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114  ​|   ​�Dancers in the Classroom  ​c. 1880

Oil on canvas, 39.4 x 88.4 cm
Upper right: Degas
1955.562

Exceptionally lucid as a composition and bold as a pic-
torial invention, Dancers in the Classroom has often 
been cited among Degas’s key achievements during 
the years of Impressionism. In a group of such works 
made around 1880, Degas asserted his claims as a 
painter of modern Paris, spelling out a familiarity with 
the commonplace characters and institutions of the 
city, and stressing the informal sensory encounters 
of a new age. The ballerinas in Dancers in the Class-
room—like the laundresses, prostitutes, and cabaret 
singers of this same period—are finely observed and 
carefully particularized, celebrating Degas’s techni-
cal mastery over the urban themes that now defined 
his reputation. Yet for all the painting’s bravura quali-
ties, examination shows that it was completed with 
difficulty, after substantial revisions to several of its 
figures and—most remarkably—the extension and 
restretching of the canvas itself. The picture’s origins 
are also surprisingly uncertain: its date is unrecorded, 
the depicted site is insecurely located, and its first 
buyer has remained little known to the art world.

Dancers in the Classroom was painted when 
Degas’s name had been publicly linked with the ballet 
classroom for almost a decade. From the early 1870s 
onward, he exhibited a succession of backstage pic-
tures in diverse formats and on contrasting scales, 
followed by a more consistent sequence of canvases, 
among them two now titled The Rehearsal ( The Frick 
Collection, New York; and Harvard Art Museums / Fogg 
Museum, Cambridge, Mass.).1 Showing members of 
the Opéra corps de ballet at their daily exercise, this 
sequence was also united by its setting, a distinctively 
high, deep room with a row of tall windows along 
the principal wall.2 Several of these works appeared 
at the Impressionist exhibitions of 1876, 1878, and 
1879, where they rapidly found buyers and attracted 
largely favorable comment.3 Begun in the immediate 
aftermath of this success, the Clark Dancers in the 
Classroom and the closely related Dance Lesson in 
the National Gallery of Art, Washington,4 constituted a 
major new initiative at Degas’s mid-career. Now choos-
ing a pronounced horizontal rectangle, he launched a 
group of frieze-like pictures that can be seen as his first 

Degas chose to reverse his sitter’s position in the two 
large canvases, while retaining the subdued demeanor 
and slightly lowered head of the Clark study.  RK

provenance  [The Matthiesen Gallery, London]; Sir Edward 
and Lady Hulton, London (by 1957–until at least 1968); pri-
vate collection, London; [Alex Reid & Lefevre, London, sold 
to Cook, 15 Aug. 1984, as Portrait d’homme]; John S. Cook, 
Oak Ridge, Tenn. (1984–2006, given to the Clark, as Portrait 
of a Man); Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2006.

exhibitions  London 1957, no. 10; Wuppertal and others 
1964–68, no. 9, as Bildnis eines mannes (angeblich Degas’ 
Freund Valpinçon) (Rotterdam ed., no. 9, as Mansportret; 
Zurich ed., no. 11, as Bildnis eines mannes [angeblich Degas’ 
Freund Valpinçon]).

references  Brame and Reff 1984, pp. 116–17, no. 106, ill.

technical report  The support is an unprimed mahogany 
panel 0.3 cm thick. The panel may have been thinned prior 
to the installation of the cradle, as only the top and bottom 
edges of the wood show a narrow strip of chamfering. The 
cradle has four molded-edge mahogany bars and four sliding 
slats, as well as extra glued mahogany sections alongside 
one of the center fixed bars, presumably to support a crack 
in the panel. There is no coating on the reverse of the panel. 
The panel has some wavy warping across the grain, seen 
especially at the top and bottom, possibly induced by the 
placement of the fixed cradle bars. A small chunk of wood 
is missing in the lower left corner. The surface of the panel 
shows extensive sanding or pumicing abrasion across the 
grain, as well as black paint remaining in the wood grain 
below the sanding marks. This suggests that the panel was 
previously used, perhaps having had another sketch on its 
surface. Old, possibly original, brown oil paint has been 
applied along some cracks, possibly with a palette knife. 
While this paint likely matched the mahogany in color when 
applied, it has now darkened.

