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Introduction

This book sets creative practices of the past and present in dialogue. By analysing a series of innovative visual experiments that involve works by Edgar Degas, I demonstrate the importance of this artist’s output to current social, critical, and aesthetic debates and show how contemporary practitioners challenge concepts that have shaped histories of nineteenth-century French art. I interrogate the idea that artworks ask questions of each other and thereby encourage new interpretive acts on the part of audiences. Analysis of this process generates a better understanding of the agency of artworks and their capacity to function reflexively across temporal, spatial and cultural divides.

Throughout the following narrative, Degas appears in guises ranging from innovator and hero to colonialist and sadist. In each case, contemporary artists fashion their own ‘Degas’ for the purpose of realizing creative and imaginative goals that could not be achieved by other means. I make the case that a close examination of dialogues with Degas generates a way of writing art history that eschews genealogies and prioritizes, instead, the analysis of non-linear, conceptual encounters between artworks. This approach seeks meaning in image clusters that emerge and change over time.

History is replete with examples of artists who challenge, appropriate, satirize and even destroy the works of others. Why, then, select Degas as the protagonist of the following discussion? The reasons are threefold. First, contemporary artists working in diverse media have turned repeatedly to Degas’s œuvre and have identified it as relevant to their own social and creative worlds. This book does not describe a history of influence loosely understood as the recurrence of themes or motifs across works. Rather, I focus on a group of artists who have explicitly taken up, developed or challenged Degas’s technical and compositional experiments. Drawing on works produced from the 1980s to the present, I analyse dialogues between Degas’s art and that of Frank Auerbach, Cecily Brown, Xinyi Cheng, Ryan Gander, Maggi Hambling, Damien Hirst, Howard Hodgkin, Chantal Joffe, R. B. Kitaj, Leon Kossoff, Juan Muñoz, Paula Rego, Jenny Saville, Yinka Shonibare, Cy Twombly and Rebecca Warren. In each case, Degas’s art is not simply a source of inspiration but also a key element in the fashioning of contemporary creative identities.

While the scope of this book is determined by the interests of the above-mentioned artists, it is noticeable that most of these individuals are either British, have lived or worked in the UK, or have engaged closely with works by Degas in British collections. This attests, in part, to the flourishing of Degas’s reputation in the UK both during and after his lifetime, the acquisition of his works by London’s National Gallery, and the opportunities that the National Gallery has created for contemporary artists to engage with its holdings. Anna Gruetzner Robins has explored the ‘lasting hold’ that Degas’s art has had on the imaginations of British artists from Walter Sickert to Ryan Gander.1
 The following chapters expand Gruetzner Robins’s pioneering essay by examining a broader range of responses to Degas’s works and pursuing in further detail the theoretical implications of these creative encounters. While I consider some of the artists who fall within the remit of Gruetzner Robins’s discussion (notably those associated with the School of London), I broaden the remit of the analysis by exploring wider networks within which Degas’s art has circulated. Britain’s cultural institutions have, in many of the following examples, helped to foster connections between artists, but it will also be shown that contemporary engagements with Degas’s art challenge any straightforward relationship between statehood and art history.

I have, therefore, treated the reception of Degas’s art in Britain and the acquisitions of his works by London’s National Gallery as contingent rather than explanatory factors in my exploration of dialogues with the artist’s works. While place is shown to have created a strong connection between some artists both socially and professionally, several of the individuals discussed became connected to the UK simply for personal reasons. Others happen to be British but have either emigrated or responded to Degas’s works found in publications, temporary exhibitions or collections based in other parts of the world. For these reasons, I have noted the significance of place and national collecting or exhibiting trends where relevant but have not sought to make the British reception of Degas an overarching theme of the discussion as a whole.

The second reason for focusing on Degas is that contemporary artists stage new developments in this artist’s complicated posthumous legacy. In the decades after his death, Degas was mythologized by numerous artists, dealers, writers and critics. While Sickert played a major role in shaping ideas about Degas’s creative practice, Paul Valéry created an equally potent image of Degas as an artist who revelled in difficulty and committed himself to the ‘absolute idea’ of his own art.2
 In each case, Degas is imagined as the culmination of a particularly rich creative epoch in nineteenth-century France and one that, in Valéry’s view, was marked by intense artistic dialogues: ‘Degas and Renoir; Monet and Cézanne; just as there had been Verlaine and Mallarmé’ (emphasis in original).3


For other modernists, however, Degas belonged to an era that seemed irrelevant to aesthetic ambitions of the early twentieth century. Upon the artist’s death in 1917, an obituary in The New York Times blandly described him as ‘a noted painter of the various phases of Parisian life’.4
 While Degas’s radical pictorial experiments had sparked controversy during his lifetime, the extent of his daring appeared tame to some twentieth-century commentators and was relegated to a genre of outmoded social realism. Maurice de Vlaminck dismissed him in 1943 as an essentially ‘bourgeois artist’ with a talent for ‘academic drawing’.5


The Degas Beyond Impressionism exhibition of 1996–7 (The National Gallery, London and The Art Institute of Chicago) offered an important corrective to the idea that Degas’s art failed to impinge on later generations. Richard Kendall convincingly traced the extension of the artist’s ideas among individuals as diverse as Henri Matisse, Paula Modersohn-Becker, Pablo Picasso, Max Pechstein, Georges Rouault, Walter Sickert and Suzanne Valadon.6
 Since this exhibition, Degas’s legacy has been further re-evaluated. This has prompted a shift from discussion of the artist as a painter of ‘modern life’ to consideration of the more abstract qualities of his late works in pastel and monotype.7


This leads to a key theme in the following discussion, namely, the confrontation between figuration and abstraction. One reason why European, British and American modernists of the twentieth century shied away from Degas was because of his relentless interrogation of the human form. In the early decades of the century when various languages of abstraction came increasingly to the fore, Degas’s creativity appeared to owe ‘its very permission to the human figure’, as Kitaj put it.8
 In consequence, for some artists, engaging with the figurative elements of Degas’s art was, and continues to be, a stance that has to be defended. Many of the individuals discussed in the following chapters show, however, that figuration and abstraction are not diametrically opposed. Indeed, by testing the limits of figurative painting, drawing and sculpture, these artists bring out the radicalism of Degas’s depictions of the human body and the adventurous techniques he used to portray it.

