71 x 81, Musée d’Orsay, Paris (© Musée d’Orsay, Dist. RMN/Patrice Schmidt). 
Printed with permission. 

Around 1874 Degas and Lepic produced in partnership a monotype, 

signed by both artists.
33

 In The Ballet Master (Fig. 2) a dancer on tiptoes is 
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watched over by her ballet master, leaning on his cane, the subject matter 

suggestive and meaningful in the collaborative context of learning and 

sharing of techniques in which Degas and Lepic worked around 1874-75: 

Degas‟ ballerina is the modern artist who works and learns under the eye of 

the master. The Ballet Master was Degas‟ first monotype, a variation on the 

“eau-forte mobile,” a technique which Lepic claimed to have invented in 

Comment je devins graveur à l’eau forte. Petite lettre à un ami. The essay 

was in the form of a letter to a friend and was included in Raoul de Saint 

Arroman‟s La Gravure à l’eau-forte, published by Cadart in 1876. In it Lepic 

declared that he tried by means of experiment to attain the supreme pain-

terly quality of the prints by Rembrandt, the master of printmaking for the 

modern peintres-graveurs.
34

 In his book, Saint-Arroman introduced Lepic 

as the author of the “eau-forte mobile,” a technique praised for its spon-

taneity and immediacy. As described by Saint-Arroman, Lepic‟s method in 

the eau-forte mobile was first to obtain a print, and then take the metal 

plate again, beginning “the work of mobilization,” that is, the artist would 

play freely with his “weapons,” the ink and the rag, in order to pull a new, 

different impression, this also a unique print.
35

 Experiment was the rule for 

Lepic and etching the freest and most independent of all the arts, insofar as 

the painter-engravers executed and pulled their own unique prints, as 

Rembrandt did.
36

 In the variation of monotype that Degas learnt from Lepic, 

a smooth plate was inked and the artist used a cloth to draw or vary the 

quantity and distribution of the greasy ink. The artist could play freely with 

the desired subtle tones or the stark contrasts of black and white, the “night 

and day,” an allusion to Le Jour et la Nuit, the name for a magazine which 

Degas was planning to publish with, among others, Camille Pissarro and 

Mary Cassatt. In the monotype, the artist could obtain a print that had the 

quality of drawing and whose creation or production could be controlled at 

will by the artist, unlike drawing with a pencil.
37

 The artist did not want to 

produce mechanically a series of prints. With the monotype, the printing 

process was applied to the production of a single, original print, a unique 

work of art, which could sometimes be followed by a weaker second or 

third print on which the artist could work with other media, such as pastel, 

in the case of Degas. The aim of the artist was to differentiate the art of 

printing “from the anonymity of industry.” As Antonia Lant has written, “it 

became necessary for artists entirely to dissociate their hand-produced 

etchings from reproductive engravings and mechanically produced 

prints.”
38

 Unconventional media and practices were adopted and justified 

by the artists‟ priority: to produce a unique print with painterly qualities.  
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Fig. 2 Edgar Degas and Ludovic Lepic, The Ballet Master, 1874 ca, monotype heightened 
with white chalk or wash, plate: 56.5 x 70 cm; sheet: 62 x 85 cm, National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC, Rosenwald Collection 1964.8.1782 (© National Gallery of Art, Washing-
ton, DC). Printed with permission. 

In this crossing of the boundaries between painting, drawing and print-

making, Degas, Lepic, Pissarro and Cassatt felt free to break accepted 

rules and practices in a purely “exploratory” and “experimental activity.”
39

 In 

their printmaking, they were also self-fashioning as painter-printmakers 

through their revival of a collaborative practice that had been common in 

the Netherlands during the Golden Age.
40

 More specifically, they were en-

tering the tradition of the painter-etcher. Michael Cole describes this tradi-

tion as the historical phenomenon signalling “the move of painters into one 

specific variety of print-making,” etching, that is.
41

 In 1803, Adam von 

Bartsch had defined the painter-etchers as those painters who, among the 

peintres-graveurs, conceived and executed their own etchings. They were 

accorded a special status both for the immediacy and the rarity of their 

works. The tradition was not accepted uncritically by artists in different his-

torical ages. Bartsch accorded painter-etchers a special status among pain-

ter-printmakers. Rembrandt, a life-long etcher, was for Bartsch the ideal 

peintre-graveur, for the rarity and individuality of his etchings. But as Cole 

and Snyder clarify, most painters who took up etching, from Parmigianino 

and Dürer to Goya, did so only experimentally and for limited periods, led 

by a desire to emulate other artists who had done the same. Collaboration 

is inherent in printmaking, but it does not necessarily characterise painter-

etching. Painter-etchers made a point of expressing stylistic originality in 
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their etchings and also chose their own subject matter.
42

  