There is no ground layer. Much of the white chalk used as 
the preliminary sketch layer, which would usually be absorbed 
into the oil medium as the image progressed, has survived due 
to the unfinished state of the image. Brown oil sketch lines can 
be seen on the shoulders and lapels, with a more complete oil 
sketch of the sitter’s head. There are two drips of this brown 
paint near the proper left hand. There is no varnish.

	 1.	L 519, 520.
	 2.	 For a summary of these drawings and their role in the 

painted portraits, see Paris–Ottawa–New York 1988–89, 
pp. 312–16.

	 3.	Brame and Reff 1984, p. 116. In Wuppertal and others 
1964–68, the picture had previously been identified as 
a portrait of Degas’s lifelong friend, Paul Valpinçon.
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seized by the preening, erect figure at center, who is 
sharply distinguished from the seated dancer adjust-
ing her tights, while the professional absorption of 
both is set against their immodest colleague at right. 
Though similar in age and physique, these ballerinas 
and their industrious companions at the barre might 
almost be a spectrum of stereotypes, attitude, and 
commitment, from the “serious dancers” who strove 
for excellence to those who were believed to rely on 
glamour for their advancement.9

Degas’s critics had already established a vocabu-
lary of response to his classroom compositions by the 
time Dancers in the Classroom was painted, return-
ing to such topics as the rigors of ballet training, the 
veracity of his imagery, and the novelty of his designs, 
and to the audacious depiction of “semi-naked” mod-
els, as Stéphane Mallarmé described them.10 Since 
it remained unexhibited until late in Degas’s life, 
the Clark canvas was not publicly evaluated by his 
immediate contemporaries, though the closely linked 
Washington picture was both shown and discussed 
at length. Included in the 1881 Impressionist exhibi-
tion hors catalogue, this latter work was noted by Paul 
Mantz, who observed that its theme was now famil-
iar and that “the artist excelled in silhouettes of little 
dancers with angular elbows.” 11 Mantz also detected a 
tendency “to descend to the caricatural,” though Joris-
Karl Huysmans insisted that Degas’s “observation is so 
precise that a physiologist could make a curious study 
of the organism of each of this series of girls.” 12 In his 
astute account of the Washington painting Huysmans 
remarked on the cropping of the dancers “as in certain 

true “series,” eventually encompassing at least ten 
canvases of nearly identical size and as many ambi-
tious pastels.5 All of them feature between seven and a 
dozen dancers in another, equally recognizable space, 
now wide and low where the earlier room was cavern-
ous. More than half conform to the model of the Wash-
ington picture, which seems to have been painted first, 
with windows at right and a blank wall at left, while 
a second group evolved from the mirrored design of 
the Clark painting, completed soon after the Washing-
ton version. The series evolved over two decades and 
was evidently important to the artist beyond its pub-
lic role or the market value of the works in question; 
each was prepared in meticulous drawings, and many 
were partially or fully repainted over time, some in the 
early twentieth century, with only a few released from 
Degas’s studio during his lifetime.6

The subjects of Dancers in the Classroom and the 
other frieze pictures have often been misrepresented, 
a confusion that lingers in certain of their titles to this 
day.7 In contrast to the classroom scenes of the earlier 
1870s, where a cohort of ballerinas engages in routine 
activity under the eye of a male teacher and often a 
musician, none in the new series shows a formal les-
son.8 No figures of authority are present and the danc-
ers are dispersed in a haphazard fashion, offering few 
clues as to whether teaching has begun or whether 
we are watching a pause in the day’s exertions. For 
his frieze project, it seems, Degas turned from relative 
order to randomness, emphasizing the scattered pat-
tern of individuals and their contrasted personalities. 
In Dancers in the Classroom, part of our attention is 