By offering a contemporary perspective on the appropriation and remediation of Degas’s works, this book does not simply trace the artist’s creative legacy or seek to resolve whether he occupies a position within or outside a particular trajectory of European modernism. Rather, it shows how contemporary practitioners extend and challenge the creative strategies of their predecessors and peers. It is not merely the case that the selected artists look at Degas’s works, but that they also look at each other’s works. This creates an ‘interpretive community’ of the kind proposed by Stanley Fish – a space in which different conceptions of ‘Degas’ are constructed or demolished to meet the needs and desires of specific individuals and groups.9
 Developing Fish’s argument, part of the following discussion will be concerned with identifying shared ‘possibilities and norms’ that are required to make a concept of ‘Degas’ so much as possible, let alone communicable, in the creative universes of different artists and audiences.10


My final reason for focusing on Degas is that his art has spurred a wide range of technical experimentation. Degas was renowned for his compositional adventurousness and was the unnamed protagonist of Edmond Duranty’s influential essay La Nouvelle Peinture of 1876.11
 Yet the artist’s interrogation of the practical and visual possibilities of paint, printmaking, pastel and sculpture became more daring in the final decades of his career as his restless invention demanded new materials and methods of application. Theodore Reff notes that this was, in part, derived from Degas’s own use of the past and his desire to emulate ‘the virtuosity and mystery he associated with the more complex methods of the old masters’.12
 The ‘recipe’ for the fixative that Degas employed to seal layers of pastel remains an enigma, his inclusion of fabric, hair and ballet shoes in the sculpture The Little Fourteen-Year-Old Dancer (1878–81) shocked audiences, and his efforts in printmaking created visual effects that challenged preconceptions about the potential of art to convey reliable information about the empirical world.13
 The following chapters will show how artists have extended these and other of Degas’s technical experiments in their own approaches to sculpture, printmaking, painting, drawing and pastel production. If, as Paul Crowther suggests, an artist’s style is based on the identification of ‘creative difference’ from other individuals, using Degas as an interlocutor is a paradoxical way in which artists court similarity for the purpose of signalling their own originality.14



Influence and antagonism

In a short commentary on Degas’s oil painting Combing the Hair (c. 1896) in London’s National Gallery (Plate 1), British artist Cecily Brown identifies an underlying sense of violence in the work.15
 She argues that the scene is neither a routine act nor a moment of intimacy between two women. Rather, it is an event laden with sadism. She arrives at this conclusion by focusing on the seated woman’s tense grip on her scalp to counter the forceful pull of the comb wielded by the maid.


Combing the Hair was once part of Henri Matisse’s private collection and led to the conception of his painting, The Red Studio (Museum of Modern Art, New York) of 1911. Whereas Matisse focused primarily on Degas’s handling of colour, Brown draws attention to the painting’s composition. She observes the characteristic set-up of Degas’s coiffure pictures in which seated and standing subjects balance each other in a play of countervailing forces.16
 In the National Gallery painting, a dramatic flash of white paint comprising the sitter’s right-hand punctures the claustrophobic surroundings. Tracing a horizontal line from that hand, the viewer becomes aware of the distance that the comb has travelled through the thick mane and the force that is required to untangle the remaining strands of hair bunched in the maid’s hand. For Brown, the scene epitomizes the ‘latent menace’ that runs throughout Degas’s works and conveys a sense of ‘cruelty behind closed doors’.17


While Brown’s comments express a troubling view of the interpersonal dynamic in Degas’s composition, they also serve as a template for the push and pull of creative influence – a simultaneous attraction and antagonism towards the output of another artist. ‘Influence’ is a loaded term in histories of art. This derives, in part, from questions about who has historically been recognized as having the power to influence others and what role influence plays as a value marker of particular artists or works. Despite these issues, I have opted to reflect on influence in this study because it is a term that recurs in artists’ discussions of their works and the ideas that inform them.

Harold Bloom famously elaborated a framework for the study of literary influence which he understood not as a binary encounter, but rather as a ‘matrix of relationships – imagistic, temporal, spiritual, psychological – all of them ultimately defensive in their nature’.18
 In The Anxiety of Influence he advanced the idea of ‘poetic misprision’, a process in which a writer falls in love with the work of another author while strongly ‘misreading’ it. In this agonistic process, writers operate a corrective ‘swerve’ away from the work of their predecessors for the purpose of articulating their own originality. This act is performed, Bloom argues, ‘upon powerful forerunners by only the most gifted of their successors’.19


Bloom crafts a heroic narrative and anchors it in a metaphor of physical movement: swerving to avoid collision with a powerful precedent. This image is potent in the context of visual art production. It suggests, for example, that an artist might physically recapitulate the gestures of another before altering the trajectory of a brushstroke, pastel mark or charcoal line. Extending Bloom’s ideas to the gestural qualities of art production raises the question of what an artwork tells a viewer beyond that which it shows. From the perspective of a practitioner, a work by Degas might function as a gestural or chromatic blueprint that both inspires and constrains creative production. The extent to which an individual chooses to re-enact the making of a set of marks or, as Bloom would have it, to ‘serve’ away from them, has consequences not just for the newly produced work, but also for the imaginative and phenomenological experience of the artist who makes those marks. In the context of visual creativity, therefore, Bloom’s metaphor has important implications for art production as a sensory encounter with the past.

