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Couldn't I find a good little wife, simple and quiet,
Who understands my oddities of mind, and with whom
I might spend a modest working life! Isn't that
a lovely dream?
- Edgar Degas

Félix Fénéon steeped me in the work of Degas when learning that I might
actually meet the artist. He took me to galleries where his pictures were on
display. The consensus of the gallery dealers was that among the
Impressionists, “Only Degas sells consistently.”
We spent the most time at the Durand-Ruel Gallery on rue des Petits
Champs which had an abundance of Degas’ dancers to admire. I was drawn
to the strangely beautiful colours he infused in his pastels. His ballerinas
on stage, dreamily illuminated in gaseous light from unseen footlights,
bowed and spun in muslin dresses which were a diaphanous blur of purple,
plum, and pink pastels.
f.f. helped me see that Degas had the surest touch of modernity. His
dancers were not idealized. Degas caught them in rehearsals, a spy to their
prosaic moments, the not-so-graceful yawn, the smoothing of a wrinkled
stocking, or a girl’s ungainly bend to lace a slipper. Degas’ viewpoints were
also ingeniously unique. He had you peering up at the stage from the deep
bowels of the orchestra pit, or gazing down at the dancers from the airiest
height of a box loge.
“Appreciate him,” f.f. advised, “for his daring croppings. This artist has
no qualms in slicing a woman in half if it gives a dynamic boost to a
composition. Be on guard when you meet such a dissecting mind. I would
prefer you in one whole piece.”
Ha! f.f. the solemn jokester.


Suzanne Valadon and I stood before Degas’s front door on rue Fontaine,
she making last minute adjustments to her hat. Suzanne wore a wide, soft
brim hat which she re-pinned precariously at the back of her head. She
wanted to show off her hair which, parted at the middle, fell in lovely,
auburn waves around her face. The felt bonnet she had created for me had
a stiff curled brim with a trailing tail of tulle. I thought it too severe,
something for a Victorian lady to wear when horseback riding. She saw me
looking grim and nervous, so she turned me around and tied the tail into a
flower-like bow. “He will like the combination of English prim and pretty
ballerina tulle.”
“Suzanne, please let me thank you beforehand for this opportunity. I
only hope he won’t consider me a bothersome nuisance.” I was on edge,
for Degas was known for his cantankerous nature. I was beginning to feel
unsure as to my true motives for wanting this meeting.
Suzanne reassured me: “Monsieur Degas would never turn a woman
away from his door.”
But the very idea of me bartering with Edgar Degas for the purchase of
an Ingres painting now seemed absurd. The goal of gaining a semblance of
financial security no longer seemed a compelling reason to finagle my way
into the house of such an eminent artist.
Before Suzanne could raise the door knocker, I had to ask, “Are you
having ‘relations’ with him?”
Her dark blue eyes widened. “With Monsieur Degas?” She burst into
laughter. “Heaven to purgatory, no! But what an interesting experience that
might be! No, never! Not even the tiniest kiss. Monsieur Degas chooses to
play the eunuch with all women, be they models or prostitutes. His way, I
think, to keep us devoted to him. Safe to label him a confirmed bachelor
and leave it at that.”
Raising the handle of the door knocker, she added cryptically, “And
don’t remove your gloves for awhile. It will add the needed mystery to your
hands.”
Before Suzanne could even bang down on the knocker, the door swung
open, and we were confronted by a middle-aged man.

He had a trimmed, brownish beard, mustache, and side-whiskers
speckled with gray. The receding hairline gave his forehead an intelligent
prominence. The smile he offered seemed an experiment, a hope to look
hospitable, and not the terrible Degas whose acidic barbs were known to
bring people to despair.
He acknowledged my presence with a mild nod then stared sternly at
Suzanne. “So, my imp, have you somehow managed to tear yourself away
from Renoir to honor me with a visit?” It was a mock rebuke, for one
could tell that he was glad to see her.
She regarded him with genuine affection and happily introduced me.
“My newest, bestest friend, Julie Forette.”
Politely nodding again, he turned to Suzanne, asking with some suspicion
as he looked around her. “Now, Suzanne, you haven’t brought along that
pesky dog of yours because I’ve warned you...” Degas did not tolerate dogs
or cats.
“Lop-Lop stays with ma-ma,” she reassured him.
“Splendid! Then we shall all luncheon at la Maison Dorée!”
His firm pronouncement delighted her. “Oh, the Dorée will be a
scrumptious treat!”
He urged us down the front steps and took a gentlemanly position on
the far side of the sidewalk. I was finding it remarkable, being escorted to
the most fashionable restaurant in the city by Edgar Degas, the most
respected of the Impressionist painters.
Suzanne walked in a carefree manner, swinging her closed parasol,
ignoring the admiring glances of the men who slowed as they passed. She
kept looking up at the sky. “Oh, such a lovely day, Monsieur Degas, a sky
so blue I yearn to swim in it and clouds so delicious I wish to devour them!”
“Save your appetite for the fried gudgeon at the Maison Dorée,” quipped
Degas. “It’s decent enough.”
She went on, undeterred, “One certainly understands why the
Impressionists enjoy painting outdoors. Yet it makes me wonder,
Monsieur Degas, why you seem to lack all desire to paint en plein air. Don’t
you think it advantageous to capture those scudding clouds?”