114
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barely know if there is a sun, and see it only rarely.” 15 
Equally poignant is the sight of the city far below, 
another emblem of their remoteness and their pre-
carious professional status. Degas took unusual pains 
with this small but critical detail, making a miniature 
study in one of his current notebooks (fig. 114.1) that 
corresponds closely to part of the view in Dancers in 
the Classroom.16

With its gently rising diagonal, the “long, wide 
gallery” of the frieze pictures—in the words of Paul 
Mantz—varies only slightly from one canvas to 
another.17 Study of Degas’s earlier dance class scenes 
indicates that they were set in documented backstage 
spaces at the Opéra le Peletier, often following its 
architectural detail with some precision. Though this 
“gallery” has a similar specificity, attempts to locate 
it in both the old and new Opéra buildings have been 
inconclusive and may point to the use of a site out-
side the main complex.18 Because we see the ground 
plane of the room from above, our view in Dancers 
in the Classroom is that of a standing figure in the 
right-hand foreground, perhaps situated on a step or 
elevated platform. In the same notebook that contains 
his rooftop study, Degas famously reminded himself 
“to get used to drawing things from above and below” 
and contemplated treating “an entire salon” in this 
way.19 When Edmond Duranty’s essay The New Paint-
ing had appeared in 1876, it was widely understood to 
reflect the current thinking of Degas, who shared the 
author’s fascination with the radical depiction of mod-
ern spaces. “Our vantage point is not always located 
in the center of a room whose two side walls converge 
toward the back wall,” Duranty wrote, “nor does our 
point of view always exclude the large expanse of 
ground or floor in the immediate foreground. Some-
times our viewpoint is very high, sometimes very low; 
as a result we lose sight of the ceiling, and everything 
crowds into our immediate field of vision.” 20

Offering a virtual blueprint for the classroom in 
Dancers in the Classroom, this passage defined the 
truncated, asymmetrical encounters with his urban 
milieu that characterized Degas’s art at the turn of the 
decade. The frieze canvases are perhaps the extreme 
case, eliminating everything above head-height, 
shrinking figures furthest from us and compressing 
those nearby, to the point where their limbs are cut 
by the frame. More than twice as wide as they are 
high, these paintings also reconstruct the view of an 
observer scanning the scene from side to side, a pos-
sibility already available to contemporary photogra-

Japanese images,” their “boredom and fatigue,” and 
the perceived undernourishment of their slender bod-
ies, all qualities he would have discovered in Dancers 
in the Classroom. Alluding to the ballerinas’ often hum-
ble origins and precocious behavior, he also conceded 
that many were “charming, with a special beauty, mix-
ing common impropriety with grace.” 13

Even more than in the exhibited picture, when 
painting Dancers in the Classroom Degas used the 
resources of his craft to emphasize the banality and 
tedium of the corps de ballet’s existence. Focus is 
unusually sharp from foreground to background, 
encouraging us to linger on the classroom’s Spartan 
accommodation and the kind of topical detail and 
physiological nuance relished by Huysmans. Equally 
dominant is the grayish umber tone that pervades 
floor and walls, which both unifies the scene and 
defines its muted atmosphere. A bluish cast to the 
dancers’ white tutus extends this sobriety, while pro-
viding a suitable foil for the few warm highlights on 
ribbons and flesh.14 The shadowy character of the 
interior is further accentuated by the lighted windows, 
where glimpses of blue sky and white clouds almost 
mock the ballerinas sequestered life. In his essay on 
the “rats” or young Opéra students, Théophile Gautier 
wrote: “They know only the theater and the dance 
class: the spectacle of nature is closed to them; they 