While the following discussion will be sensitive to artists’ physical approaches to their materials, I will move beyond Bloom’s idea that artists swerve from visual precedents. Instead, developing Cecily Brown’s reading of Combing the Hair, I will explore how artists pull a work into their imaginative and gestural orbit and respond to its resistance. This act challenges the static aspect of Bloom’s essay in which existing works are posited as entities around which artists navigate their own trajectories. Accordingly, I will ascribe greater agency to Degas’s works and will take into consideration the extent to which they withstand appropriation – or to extend the metaphor of the coiffure scene – hold against the drag of the brush.

The idea that artworks are capable of exerting agency resonates with discussions that have taken place within and beyond art history. In sociology, Bruno Latour posited the idea that objects need to be considered as independent actors in the formulation of his actor-network-theory.20
 In his account, objects stand on equal footing with people, ideas and processes within systems that shape and explain social behaviour. Writing from the perspective of interdisciplinary cultural studies, Mieke Bal takes a similar line in her discussion of the ‘participation of the object in the production of meaning that “analysis” constitutes’.21
 Like Latour, she envisages texts, artworks, films and other pieces of material culture as actively contributing to critical discourses and disciplinary enquiries. The object is conceived as ‘a living creature’ embedded in, and responsive to, the questions and considerations comprising particular fields of study.22


Writing in a discipline that is closer to the visual arts, W. J. T. Mitchell has asked and attempted to answer the question, ‘What do pictures want?’ and concludes: ‘What pictures want in the last instance, then, is simply to be asked what they want, with the understanding that the answer may well be, nothing at all’.23
 Mitchell considers both the potential and problems of understanding pictures as objects that possess ‘desires’. This adds an intriguing element to accounts of creative appropriation. Mitchell suggests that pictures are capable of functioning independently of the frameworks into which they are inserted by historians and, indeed, by their makers, but that they may need ‘help’ in knowing what they want. Such assistance, according to Mitchell, consists in enabling pictures to understand their own desires by placing them in dialogue with other pictures.24


Without wishing to ‘help’ pictures (or other visual artefacts) in the way envisaged by Mitchell, the following chapters explore the agency of artworks by examining the changes in identity, power and meaning that they undergo or prompt in the course of their encounters with other works. Dialogues between artworks are illuminating, I will argue, because these artefacts ask the ‘right’ questions of each other. Listening to artworks in this way suggests a tension between images and the discourses that are typically employed to analyse them. While this book inevitably uses language as a vehicle for interpreting art, I will explore some of the problems that have arisen from the linguistic frameworks that have been imposed on Degas’s life and output. These range from the critical vocabularies used to describe his works in the nineteenth century to pairings of the artist’s prints with literary works, and the terminology of art historical writing itself. Throughout the discussion, I emphasize how contemporary artists challenge or elude linguistic registers through their use of imagery, thereby opening new seams in conceptions of Degas’s creative practice.



Art out of time

In a discussion of differences between art history and the philosophy of art, David Carrier describes the work of art historians as ‘placing an artist or some group of artists in an historical perspective. It’s natural to narrate art’s history; thus, early, later, latest’.25
 Griselda Pollock identifies problems that arise from this ‘historical gesture’ with which the discipline of art history was founded.26
 Writing from the perspective of feminist art history, she critiques an ‘isolating tendency’ in a discipline that has evolved through focus on ‘a formal succession of styles, shifting iconographies, self-defining movements, periods, and institutions’.27
 For Pollock, genealogies risk marginalizing artists and ignoring the impact of biased selection processes derived from sexist or racist assumptions that have informed the very category of ‘art’.

It would be easy to identify the present study with a linear approach to the writing of history on the grounds that the dialogues under discussion take place between artists and artworks from the past and present. Furthermore, a focus on the works of Degas – an artist who has played a key role in narratives of European art history – could be understood as reinforcing a dominant conception of the Western art canon. My aim, however, is to move away from this genealogical model and its implications for both canon formation and conceptions of the ‘contemporary’. The following study is, therefore, poised on the boundary between art history and art criticism. While I am keen to illuminate the complex histories that artworks challenge or extend, I am also interested in opening new interpretive trajectories by bringing works from different time periods into a shared space. This entails further consideration of how past and present are interwoven in the following chapters and what this implies for the conceptual framework of the discussion.

Some of the titles or subtitles of works discussed in the following chapters imply the presence of a temporal framework, notably those works that describe themselves as After Degas. There are three primary senses in which this formulation can be understood. The first is the idea of chasing after. This implies that Degas’s works are not static objects, but rather physical artefacts and visual images that move through different circuits of dissemination and display. The idea of chasing after Degas suggests that an artist pursues the former’s works in ways that are conceptual, visual and material, but that the visual prey may ultimately resist appropriation. Identifying such moments of capture and escape is a key part of the following discussion.

The second sense of the formulation is modelled after. In this case, the term ‘after’ in the title of a work signals the emulation of a predecessor or the replication of formal elements from an existing work. Pertinent examples are James Gray and John O’Reilly’s, Waiting (After Degas), c. 1939 (The J. Paul Getty Museum) or Sherrie Levine’s After Edgar Degas, 1987 (Museum of Modern Art, New York). Modelling a work after a precedent may lead to copying or pastiche. Alternatively, the original artefact may simply be used as a springboard for reconceptualizing existing visual and thematic content in more or less literal ways. Whether the model is negotiated, challenged or championed, it is never ignored. As Walter Sickert noted, by 1890, there was a ‘universal mania’ among art writers for tracing connections from British to French art: ‘Everything and everybody must be affiliated to something. If a man does a smudgy sketch of a ballet-girl with high heels, and in a studio light, he is imitating Degas’.28
 For Sickert, the creation of such spurious genealogies undermined critical appreciation of the artist-follower’s independent creativity while also ignoring the aesthetic complexity of the precedent. In contrast, where the artists discussed in this book model works ‘after Degas’, they do so in ways that problematize not just the look of the original but also its range of connotations and the visible history of its production.