What drew Degas, Pissarro, Lepic, Cassatt and Desboutin to collabor-

ative art? It was the freedom that allowed each of them to pursue artistic 

individuality within the group framework. Collaboration strengthened their 

endurance in a Paris overflowing with artists. Edgar Degas advocated 

working with other artists in search of new techniques. He was close to 

Félix Bracquemond, a peintre-graveur who had been at the forefront of en-

gravers‟ enterprises of the 1860s such as the Société Nationale des Beaux-

Arts and the Société des Aquafortistes (1862).
43

 But Degas also admired 

and praised the work of Marie Bracquemond, Félix‟s wife, who painted on 

tiles. In 1872 Bracquemond was appointed artistic director of Haviland & 

Co., producers of Limoges porcelain and ceramics. Haviland & Co. had just 

opened a workshop at Auteuil. In the mid-1870s, through Bracquemond, 

Degas and Pissarro were able to use the workshop where they experi-

mented with painting on ceramics and fan mounting. Combining experi-

mental implements and media with Parisian themes, Degas produced fans 

and a painting on tile showing a café-concert singer, as well as a small din-

ner set, featuring dancers and horses. According to Richard Thomson, who 

has studied Degas‟ painting on tile, the artist‟s interest in applied arts, 

printmaking and illustration were attempts at “moneymaking initiatives.”
44

 

Degas‟ worsened financial situation after 1874 resulted in the artist‟s “new 

willingness to operate lower down the artistic hierarchy,” consistently with 

what Pissarro was doing at the same time. For Thomson, Degas and Pis-

sarro‟s experiments with ceramics and illustration were “attempts to reach a 

wider market,” and Degas quickly dropped this “amateurish dabbling in 

media to which he was unaccustomed” because this “was only a passing 

fad for the ever-experimental Degas.”
45

 But while artists struggling to sur-

vive would try to reach wider markets, I would argue that Degas did not 

drop his dabbling in new media because they were a passing fad for him, 

but because such was required of the ever-experimental painter-etcher. For 

the modern French painter-etchers, “etching was again and again an invita-

tion to try something new.”
46

 The rule of experimentalism also underlines 

the fact that Degas worked within the Communard/revolutionary state of 

mind, which claimed for the industrial or applied arts a status equivalent to 

that of the fine arts. Moreover, just as Pissarro was “preoccupied with eli-

minating pictorial hierarchies,” as Michel Melot has written, so was De-

gas.
47

 

Around 1879-80, as we know from one of his notebooks, Degas con-

ceived with Pissarro, Bracquemond and Mary Cassatt the idea of a print 

magazine called Le Jour et la Nuit.
48

 The project responded to one of the 

missions that the artists had given to themselves as a group, that of issuing 
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a periodical.
49

 Degas now owned a press and let his friends use it, or he 

would print their engraved plates himself, as with Pissarro‟s. This latter fact, 

in Joachim Pissarro‟s words, “certainly constitutes a climactic example of 

pictorial exchange and close collaborative research.” With the prints for Le 

Jour et la Nuit, Degas and Pissarro aimed at breaking with the traditional 

conception of printmaking. They aimed at subverting “the conventional pro-

cedure in which each state of print was conceived as a step toward the fa-

brication of a properly finished and static last state.” Working on a series of 

prints, they regarded and presented “each separate state of a print as in-

teresting in its own right and, at the same time, mutually enriching to the 

other states.” This involved the numbering and signing of each state of the 

print.
50

 Recalling the dynamic relationship between the identity of each art-

ist and cohesive group action, the prints belonged in a series, but were also 

originals in themselves. For the themes, Degas had in mind subjects such 

as dancers and “all kinds of common objects, so arranged and contextua-

lised that they have the life of men and women—corsets just taken off, for 

example, which retain the form of the body etc. etc.” Degas also thought of 

executing a series “on instruments and instrumentalists, their forms, the 

contortion of the violinist‟s hands and arms and neck, for example. Puffing 

and contracting of the cheeks of the bassoons, oboes etc.” He thought of a 

series “on mourning in aquatint (different blacks, black veils of deep mourn-

ing floating over the face, black gloves, funeral carriages, undertakers‟ out-

fits, carriages like Venetian gondolas),” on smoke, evening subjects, on 

bread and bakers. As he noted in his notebook, he was also inspired by 

“monuments or houses seen from low down, from beneath, close to as one 

sees them in passing on the streets.”
51

 

 Nothing came of the project for Le Jour et la Nuit, but it remains rele-

vant in two respects. First, the project points to the proliferation of periodi-

cals denoting the Parisian modernity that we identify as the political and 

cultural space of fin-de-siècle anarchy. This was that extraordinary cultural 

space in which “all freedoms are accorded,” the “crucible of all audacity,” as 

Christophe Charle defined it.
52

 The second relevant aspect of the project 

for Le Jour et la Nuit is that it reveals Degas‟ socialism through the artist‟s 

notebooks and letters to Pissarro and Bracquemond of 1879-1880. Social-

ism here is intended not so much as a consistent political faith but as De-

gas‟ deep personal concern with bringing to life a collective project, as well 

as with sharing his press with Pissarro and searching for advertisement 

strategies and “capitalists,” as Degas defined them, who would sponsor the 

magazine—such as Gustave Caillebotte and Ernest May.
53

 Degas, Caille-

botte and Manet have often been grouped together as the high bourgeois 

among the Parisian artists of the avant-garde—by Robert Herbert, for in-
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stance.
54

