
Art Enrichment  

Artist Biography 

Grade 5  
***Please do not read the biographical information word for word to 

the class.  Paraphrasing would be best.   

 

Hilare Edgar Degas (pronounced ed-GAHR deh-GAH) 

French, 1834-1917 

Impressionist 

 
The eldest of five children of a wealthy French banking family, Hilare Germaine Edgar 

De Gas (he began signing his surname as we are accosted to seeing it-Degas-in 1865) 

was born on July 19, 1834.  During his childhood, Degas was a poor student in all 

subjects but art and as a small boy, he dreamed of becoming a professional artist.  After 

some reluctance, his father finally agreed to let his son pursue a career of the arts in 1855 

at the age of 21.  

 

Degas began his career painting historical scenes and portraits in the “academic style”.  

His first entry in the French Salon, The Misfortunes of the City of Orleans, was exhibited 

in 1865 at this annual and all important state-sponsored exhibition.  As his career 

progressed, Degas gradually abandoned the academic style and began to paint scenes of 

contemporary Parisian life.  Sketchbook in hand, he attended horse races, ballet, theater, 

and circus performances, sipped wine in cafes, and observed women at work.  Degas 

exhibited numerous times with the Impressionists, contributing 24 works to the Second 

Impressionist Salon alone.  He also exhibited a collection of prints in 1879-1880 along 

with Mary Cassatt and Camille Pissarro.   

 

Degas led a very solitary existence, and his aloofness and sarcastic, biting sense of humor 

kept many people at a distance.  Yet in spite of his fierce demeanor, Degas managed to 

keep close contact with a number of lifelong friends, among them Mary Cassatt, Camille 

Pissarro, and Edouard Manet, whom he met at the Louvre.  This meeting marked the 

beginning of a long-standing friendship between the two artists. 

 

As Degas grew older, his eyesight gradually began to falter.  By 1870, he was forced to 

avoid painting in bright light and in 1909, he ceased painting altogether.  On September 

17, 1917 at the age of 83, Edgar Degas died and was buried at Montmarte, north of Paris. 

 

Degas did not follow any single style in his painting.  He is often described as an 

Impressionist artist because of his brushwork and modern subjects.  However, unlike 

many in the group, Degas concentrated on the human figure and was more interested in 

line and draftsmanship than color.  Degas’ works suggest certain spontaneity because of 

their sketchy, seemingly unstudied quality, but they are actually carefully planned and 



composed.  Degas was inspired by scenes from everyday life.  He himself once defined 

his style as “the great Western tradition of Classicism combined with the direct and 

passionate observation of the modern age”.  Throughout his career, Degas explored a 

variety of media including watercolor, gouache (a type of watercolor paint), pastel, 

printmaking, and photography as well as various media he used to create sculptures; 

however, the majority of his most famous works are in oil paint or pastel.   

 

Degas often created series of works focusing on a central theme.  The Millinery Shop 

(from 1882-1886) is just one work in a series of a pastel drawings and oil paintings that 

concentrate on workers and customers in millinery shops.  In this painting, a shop clerk is 

in the process of making a hat.  Typical of Degas’ work, it looks as if the artist happened 

upon this scene and quickly recorded it, but when viewed more closely, it becomes clear 

that it was meticulously composed.  Degas carefully arranged the scene to create the 

illusion that the viewer is actually experiencing this moment in Parisian daily life.  Our 

vantage point is slightly above the figures, as if we are looking into a real shop window 

while standing on the sidewalk.  Yet we are voyeurs in this case; the milliner does not 

acknowledge our presence, as she would if we really were looking in the window.  In 

addition, Degas has created a visual metaphor by depicting the finished hats to the left of 

the milliner in more detail and leaving the one unfinished by the milliner, unfinished by 

the artist as well. 