Finally, there is the idea of arriving after. In support of the image of art history described by Carrier, a work titled After Degas can suggest an artist’s temporal self-placement in relation to the past. As T. J. Clark has argued in connection with Cy Twombly’s visual appropriation of historical subjects: ‘no artist was more aware of – more honest about – his belatedness’.29
 This notion of arriving ‘late’ to a theme, subject or event is an art historical paradigm that I seek to contest. In six chapters that closely examine contemporary encounters with Degas’s works, I will argue for the ‘presentness’ of Degas’s creativity as opposed to identifying works according to strict notions of ‘before’ and ‘after’. Rather than understanding artworks as landmarks in the map of a particular visual past, the artists under discussion respond to Degas’s works as they would to a model who occupies their own space and time. While I will be attentive to the sociocultural circumstances in which works were created and received, I focus on shared visual and conceptual frameworks that develop across creative practices. My hope is that this offers a broader range of possibilities for understanding how ideas circulate and attract meaning in visual form.

Despite the ‘historical gesture’ – as Pollock puts it – that structures art history as a discipline, there are precedents for narrating visual creativity in temporally disjunctive formats. Both André Malraux’s ‘imaginary museum’ and Aby Warburg’s Bilderatlas Mnemosyne privileged the creation of associative, formal and empathetic connections between artefacts from contrasting historical periods.30
 Dr Albert C. Barnes’s realization of his private museum in Merion was designed to showcase the non-linear curation of visual knowledge across epochs and cultures.31
 Developing some of Warburg’s ideas and folding them into her own feminist art history, Pollock’s Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum reimagines the museum as a space that disrupts gender-based canon formation.32
 Similar tendencies can be found in recent approaches to the study of Impressionism that seek to move beyond Eurocentric histories and the types of knowledge that have been derived from them.33


Developing these ideas, many of the artists whose works I discuss in the following chapters use Degas’s art to pose important questions about gender, colonialism, sexuality and power relations across cultural and temporal frameworks. In so doing, they challenge social and aesthetic values that have shaped the very idea of the European canon and Degas’s place within it. I will show that by positing Degas as their ally and antagonist, artists call the canon into question from a position within it. This book will, therefore, challenge familiar art historical narratives by showing how creative practices can move in unpredictable ways across time periods, geographies, cultures and belief systems.

In adopting this approach, the analysis contributes to recent non-linear approaches to the writing of visual and literary histories. Carol Armstrong, for example, pursues the idea that artworks possess ‘afterlives’ and uses the example of Cézanne to interrogate the artist’s role in various ‘crossed’ or ‘scrambled’ modernist narratives.34
 Craig Staff examines the harnessing of ‘anachronism’ as a ‘third way between the linear model of time associated with modernism and the ostensible temporal arbitrariness brought about by postmodernism’s leveling out of various styles’.35
 Dan Karlholm and Keith Moxey go further in questioning the extent to which developmental or chronological models remain so much as relevant to the contemporary art world.36


Such investigations of ways in which cultural artefacts are embedded in, or escape from, temporal frameworks recall one of the most famous literary examples of the twinned functions of history and memory: Marcel Proust’s À la recherche du temps perdu (1913–27). Antoine Compagnon has debated how this novel contains and communicates ‘the memory of literature’.37
 For Compagnon, Proust’s work ‘shows how literature carries and transports literature, creating not a monument, but a movement: the memory of literature is literature in movement’.38
 Importantly, this does not culminate in a linear history. Rather, the memory of literature is ‘complicated, contradictory, impure’ and capable of unearthing anticipated as well as unconscious memories on the part of publics and other artworks.39


The dynamic nature of memory is something that characterized Degas’s own creative engagement with the past over a long lifetime. When Degas travelled to Italy to copy Renaissance art, mined the Louvre for inspiration, used photographic material or recycled motifs from his own works, he created a networked image world that referenced history, invoked personal memories and generated possibilities for the creative restaging of ideas in the present. Similar processes mark the encounters discussed in this book. Rather than focusing on the sequencing associated with an ‘afterlife’ or abandoning the notion of time altogether, I am interested in the mobility of images, the creation of looping temporal structures within and between works, and the conversations that are animated by objects which function in different contexts. This involves exploring ways in which artworks persist in and, on occasion, confound both memory and history.

The dialogues discussed in this book do not arise from a relationship between two individuals or, indeed, between two artworks. Rather, they derive from a range of conversational networks within which Degas’s works circulate and are experienced. These include collaborations and confrontations between artists but also extend to encounters between audiences, critics, curators and historians. While each chapter includes close readings of Degas’s works, I will show how contemporary creative practices challenge preconceptions of Degas’s art and, by extension, prompt a reconsideration of key ideas that inform nineteenth-century art history and the relationships around which it has been structured.

The discussion of this book entails a new conception of looking in and at art. I will show that contemporary artists impose scopic regimes on Degas’s works that, in many cases, could not have been conceived in the nineteenth century. By submitting works from the past to new technical and imaginative experiments, artists generate visual palimpsests that demand heightened criticality on the part of the viewer: awareness of a visual precedent; attention to the circulation of art within expanding spatial, temporal and institutional networks; and appreciation of contemporary works as both visual restagings and original acts of communication in their own right. Engaging with Degas’s output and creative practices can be understood as a means by which artists enrich their expressive resources as one might add a new colour to a palette or include an unexpected object in an assemblage.

The perceptual exercise asked of the viewer in this process can be understood as an extension of Richard Wollheim’s notion of ‘two-foldness’. In Painting as an Art, Wollheim argued that there are two principal aspects of looking that come into play when audiences experience an artwork: the viewer experiences the content of the work (whatever it represents) and the object qualities of the artefact.40
 The latter includes features such as brushmarks, surface damage, characteristics of a piece of paper or even the weave of the canvas in the case of painting. Such material features of the work may have nothing to do with its representational content and can, in fact, trouble appreciation of that content.