Fig. 114.1  Hilaire-Germain-Edgar Degas, View over Roofs, 
Paris, c. 1877–83. Pencil on paper. Bibliothèque nationale  
de France, Paris
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of the complex story beneath (fig. 114.2).26 The struc-
ture of the classroom was apparently established early 
and left largely unchanged, and the number and place-
ment of dancers was similarly fixed at this time. Subse-
quently, adjustments were made to all three left-hand 
figures at the barre, ranging from a turned profile to 
an entirely reworked body.27 The central ballerina was 
surprisingly little modified, her function as the fulcrum 
around which the rest of the group balances remaining 
in place from the beginning. Her colleagues on the 
bench, however, were radically transformed; the tired 
coryphée at extreme right formerly pulled the raised 
knee closer to her body, supporting her right arm as it 
bent sharply back to touch her face, while the legs of 
the second seated girl were painted no less than nine 
times before reaching their present positions.28 This 
extraordinary reformulation of a major character can 
be traced in approximately ten drawings and pastels, 
including one in the same notebook cited in two previ-
ous contexts.29 Gradually raising the more prominent 
leg toward the horizontal, Degas increased the pro-
vocative implications of this pink, semi-naked limb, 
while using it to link left and right groups of dancers 
in a continuous, if staccato rhythm, a solution he later 
adopted in other frieze paintings.30 His concern for 
such compositional refinements was carried further 
in the extraordinary decision to extend the canvas at 
top and bottom, and to amend the wooden stretchers 
by the necessary several millimeters, allowing a little 
more headroom for the dancers and subtly modifying 
the play of cropped and intact feet at lower right.31

phy.21 Degas’s choice of such a canvas format, which 
was not among the many standard sizes offered by 
Parisian art suppliers, was clearly deliberated and has 
suggested a number of precedents.22 These include 
the carved classical entablature, the Renaissance 
fresco, and the painted chest or cassone; the hori-
zontal narratives of Degas’s own history paintings of 
the 1860s; a current interest among his Impression-
ist peers in decorative panels for domestic interiors; 
and the work of certain contemporary illustrators.23 
An overlooked model can be found in Huysmans’s 
reference to Japanese art, where certain surimono 
prints offer similarly orchestrated figures and spaces 
in an elongated field. An example such as Viewing 
the Moon at Gomeirô by Katsushika Hokusai, an art-
ist Degas is known to have admired, shows an array of 
young women in a wide, receding interior, their rhyth-
mic grouping underscored by partly screened windows 
and a vertical, off-center figure wielding a fan, all fea-
tures shared with Dancers in the Classroom.24

The still novel format and complex ambitions of 
Dancers in the Classroom, rather than any limits to 
Degas’s practical skills, may have accounted for its 
protracted genesis. On the canvas surface the naked 
eye can detect minor modifications to areas of the 
floorboards, distant walls, and picture edges, but 
Degas clearly went to some lengths to mask the evi-
dence of his more profound revisions.25 In conjunction 
with an extensive set of preparatory drawings, many 
of exceptional quality, examination of the picture 
through X-ray and infrared analysis reveals something 

Fig. 114.2  X-radiograph of Dancers in the Classroom
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references  Alexandre 1912a, pp. i, xii, ill., as Au foyer de 
la danse; Lemoisne 1946–49, vol. 3, pp. 470–71, no. 820, 
ill.; Browse 1949, p. 377, pl. 116, as Sept danseuses dans une 
salle de classe. Frise; Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute 
1963, no. 36, ill.; Minervino 1970, p. 123, no. 819, ill., as Bal-
lerine in esercizio e in riposo; Varnedoe 1980, p. 105, fig. 12; 
Boggs 1985, p. 13, fig. 6; Boggs 1988, p. 40, ill.; Connais-
sance des Arts 1988, pp. 32–34, figs. 28–29; Gordon and 
Forge 1988, pp. 187, 203, ill.; Shenker 1988, p. 63, ill.; Phila-
delphia and others 1989–91, p. 14, fig. 24; Varnedoe 1989, 
pp. 118, 122, fig. 117; Meller 1990, pp. 259–60, fig. 25, and ill. 
on cover; Milner 1990, pp. 138–39, ill.; Ash and Higton 1992, 
pp. 50–51, ill.; De Vries-Evans 1992, p. 175; Koch-Hillebrecht 
1992, p. 59, ill.; Kostenevich 1995, pp. 80–81, fig. 3; Adams 
1996, p. 424, fig. 24.5 ( 3rd ed., p. 424, fig. 24.4 ); Kendall 
1996, pp. 17–18, 58–59, 78, ill.; Kern et al. 1996, pp. 70–71, 
ill.; Shackelford 1996, p. 194, ill.; Antiques 1997, p. 523, pl. 3; 
Christie’s 1998a, p. 86, fig. 1; Phillips 2001b, pp. 237, 239, 
fig. 5; Cahill 2005, pp. 56–57, ill.; Christie’s 2005a, p. 38, fig. 
1; Hoffmann 2007, pp. 135, 177, ill.