“No, I do not,” he replied with gruff finality.
I noted the mushroom pallor of his skin, guessing he spent precious little
time in sunlight, not then aware a serious eye condition made harsh
sunlight painful for him to bear.
Suzanne, keeping to the custom of expressing her feelings, came to a
halt. “But this moment!” For effect, she dropped her parasol to the
sidewalk, as though a needless encumbrance, and lifted her arms in an
embrace of the passing clouds. “It’s inspirational! If I were an artist, I
should capture the clouds and sky before my spontaneous emotion faded
into oblivion.”
He walked faster, showing no sign of having heard, much less
appreciated, her artistic opinions. I picked up and dusted off the pink
parasol—Suzanne had crocheted the blue lace edge herself. Degas turned
a corner, and we ran to catch up.
Inside the Maison Dorée, he told the maitre d’ exactly which table he
wanted. Then he had us placed in the direct light while he sat with his back
to the window. “Now, Suzanne Valadon,” he chided, “why do you insist
on a chaperon?” He targeted a glance at me and arched an eyebrow at
Suzanne. “Are you fearful that I will seduce you?”
She giggled. “Au contraire, Monsieur Degas, au contraire; there is no fear
on this side of the table.”
Their flirtatious exchange was familiar fun for them. Throughout our
afternoon luncheon, I detected their playful, underlying theme of ‘Eunuch
and Harem Slave Girl.”
When a momentary lull came in their banter, I spoke: “Monsieur Degas,
this meeting was my idea.”
A half-truth, as Suzanne had brought her own agenda: a hope—if she
gathered the courage—to declare her dream of becoming an artist. Degas,
however, showed no interest in my reason for meeting him; he took charge
of our menu: for the first course, sheep’s trotters, followed by fried
gudgeon, then choosing sausage with mashed potatoes, giving the Dorée
credit for “admirable potatoes.” He also ordered a side dish of gherkins,
insisting the waiter bring them “in a garden pool of vinegar.”

I marveled, in a state of awe, lunching not only with a stellar artist but a
grand gourmand.
While settling in with our aperitifs, three white Dubonnets, Degas chose
to enlighten Suzanne on the questions she posed on the street. “Of
inspiration, spontaneity, temperament, I know nothing,” he said, strangely
taking out a well pressed handkerchief from his breast pocket, placing it
center table, then, arousing more curiosity, crumpled the handkerchief and
set it into a beam of light. We stared at what might have been a
spontaneous sculpture
He placed the crumpled handkerchief in the flat palm of his hand,
observing from different angles. “Here is what I do when I want to draw
a cloud.”
Ah, I thought, Suzanne's first lesson in painting just might have occurred.
She realized as much, suddenly pleading her case: above all else she
wanted to learn how to paint! Would he be willing to guide her, offer
advice from time to time? Her impassioned plea concluded, she waited in
trepidation for the response. I, too, waited. Would she receive a
condescending No. Or worse, mockery?
He carefully refolded the handkerchief into his breast pocket. “Since I’ve
revealed a painting secret of mine, I might impart a few more tidbits, at
least as I perceive painting. The work I produce, Suzanne, is the result of
reflection and laborious study–and yes, some sprinkling of imagination; but
it has nothing to do with running over hill and dale, shirttails hanging out,
trying to catch a fleeing cloud with a dripping paintbrush.”
When the first course arrived, he was speaking of his early development,
the important influence of the artist Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. I
perked up. He praised Ingres’ superb draughtmanship.
Has the moment arrived to bring up Charcot’s offer to purchase his Ingres painting?
But I put the question aside and decided to sup in silence. The trotters
were served in a broth, so I removed a glove to pick up a spoon.
“Mademoiselle,” he interrupted. “Please remove the other glove for I
must study your hands.” As I complied, he turned them one way then
another. “Interesting, interesting.” He concentrated on my hands for a full

minute. “Now, eat your trotters.”
When the gudgeon arrived, he spoke more of Ingres.
“He was an artist who found hands so fascinating that he devoted an
entire life to drawing them properly, down to fingernails!”
The meal proved to be a gourmet delight and Degas was much pleased
to discover that I, too, shared his passion for well vinegared pickles.
When at last the bill arrived, he generously paid then asked Suzanne
brusquely. “Now, are you ready for a real lesson?”
Her smile was wide. “You bet!”
As we all rose, I watched her deftly slip two of Maison Dorée’s exotic
oranges into her purse.
When Degas included me in his invitation to return to 19 Rue Fontaine,
I could barely conceal my excitement. Yet, while walking back to his
apartments, f.f.’s final advice haunted me: “Degas has no pressing need
for money. The chances of him selling for profit are practically nil. But,
take note, there is no better art collection in Paris than that amassed by
Edgar Degas. He is a wise collector, and if you wish to be the same, get to
see, by hook or crook, the treasures he keeps under lock and key on the
third floor.”
II
Degas’ apartment was situated on the southern fringe of Montmartre
where he occupied at great rental expense four entire floors. He took us
directly to the second floor where he received visitors. Before he could
even insert his key, a no-nonsense-looking maid, he called Zoe, opened the
door. We were shown into one of two sitting rooms, furnished in an oldfashioned, somewhat genteel style. The walls were densely hung with
pictures, and there were glass cabinets filled with sculptures, displays of
Japanese books, and piles of lithographs. It made what was a large room
feel very cramped. I almost ran to the painting which held the prominent
space above the mantle—the Ingres which I now suspected was worth a
small fortune.