The dialogues that I examine in the following chapters develop this conception of ‘two-foldness’ by expanding the temporalities and objects that viewers are required to take into account when looking at a single artefact. The viewer experiences the contemporary artwork while also looking through it to alternative pictorial stagings of its form, ideas or content. Far from troubling or detracting from appreciation, however, the viewer’s awareness of a work’s visual ‘Other’ adds to the aesthetic content of both pieces and opens new terrains of aesthetic appreciation. Identifying and examining different manifestations of this dual experience and their implications for the writing of art history motivates each of the following chapters.

I have argued throughout this Introduction for the importance of analysing relationships between artists, artworks and images of artworks. This prioritizes the exertion of agency on the part of the artefacts in question. What, then, is the role of language and, by extension, of the art historian in such an encounter? In After Art, David Joselit argues that ‘images possess vast power through their capacity for replication, remediation and dissemination at variable velocities’ and that, in consequence, we need to think about ‘what images do once they enter circulation in heterogeneous networks’.41
 A similar point might be made about Degas’s art and the transformations it undergoes in different formats and interpretive settings. In what follows, I conceive of art writing as a contribution to the activation of artworks in new temporalities and creative contexts – a process that, glossing Joselit, enhances the ‘velocity’ of the work and its manifestation in different visual formats. It is by developing and articulating frameworks for the non-linear clustering and analysis of artworks that the present study seeks to make its contribution to the writing of art history.

It is possible to conceive of Degas not just as an individual, an historical figure or an originator of artworks but also as a material part of them. While some contemporary artists confront Degas as a man who expressed particular aesthetic, political and social views, the name ‘Degas’ also exists as a visual mark on the surfaces of a wide range of artefacts. The familiar vermillion signature on paintings and works on paper – often straddling different elements of the support or offset against a blank piece of canvas – is a potent word-image in its own right. Even its legacy has been complicated by the signature and atelier stamps that were applied to the artist’s works after his death.42
 In consequence, the name ‘Degas’ circulates as a visual sign through heterogeneous networks in and beyond the art world, serving as a value marker, a guarantee of authenticity and a temptation to other artists to utter its sound or trace its contours.
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Degas and the School of London


This book’s narrative begins in London in the 1970s. In a catalogue essay written for an exhibition held at the Hayward Gallery in 1976 titled The Human Clay, American artist R. B. Kitaj (1932–2007) proposed the existence of a ‘School of London’. He used the term to identify a group of artists, including himself, who depicted the human figure at a time when this risked appearing ‘anti-modern’.1
 This chapter debates tensions that have arisen in connection with the ‘School of London’ as an historical concept, but also shows how Degas’s art was something that united many of the individuals whose works have been deemed to fall within the parameters of this term. The dialogues examined in the following sections involve artists sharing ideas about Degas and engaging with works by him in a specific collection: The National Gallery of London. Illustrating Stanley Fish’s notion of an ‘interpretive community’, artists engaged in acts of communal looking for the purpose of exploring Degas’s creativity in an unfolding history of figurative art.

Kitaj had been invited by what was then the Arts Council of Great Britain to select contemporary artworks for an exhibition and to make acquisitions for the national loan collection of British art.2
 In his catalogue essay, Kitaj defended the importance of figurative painting and connected the works he had chosen to a European modernist tradition that had developed, in his view, through


the large black single figure drawings van Gogh did of the miserable people he cared about (not seen often enough); the late, late pastel women, like no other women, made by near–blind Degas after 1900; the incredible riverbank bather–inventions Cézanne designed (again after 1900) and the Vallier things; Picasso, over and over again [. . .]; the formal master Brancusi, responding every day to the near look of people, their heads, their postures in any delineation he cared to pursue right into our time.3




Kitaj believed that the depiction of the human form was ‘the most basic art-idea’, but also one that was capable of stimulating pictorial invention.4
 Reinforcing this theme, the exhibition took its cue from a line in W. H. Auden’s ‘Letter to Lord Byron’ of 1937, a poem that championed ‘the human clay’ as art’s true subject.5
 In his decision to showcase works by a group of his contemporaries who prioritized the depiction of the human figure, Kitaj looked to the past for both inspiration and legitimation. There remained, he asserted, ‘much to be done’.6


Five of the forty-seven artists included in the exhibition feature in this book: Kitaj, Frank Auerbach, Maggi Hambling, Howard Hodgkin and Leon Kossoff. Other artists whose works were on show – Francis Bacon, David Hockney and Lucian Freud – are included in a wider consideration of the book’s central themes. Despite some convergences between the interests of these individuals, the term ‘School of London’ was neither a stable epithet nor one that conveyed a shared aesthetic. Kossoff later rejected any formal association with the group, and Auerbach described the very idea of a School as ‘total rubbish’.7


The term has also been used in different ways by curators and art historians. By the late 1980s, Alistair Hicks employed it to identify not one, but three cohorts of artists who had staged a ‘renaissance’ in British art.8
 In Tate Britain’s All Too Human exhibition of 2018, curator Elena Crippa argued that boundaries drawn around the original cohort were determined primarily by contingencies of place and social connection.9
 Some ties that loosely bound the original School of London artists together were forged in British art schools or evolved through a shared interest in artworks experienced in the capital’s museums, galleries and studios. In his essay, Kitaj stressed the importance of place, stating, ‘Each one of you who reads this conducts his or her own very complex affair with London’.10
 This chapter offers a new perspective on these themes by demonstrating how Degas’s art was a key element of this ‘complex affair’ with place, people and figurative painting.