technical report  The support is an unlined, finely woven 
linen, which has been extended by 1.9 cm on the bottom 
and 1.3 cm on the top. These extensions, which bring the 
tacking margins up to the image surface, appear to have 
been done by the artist, although the gauze strip-lining sug-
gests the assistance of a restorer. The stretcher was modified 
with wood strips at the top and bottom edges to take up 
the expanded canvas. The original fold-over creases can still 
be seen, especially along the bottom edge. A slight fluores-
cence of the varnish coating is visible in ultraviolet light, as 
is a stronger fluorescence on the edges, suggesting excess 
media in the thinly painted additions. This is confirmed in the 
X-radiograph, where the extension paint does not register. 
There is some deformation of the canvas in the corners, prob-
ably from shrinkage of the wood stretcher bars or weakness 
in the joinery. The picture was probably cleaned by Madame 
Coince in Paris in 1935. Minor consolidation of lifted paint 
was done along the lower extended edge in 2005.

The off-white ground layer appears to be commercially 
applied, despite the faint cusping visible along the original 
bottom edge of the fabric. Comparison of the X-radiograph 
with the infrared examination reveals the presence of dark 
underdrawing or painting lines for some, and possibly all, of 
the figures. This is particularly true for several leg changes 
on the seated girl on the left, which may never have been 
fully painted or were scraped out. They show up faintly in the 
X-radiograph, but are clearer and stronger as drawing lines 
in infrared. Additional alternate leg positions of this figure, 
as well as changes in the arm position of the seated girl on 
the right and the left-most dancer in the background, appear 
to be alterations only in the paint layer, as no line work is 
detected in infrared. While most of the artist’s changes are 
visible in the X-radiograph, some are visible to the naked eye, 
such as the reduction of the skirt of the seated dancer on the 
right. The original head position of this same girl appears 

The picture’s first owner was Jacques Drake del 
Castillo, a country landowner who became Deputy for 
Indre et Loire in 1889 and acquired a small collection 
of otherwise modest Impressionist pictures by such 
artists as Claude Monet, Camille Pissarro, and Jean-
François Raffaëlli.32 His connection with Degas may 
have been through their mutual friend Paul Lafond, 
director of the museum at Pau, who is known to 
have promoted Degas’s art and later wrote the first 
biography of the artist.33 Degas recorded Castillo’s 
Paris address at the beginning of a notebook used 
from 1880 to 1884, two pages before a reference 
to Marie van Goethem, the model for Degas’s Little 
Dancer Aged Fourteen.34 The sculpture was underway 
between 1879 and 1880, and the fact that Marie’s fea-
tures have also been identified in the pivotal standing 
figure in Dancers in the Classroom adds support to the 
suggestion that the Clark picture was made around 
this date.35 Perhaps bought from Degas at the time of 
their recorded contact, it presumably remained with 
Drake del Castillo for more than two decades, passing 
in 1906 to the wealthy decorator and collector Georges 
Hoentschel, who showed the painting in three impor-
tant prewar exhibitions in Europe.36 Sterling Clark 
bought Dancers in the Classroom in 1926 and consid-
ered it to be among the best of the frieze series.37  RK

provenance  Jacques Drake del Castillo, Paris (until 1903, 
sold to Boussod, Valadon, 10 Jan. 1903, as Le foyer de la 
danse); [Boussod, Valadon, Paris, sold to Glaenzer, 10 Jan. 
1903];38 [Eugene Glaenzer and Co., New York, 1903–6, sold to 
Boussod, Valadon, 30 June 1906]; [Boussod, Valadon, Paris, 
sold to Hoentschel, 30 June 1906];39 Georges Hoentschel, 
Paris (from 1906; d. 1915 );40 [Galerie Barbazanges, Paris, in 
1924, sold to Knoedler, Paris, Feb. 1924]; [Knoedler, Paris, 
in 1924, sold to Clark, Aug. 1924];41 Robert Sterling Clark 
(1924–55 ); Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 1955.