 But it is worth recalling that, despite Degas‟ conventional reputa-

tion as a high bourgeois like Manet and Caillebotte, in fact Degas differen-

tiated himself from both of them. Degas described Caillebotte as a “capital-

ist” and called Manet a “bourgeois.” An echo of Degas‟ populism reaches 

us in Caillebotte‟s complaint, in a letter to Pissarro of January 1881, that 

Degas spent too much time “holding forth at the Nouvelle Athènes” and not 

enough working in his studio.
55

 

 The issues of collective work and experiment are woven together with 

Degas‟ art in the choice of his techniques and themes. Degas practised 

such print techniques as monotypes, etching and lithography, which were 

discussed as intransigeant practice by Henri Béraldi in 1886.
56

 Degas also 

used his prints as a support for pastel, gouache and distemper. In the matt-

ness of these media, which he often combined, Degas sought the primitiv-

ism that in avant-garde artistic discourse meant originality. It was not just a 

matter of representing life, or even modern life, but a certain type of mod-

ern life. In times of Moral Order such as those of the Third Republic until 

1878, Degas‟ cabaret scenes, nudes, brothels, bathers and dancers were 

all constituents of a subversive idea of ninth-arrondissement Parisian-ness 

which combined pleasure and crime, to paraphrase Louis Chevalier‟s histo-

ry of Montmartre du plaisir et du crime (1980). The association of certain 

printing techniques, themes and compositional devices in Degas‟ artworks 

of the late 1870s-80s cannot be separated from a consideration of how 

they were encouraged by Degas‟ Japonisme. The monotypes were for De-

gas, in Lant‟s words, “a research tool with which he could experiment with 

the new language from Japan.”
57

 The adoption of such formats as the 

frieze-like, and of such compositional devices as the diagonal views, the 

asymmetric and the grid-like layout, provided Degas with a “primitive” artis-

tic language for what Gustave Geffroy defined as “the conquest of the un-

iverse.”
58

 At the same time, the subjects of the Ukiyo-e prints (scenes of 

ordinary life, feminine occupations such as toilette and laundering, of thea-

tre and of horses, characteristic of the art of Japan of the Edo period) of-

fered a connection with the depiction of Degas‟ own floating world, Mont-

martre.
59

 This “taking refuge,” as Jean-Paul Bouillon has defined it, in other 

artistic styles to depict Parisian modernity and convey subversive meanings 

should be approached, as Bouillon suggests, through a “political ethnogra-

phy” which would unveil the détournements to which subversive meanings 

are subjected.
60

 For Degas‟ Montmartre themes, it was not just Japonisme 

that provided effective détournements in subject matter, but also the real-

ism of Northern European tradition as seen, for example, in Dürer‟s bath-

houses, or in Dutch genre scenes. As Françoise Nora has noted, Degas‟ 

scenes of naked women waking up or going to bed and wearing only their 
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bonnet are truly Dutch examples of genre.
61

  

The café-concert was one of Degas‟ favoured amusements. According 

to his brother René, visiting Paris from New Orleans in 1872, the painter, 

now living in the rue Blanche, took him to see the “memorable” places of 

the siege of Paris and the café-chantants on the Champs Elysées, to listen 

to “idiotic songs, like the song of the bricklayer‟s mate and other absurd 

nonsense.”
62

  

Around 1877 Degas executed a series of monotypes featuring brothel 

scenes. As Henri Loyrette has written, in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, the Parisian brothel was “a kind of club,” whose attendance did not 

necessarily imply the search for sexual services. It could be an unpreten-

tious place where habitual customers would meet, have a drink and chat 

with the girls or with the Madame, whom everybody respected. For Loy-

rette, in his brothel monotypes, Degas described the brothel he frequented 

himself, with images of a carefree and “good-hearted prostitution.” Degas‟ 

brothel scenes are neither an attack on this kind of establishment nor a 

pamphlet on the misery and exploitation of women. They are a “masculine 

fantasy,” the dream of a private and warm feminine universe, full of naked 

and vulgar but good-hearted girls.
63

 Lant has read the brothel scenes main-

ly from a technical point of view. For her, the brothel is linked by affinity with 

the “ambiguous shifting monotype medium,” an affinity in which the medium 

is “a direct equivalent for the parts of nature selected for depiction—the 

equal sign in the equation between reality and representation, unobtru-

sive.”
64

         

Degas‟ café-concerts, brothels, bathers and dancers were all, like Pis-

sarro‟s rural workers and marginal types, the proto-anarchist constituents of 

a mythography of subversive Parisian-ness, a unique ninth-arrondissement 

combination of pleasure and crime, the monde artiste and peculiar back-

drop of the fin-de-siècle sociability and low life so well defined by Louis 

Chevalier.
65

 In this environment, one to which the Third Republic was quite 

hostile, I see Degas‟ endorsement of action and collaboration in the 1870-

80s as the painter‟s belief in social force paired with individualism. Degas 

and Pissarro shared the same political ideals beneath their common prac-

tices, and Degas‟ aesthetics was as sociopolitical and proto-anarchist as 

Pissarro‟s, a stance which goes quite against Manet‟s straightforwardly lib-

eral way. 
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