Although he spent most of his professional life in the French capital, Degas was associated with the creative world of nineteenth- and twentieth-century London through personal friendships and his experience of works by British artists.11
 He sought to develop a market for his art in the country with the help of Paul Durand-Ruel and, later, Charles Deschamps, at the former’s Bond Street Gallery, and accounts of his work featured regularly in the Anglophone press.12
 English buyers of Degas’s art emerged during the late nineteenth century, and by the time of the posthumous sales of the artist’s studio contents, Degas was celebrated enough to justify the UK Treasury’s decision to grant the National Gallery £20,000 to participate in the bidding.13


Degas’s reputation in Britain developed through the display practices of public institutions, the art market, and educational and publishing networks. Anna Greutzner Robins has shown that Walter Sickert was not only a friend of the artist but also played an important role in disseminating ideas about Degas’s art and working methods in and beyond Britain.14
 Sickert taught the British painter David Bomberg (1890–1957) at the Westminster School of Art, and Bomberg’s own students at London’s Borough Polytechnic later included both Kossoff and Auerbach.15
 Ideas about Degas and his creative practice seeped through different institutional, educational and social strands of the British twentieth-century art world and impacted on artists in idiosyncratic ways. My focus is on one particular strand of influence that was stimulated by exhibitions held at London’s National Gallery between the 1970s and the early 2000s.

Many of the artists associated with the School of London had an intimate knowledge of the National Gallery and enjoyed the privilege of private sessions to paint and draw in its rooms. While this represented an important opportunity, equally vital was the Gallery’s role in creating new audiences for contemporary art. At a time when the public’s access to the latest art was more limited than it is today, the Gallery inaugurated a series of exhibitions titled The Artist’s Eye for which a contemporary artist selected and presented works from the museum’s holdings.16
 This was an important publicity event for the invited artist and offered audiences novel perspectives on an historic collection.17
 While such exhibitions generated insight into artists’ personal interests in, and creative engagements with, works from the past, the stakes for both artist and institution were high. As former Special Projects Director of the Gallery, Colin Wiggins, confessed: ‘Contemporary work in the National Gallery is a very delicate matter. When artists are exhibiting alongside Rembrandt and Michelangelo, there is a clear risk that it can end up looking stupid’.18


In the following sections, I will explore how Kitaj, Kossoff and Auerbach confronted this challenge in their respective encounters with paintings by Degas in the National Gallery’s collection. I could have included other artists associated with the School of London who were inspired by Degas and who contributed to the Gallery’s programming (notably Francis Bacon and Lucian Freud).19
 My reason for focusing on Kitaj, Kossoff and Auerbach derives from their shared attention to a specific range of Degas’s works. Three paintings among the seventeen works by Degas in the National Gallery’s holdings appealed particularly to the imaginations of these artists: Young Spartans Exercising (c. 1860), Hélène Rouart in Her Father’s Study (c. 1886) and Combing the Hair (c. 1896). Kitaj, Kossoff and Auerbach turned to Degas as part of their respective interrogations of the human figure and also used his art as a stimulus to experiment with the potential of drawing, painting and printmaking.


R. B. Kitaj and the anxious condition of art making

Ronald Brooks Kitaj came to Britain from the United States as a student in 1957 and exhibited widely in museums and private galleries around the world after his first solo show in London in the 1960s. Following studies at the Ruskin School of Art in Oxford and the Royal Academy of Arts in London, Kitaj was included in iterations of the important showcase exhibition, Young Contemporaries (now New Contemporaries) between 1958 and 1961 and was quickly signed to the roster of London’s Marlborough Gallery.

As his career developed, Kitaj became noted – or perhaps notorious – for his writings about art. In many respects, he considered himself to be an artist of the book. He was a bibliophile, took inspiration from literature and wrote manifestos, an autobiography and numerous essays. These literary leanings were, however, perceived by some critics as an encroachment on their terrain, and this fuelled a decisive incident that Kitaj would later refer to as his ‘Tate War’. In 1994, London’s Tate Gallery hosted Kitaj’s first major retrospective, an exhibition that subsequently travelled to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. In his Foreword to the catalogue, the then Director of Tate, Nicholas Serota, emphasized Kitaj’s contribution to the exhibition design.20
 In addition to writing wall labels and catalogue entries, Kitaj had discussed his work in a lengthy interview with the curator Richard Morphet and located his art in relation to past ‘Masters’. These contributions were not, Kitaj emphasized, an attempt to explain his paintings. Rather, they were ‘a series of remarks’ offered in a conversational spirit ‘because we all talk about real life all the time and I hope my paintings are little imitations of my life’.21


The exhibition received a barrage of negative reviews, many of which focused pointedly on the writings of the artist. The commentaries that Kitaj had provided about his work manifested, it was alleged, an ‘overbearing ego’ and a narcissistic tendency to self-mythologize.22
 In an unremittingly negative review, Andrew Graham-Dixon accused the artist of ‘playing, here, at being a second Degas’.23
 The reviews prompted The New York Times to describe a ‘lacerating assault’ on Kitaj that revealed more about the viciousness of the London art world than the artist’s work.24
 Historians have analysed the vehemence of critical responses to Kitaj’s retrospective, debating themes of anti-Americanism, antisemitisim and the provocations sparked by a ‘bookish’ artist.25
 One aspect of Kitaj’s approach to art making that exacerbated critical debate was the inspiration he took from arts of the past.