exhibitions  Paris 1912b, no. 115, as Au Foyer de la Danse; 
Ghent 1913, Group II, Beaux-Arts, no. 121, as La répétition de 
danse, lent by Hoentschel; London 1914, no. 24, as Leçon de 
danse, lent by Hoentschel; Williamstown 1956a, no. 101, pl. 18; 
Williamstown 1959c, no. 3, pl. 18; Williamstown 1970, no. 7; 
Northampton 1979, pp. 17, 21, no. 3, ill.; Washington 1984–85, 
pp. 91, 93, 139, no. 32, ill.; Williamstown 1987, p. 61, no. 44, 
ill.; Paris–Ottawa–New York 1988–89, pp. 339–41, no. 221, 
ill.; Omaha–Williamstown–Baltimore 1998–99, pp.  10, 13, 
no. 29, ill.; Graz 2000, pp. 316–17, no. 84, ill.; Detroit–Phila-
delphia 2002–3, pp. 1–3, 110–11, 113–14, 116, 139, 152–53, 
231, 235, 262, pl. 168; Montgomery and others 2005–7, no cat.; 
Williamstown–New York 2006–7, pp. 67–69, fig. 68; Williams
town–Barcelona 2010–11, pp. 140, 142, fig. 157.
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architecture surrounding the courtyard of the Hôtel de 
Choiseul, where dance classrooms at the Opéra le Pele-
tier were situated, should be noted. Though this building 
burned down in 1873, it continued to appear in a number 
of Degas’s subsequent ballet scenes; see Detroit–Phila-
delphia 2002–3, pp. 28–87.

	17.	Mantz 1880, p. 3; reprinted in Berson 1996, vol. 1, p. 298: 
“La vue d’une longue galerie profonde.”

	18.	See the discussion of these issues in Detroit–Philadel-
phia 2002–3, pp. 113–16. Additional classrooms and 
private premises on the nearby Rue Richer were also in 
use through much of this period.

	19.	Reff 1976b, Notebook 30, pp. 210, 65: “pour habituer à 
dessiner de bas et de haut les choses”; “un salon tout 
entier.”

	20.	Duranty 1876; translation from Washington–San Fran-
cisco 1986, p. 45. For Degas’s relationship with Duranty 
during these years, see Omaha–Williamstown–Balti-
more 1998–99, pp. 45–75.

	21.	See, for example, Arles 1989 and London 2011b, 
pp. 95–111.

	22.	For standard canvas sizes, see London 1990–91b, 
pp. 44–45.

	23.	See Detroit–Philadelphia 2002–3, p. 112.
	24.	For Degas’s collection of Hokusai prints, see Ives et al. 

1997, pp.  82–83. Though he appears to have owned 
many, the titles of individual prints by Hokusai in Degas’s 
collection are not known. An off-center pillar such as that 
in Viewing the Moon at Gomeirô is also featured in later 
variants of the frieze paintings, such as L 1109, 1200, and 
1394.

	25.	 In the 1870s, Degas would often scrape down passages 
of painted canvas before reworking them. Later revisions 
in certain frieze paintings were typically more impro-
vised, with both early and later areas of paint visibly co-
existing on the surface.

	26.	Drawings and pastels related to this work include the 
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Oil on panel, 26.7 x 34.9 cm
Lower right: Degas
1955.557

The early history of Before the Race is preserved in 
several vivid and precise forms: in the stock books 
of Degas’s principal dealer, Paul Durand-Ruel, where 
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Fig. 115.1  Pierre-Auguste Renoir (French, 1841–1919), Yvonne 
and Christine Lerolle at the Piano. Oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cm. 
Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris (inv. 1960-19)


