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Dancers in the Wings, c. 1890, Private Collection
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Ballet was Degas’ most important subject matter, with more than half
of his oeuvre on the theme of dancers. Degas became familiar with the
ballet from a young age, thanks to the former Opera House (shut after a
fire in 1873) located on rue Le Peletier near his family home. Through
the efforts of his acquaintances and friends, he was also conversant with
the classrooms, green room and other aspects of ballet not seen by the
general public.

For Degas, the ballet represented a superb means of depicting the
instantaneous movements of the human figure and its myriad poses.
And yet, at the same time, the Opera House was one of the leading
pleasure sites and a place for social gatherings in 19th century Paris.
Degas was also often interested in depicting the human interactions and
psychological state of affairs he observed in this special environment.
Three Dancers in the Wings is one work that displays that interest. Three
dancers stand behind one of the stage flats, waiting to go on stage. The
black silhouette of a gentleman wearing a top hat appears in the middle
of the three women, as one of the women talks to the man. The viewer
of this painting witnesses up close this secret conversation between four
people, hidden from the ballet audience, setting off thoughts about what
each of the figures is thinking.

At the time the annual subscribers to the Opera House were given
the privilege of going backstage and into the green room, places that the
average person could not enter. As a result, wealthy men would use their
annual subscription privileges to get close to the dancers back stage, and
form personal relationships with those dancers that appealed to them.
For the dancers, it was desirable to have a man with social status as
their patron. This type of behind the scenes relationship between annual
subscribers and dancers was also the subject of popular fiction and
caricatures around the mid 19th century. La Famille Cardinal (1872), a
collection of short stories by Ludovic Halévy, discussed the relationships
between ballet dancers and wealthy men, to much popular success. Degas
was a close friend of Halévy from his youth, and produced a series of
monotype prints c. 1876—77 on the subject of back stage at the Opera
House to be used as illustrations for a book of short stories by Halévy.
While this publication plan was not realized during their lives, the idea
for Three Dancers in the Wings can be thought to have been closely
related to this monotype series.

Yellow Dancers (In the Wings) (fig. 1), one of Degas’ first oil paintings
depicting dancers backstage, was displayed in the 2nd Impressionist
Exhibition held in 1876. This asymmetrical composition in which Degas
has concentrated his image of the dancers standing in front of a stage
flat on the right side of the composition then became a standard format
for his images of dancers backstage, often repeated in later years. Three
Dancers in the Wings is one such example. The silhouette image of a man
standing amongst dancers is a motif that also appears in other works such
as Dancers, Pink and Green (fig. 2). Dancers in the Wings (1890, fig. 3)
is the work that has a composition closest to the NMWA work’s depiction
of three dancers backstage surrounding a top hat-wearing gentleman.

However the 1890 work adds images of the Harlequin and a dancer on

stage on the left side of the composition, and uses a brighter palette.
These factors make its overall mood completely different from that seen
in the NMWA work.

The NMWA work is characterized by its bold, rough-hewn brushwork.
After Degas swiftly and generally sketched the outlines of the figures
and the background stage space in thin paints, he then partially filled in
the central dancer with downcast eyes and her surroundings. Conversely,
in order to express the light shining on the costume of the dancer on
the right, he revealed the white ground of the canvas, adding nuances
by using a dry brush or cloth-like form to scrub paint onto the costume
surface. Thus in a single canvas he reveals different material quality
layers: the rough canvas ground layer, the underpainting in dull, non-
glossy paints, and the lustrous top layer. Hence, the viewer not only
sees the represented image, but also is made aware of the materiality of
the painting and the process by which it was created. The revolutionary
approach to the texture of a painting seen here is diametrically opposed
to the Academy’s standard, a unified finish of smoothed paint layers,
and thus speaks of Degas’ pioneering, modern qualities. These qualities
might reflect the results of his multifaceted experiments with monotype
production that he began to fully explore starting around the mid 1870s.

In terms of the dating of the NMWA work, several authors suggest
the latter half of the 1870s (Theodore Reff’s 1978 article, the exhibition
catalogue for the 1988—89 exhibition that traveled to Paris, Ottawa and
New York, and Ronald Pickvance’s writing in the catalogue for the
exhibition that toured Japan in 1988—89). Yet, the supplement to the
catalogue raisonné published in 1984 dates the work to the first half of
the 1880s, as does the “Degas and the Dance” exhibition catalogue of
2002-2003.

The NMWA work is recorded as stock number 23075 in the May 1893
stock book of Boussod, Valadon et Cie, the successor to Goupil & Cie.
The title given to the work in that stock book is “Danseuse/esquisse,”
with the supplier name listed as Michel Manzi, who was involved in
reproduction print production at Boussod, Valadon et Cie from the 1880s
onwards. Given that Manzi was close to Degas, he probably acquired
the NMWA work directly from the painter. Then immediately after it
was entered in the stock book, in June 1893 this work was sold to the
American industrialist, Harris Whittemore (1864—1927). Whittemore
bgan to collect Impressionist paintings in 1890, and is known to have
built a collection of more than 1,000 items focusing on the works of
Degas, Monet, Manet, Whistler and Cassatt. After his death, this work
was handed down for around 60 years in his company and family, before
it was sold at auction in New York in 1985. It was owned by a Japanese
company from 1988 to 1999, but then passed into the hands of a private
collection in America, whose heirs sold it to the NMWA in 2016.

(Hiroya Murakami)