Collapsing time

Despite the criticisms he received in the context of his ‘Tate War’, Kitaj continued to engage with histories of art. This connection came explicitly to the fore in an exhibition of the artist’s works in 2001 titled Kitaj in the Aura of Cézanne and Other Masters. The show was held at London’s National Gallery and gave Kitaj an opportunity revisit a collection that had influenced him over a period of nearly fifty years. In an interview with Colin Wiggins, Kitaj referred to Bloom’s Anxiety of Influence and suggested that ‘most ambitious painters are anxious’.26
 Imagining himself in the role of troubled literary characters, including Honoré de Balzac’s failed painter Frenhofer (The Unknown Masterpiece) and Franz Kafka’s K (The Castle), Kitaj described his own creative dilemma: ‘One is trying to climb a mountain or reach a Castle and one keeps slipping back with every stroke, with every idea, with every ambition, with every emergency’.27
 He identified anxiety at the nexus of two related problems: the ambition of imagining something original and the physical challenges of executing it. For Kitaj, however, the anxiety generated by these pressures was not wholly negative. Suggesting that there was, in fact, an element of attraction in the condition, he defined anxiety as the experience of ‘strained desire’.28


The act of falling prey to anxiety attracted Kitaj to Degas. The ‘strained desire’ of simultaneously approaching and distinguishing oneself from a forebear implied a shared psychic experience that, like dialogues between artworks, had the capacity to disrupt temporal linearity or to ‘collapse’ time.29
 Writing in 1988, Kitaj drew attention to Paul Valéry’s comment that Degas was ‘an uneasy participant in the tragi-comedy of modern art’.30
 In fact, Valéry portrayed Degas in terms that were even closer to Kitaj’s self-description: he was an ‘anxious character’ (anxieux personnage).31
 For Valéry, Degas’s desire to innovate strained against a commitment to rigorous draftsmanship: the anxious artist found himself pulled between ‘the commandments of Monsieur Ingres and the strange charms of Delacroix’.32
 Georges Jeanniot continued this line of thinking in 1934 when he suggested that Degas was a ‘supposed “Impressionist”’, yet displayed an enduring preference for the ‘old methods’.33


Kitaj became interested in Degas’s draftsmanship during a trip to Paris in 1974. The pastels on show in an exhibition at the Petit Palais represented, he thought, the ‘summation of a lifetime’ and a style of drawing that appeared to obey a ‘higher order’.34
 In particular, Degas’s drawing of Alexis Rouart’s family (Figure 1.1) created shortly after the turn of the century inspired Kitaj to seek out the Roché pastels that Degas had used to produce his own works.35
 For Kitaj, it was Degas’s draftsmanship that ‘showed the way to incomparable figure invention’.36
 Andrew Lambirth points out that Kitaj devoted himself to drawing during the remainder of the 1970s and focused, in particular, on the expressive possibilities of pastel.37
 As the artist would later recall: ‘I drew like a demon’.38
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Figure 1.1
 Edgar Degas, Madame Alexis Rouart and Her Children, c. 1905. Charcoal and pastel on tracing paper mounted on card, 160 × 141.5 cm. Paris Musées/Petit Palais, Musée des Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Paris. CC0 1.0.



Among the works that Kitaj produced during this period were nude studies of male and female subjects, a series of bathers, portraits and what might loosely be termed genre scenes. Several of these works repeat structures found in Degas’s pastel compositions featuring the female nude. The rendering of the subject’s back and shoulder blades in Marynka Smoking (Figure 1.2) reprises the carefully articulated anatomy of the figure in Degas’s Woman Combing Her Hair (Figure 1.3), while The Waitress (1980) is a direct reference to the figure of the maid in Degas’s Breakfast after the Bath (c. 1893–8, Kunstmuseum Winterthur), a motif to which the artist turned repeatedly. In each case, Kitaj carefully studied Degas’s rendering of the human figure and his use of different styles of pastel application to model specific anatomical features. Yet he was not only interested in what Degas drew and painted. He was also concerned with the material qualities of the latter’s works and the expressive range to which they could be put. Kitaj never solved the mystery of Degas’s use of fixative, but he experimented repeatedly with the support of pastel compositions in ways that extended the practice of his forebear.39
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Figure 1.2
 R. B. Kitaj, Marynka Smoking, 1980. Pastel and charcoal on paper, 85.5 × 56.5 cm. Private collection. Bridgeman Images. © R.B. Kitaj Estate.
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Figure 1.3
 Edgar Degas, Woman Combing Her Hair, c. 1888–90, 61.3 × 46 cm. Pastel on light green wove paper attached to mount. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Bridgeman Images.



Conservation studies have shown that Degas regularly used smooth, semi-transparent tracing paper – a material that facilitated the easy copying and repetition of figures. Yet he built up the complex surfaces of his drawings by adding layers of pastel sealed by a fixative.40
 In contrast, Kitaj worked on highly textured paper that allowed him to rub pastel into the grain to varying degrees and to generate contrasting areas of density. Despite this difference in the choice of paper type, Kitaj shared with Degas an interest in developing his compositions in pieces.41


Although Degas could have acquired paper of a scale large enough for his ambitions, many of his pastels were created in jigsaw-like fashion.42
 The importance of this process to Degas’s creative practice cannot be overstated. In some cases, the pieces of paper used to enlarge background supports take up a third of the composition (After the Bath Woman Drying Herself, c. 1895, Courtauld Gallery, London), but they can also be as narrow as 2-centimetre strips in others (Seated Bather Drying Herself, c. 1895, private collection). Ridges where pieces of paper have been pasted together often bisect the figures, and pastel catches in seams between the segments. In consequence, the materiality of the surface disrupts the work’s fictional content and draws attention to the chronology of its production. If, as Waldemar George put it in 1926, Degas’s nudes ‘defied optical laws’, so too the works’ material qualities pull the viewer’s attention between subject and support to create multiple – often contradictory – trajectories of sense.

Following in Degas’s footsteps, Kitaj created pastel compositions that combine several pieces of paper, the edges of which are torn irregularly. Richard Morphet connects this to the practice of drawing and suggests that the resulting ridges serve ‘both as pictorial information, like ambiguous drawn lines, and as a kind of shallow relief’.43
 This technique of drawing without draftsmanship helped Kitaj to create striking optical disjunctions in his pastels, including visual mismatches between parts of a single human body (Bather (Wading) 1978, private collection). It was also a means by which Kitaj – who had experimented with collage – could direct the viewer’s attention to the different qualities of visible surfaces and to the physical processes of image production. This comes to the fore in the large-scale pastel, charcoal, and oil on paper The Rise of Fascism (1975–9, Tate, London) in which individual figures were drawn separately and combined into a single composition that is challenged by colour rhythms extending across the object’s various divides. In the case of Marynka Smoking (Figure 1.2), the paper is torn unevenly across the top fifth of the image. The resulting ridge complements the curves of the sitter’s body and contrasts with the geometric lines of what appears to be a bookcase in the background. Although this paper scar interrupts the seamlessness of the image, it has a paradoxically unifying effect by locating the woman and her surroundings in a world that exists behind the raised line.

While it was in the art of pastel production that Kitaj imagined himself in closest proximity to Degas, he also found ways to explore an imaginary connection to the artist through the medium of paint. This becomes clear in two paintings by Kitaj that directly interface with Degas’s works: Women and Men (1991–3) references Young Spartans Exercising (c. 1860), while The Little Fourteen Year Old Model (1996) takes inspiration from Degas’s sculpture that was exhibited in 1881, Little Fourteen-Year-Old Dancer. Kitaj confessed that during the organization of an exhibition he curated at London’s National Gallery in 1980, he surreptitiously ‘handled and kissed’ Young Spartans Exercising.44
 It was a painting that exerted a particular power over him both imaginatively and materially.



Combat

Degas began work on Young Spartans Exercising (henceforth Young Spartans) around 1860 and returned to the canvas throughout his career (Figure 1.4). His unwillingness to relinquish it suggests both the importance of the work to him as an object and its contribution to a longer-term process of pictorial thinking. Commentators have discussed the enigmatic subject matter and have attempted to relate this to Degas’s personal preoccupations. Norma Broude notes, for example, that presumptions of hostility between the girls and boys have been used by some historians to support the idea that Degas was a misogynist.45
 In contrast to this view, she identifies Degas’s prolonged work on the canvas as part of his changing response to the rise of French feminism between the 1860s and 1880s. Broude interprets competition between the characters as symbolizing challenges to men of Degas’s era ‘to yield their positions of total legal and political power and to participate in the creation of a more equitable social order’.46
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Figure 1.4
 Edgar Degas, Young Spartans Exercising, c. 1860. Oil on canvas, 109.5 × 155 cm. The National Gallery, London. © The National Gallery, London.



Other historians have focused on the relationship between the canvas in London’s National Gallery and different versions of the painting. The latter range from sketches in Degas’s notebooks to a more detailed oil study on paper (Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University) and an alternative composition of the subject (The Art Institute of Chicago).47
 A close study of the National Gallery painting undertaken in 2004 confirms the ‘evolutionary process’ of the work that includes changes to the positions of figures, the elimination of background architecture, and the transposition of figures between versions.48
 Conservators have noted that while changes were made to the characters’ individual poses, the most dramatic shift occurred in the relationship between the two groups of figures. In contrast to the version in The Art Institute of Chicago (in which the boys barely acknowledge the presence of their female counterparts), all of the boys in the final work confront the girls.49


In his painting Women and Men of 1991–3 (Figure 1.5), Kitaj retained the basic structure of Young Spartans while making changes to its setting and composition. Measuring just over a metre and a half in height and width, Women and Men compresses Degas’s composition into a square, thereby intensifying the oppositional structure of the original. The open space around which the confrontation takes place in Degas’s work is transformed into a large, scarlet, oval table. This imposes a physical barrier between the two groups of figures and anchors the scene in a semi-naturalistic, indoor space. Kitaj replicates key gestures found in Degas’s canvas, notably, the outstretched arm of the girl on the left (echoed at the top of Kitaj’s painting); the embrace or restraining hold between two of the girls; the raised arms of the boy on the right, and the male figure who runs into the scene. The figure of the kneeling boy is eliminated (although there is evidence of a cut-off figure on the far right). Kitaj also integrates some key elements of Degas’s colour scheme into his work: the aqua loin cloth of the lead girl becomes a scarf worn by the woman in the foreground of the canvas, and the reddish headband worn by the girl in the background of Degas’s painting is transformed into a woman’s mass of purple hair in the top left of Kitaj’s composition.
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Figure 1.5
 R. B. Kitaj, Women and Men, 1991–3. Oil on canvas, 153.3 × 153.3 cm. Image courtesy Marlborough Gallery. © R.B. Kitaj Estate.



Despite these similarities, there is a marked change in the tone of Kitaj’s work. The figures are no longer adolescents, but adults – a fact that intensifies their confrontation. Two of the men have pronounced musculature, and much of the energy derives from the action that takes place on the right-hand side of the canvas where the men are positioned. In contrast to the physical equality of the two groups in Degas’s painting, the female characters in Kitaj’s work are less belligerent. The woman in the foreground quietly smokes a cigarette and is indifferent to the forward thrust of the man opposite her. Two of the women turn their backs to the men, and the sexual energy between the women at the top of the work is directed inward rather than towards those who observe them.

Kitaj stated that there were two principal themes in this work, ‘sexual drama and the idea of painting-drawing, both themes provoking each other, not unlike the provocation between the Spartan girls and boys’.50
 In Women and Men, however, the protagonists of Degas’s painting have grown up and into the twentieth century, and a scene of exercise between evenly matched groups becomes a more troubling sexual confrontation. The work was included in Kitaj’s 1994 Tate retrospective, yet the artist refrained from imposing a narrative on the scene. Any attempt to do so, he stated, was a matter for the spectator alone.51
 He added, however, that he could not think of a ‘sexier painting’ than Young Spartans.52


The question arises as to the implications of transposing the sexual drama inherent in Degas’s scene of adolescent combat to the 1990s. If, as Broude argues, Young Spartans can be understood as Degas’s complex, changing response to French feminism over a twenty-year period, Women and Men conveys Kitaj’s anxieties about gender relations and the challenge of depicting them in the wake of second-wave feminism. He hinted at this in his catalogue entry when he stated that he was


fascinated by all the furious sexual debates swirling around like crazy at the end of my century and I think that the hubbub maybe ought to take into account something I’ve noticed about our late modern art.
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