“A recent procurement,” he said, proudly. “Oedipus confronts the
dreaded Sphinx.”
It, indeed, showed the crucial moment when Oedipus, after unknowingly
having slain his father, faces the Sphinx and ponders her riddle. A wrong
answer means certain death for Oedipus. The gruesome human bones
littering the floor of the Sphinx’s lair show the fate of those who failed to
solve the riddle. Yet Oedipus, in the bloom of manhood, superbly naked,
leans a foot upon a boulder and displays a lack of fear; he thrusts a scolding
finger at her terrifying countenance, armed, he knows, with the correct
answer. As I considered Oedipus’s fate and future, the abominable
marriage to his mother and the self-gouging of his eyes, the maid returned
sullenly with tea, setting the service on a table in front of Suzanne who
spoke admiringly of the naked Oedipus:
“The body is handsomely drawn. Such a muscular fellow would do well
as a circus acrobat.”
I decided to jump into the waters of art commerce. “Would you be
willing to sell?” I asked Degas. “I have a buyer.”
“Who might that be?” he asked with a look of amusement.
“My employer, Dr. Jean-Martin Charcot.”
“Ah, the famous neurologist and hypnotist. At one of his Friday lectures,
I watched him hypnotize a young woman. Quite interesting. To prove she
was oblivious to pain, he borrowed a hat pin, pierced his subject’s palm
clean through; no blood whatsoever issued from the hand. Most
remarkable.”
“Mind over matter,” noted Suzanne.
“How much is your employer willing to pay?” Degas asked.
“25,000 francs.”
“Ah, he might be able to buy a Gérome or a Cabanal for that price, but
an Ingres such as this? Hardly.” Degas turned to Suzanne. “Ingres has
taught me more about drawing than any other artist.”
“Dr. Charcot might pay more,” I said.
“A more appropriate price would be 50,000 francs. Would he pay such
an amount?”

“He might be persuaded,” I said, suddenly realizing that I could possibly
earn a ten percent commission of 5,000 francs. The money gained from
such a transaction, I calculated quickly, would amount to nearly two years
of service at the Salpêtrière. The prospect of such a financial boon had my
heart racing.
“The painting is not for sale, at any price,” he said abruptly.
f.f. was right. Degas cared little for the world of profit and loss. Had he
been cruelly teasing me?
“I would not want the painting,” volunteered Suzanne. “It makes me
shudder. The Sphinx could easily tear his flesh to pieces as she has
obviously done to others. Ugh! Do you see that skull and leg bone near the
entrance to the cave?”
“Yet the proudly naked Oedipus shows no fear,” Degas noted. “A crown
and a kingship await him.”
“Poor Oedipus,” Suzanne remarked. “He will then unknowingly sleep
with his own mother.”
Degas sighed. “I admit that the scene evokes, with our foreknowledge, a
certain dread... perhaps that’s what holds me captive,” added Degas. He
put down his teacup, joined me in front of the Oedipus painting. “Not a
day goes by that I do not spend a few minutes with my Ingres. What he
depicts is a reminder of our own ignorance as to the workings of fate.
There are tragedies, in one form or another, which inevitably wait in the
wings for all of us.”
Suzanne frowned. “Oh, Monsieur Degas, you’re taking such a morbid
turn.”
Degas looked at her. “Such reminders of life’s uncertainties keep us on
our toes.”
I wondered if Suzanne was remembering her own catastrophic fall from
the trapeze bar which put an end to her circus career. And the slight limp
she so well concealed.
She focused on bringing Degas back to the art of painting. “That faraway
town in the background gives the painting a wonderful sense of space and
depth.”

Degas eagerly agreed. “Yes, a tad of Leonardo’s blue sfumatto in the far
horizon.”
Suzanne gazed with admiration. “Ah, what many rare paints and
exquisite brushes one must need to execute such delicacy.”
“Nonsense!” Degas responded, irritably. “Give me three old wooden
paintbrushes and a can of green pea soup and I will have enough material
to paint all the landscapes in the world! The only pre-requisite is...” he
wagged a finger at her, similar to the way Oedipus pointed at the Sphinx,
“concentration!”
“And talent!” added Suzanne.
“Concentration and ample reflection,” he corrected her. “Come, let’s
begin our lesson,” he said. “We will employ Mademoiselle Forette as our
model. I want you to quietly observe her face, then you and I, without the
presence of Mademoiselle Forette, shall go upstairs to my studio where you
will draw her from memory.”
“But you must first give me pencil and paper to make at least a rough
sketch of her!” pleaded Suzanne.
“No.” He remained adamant. “It’s all very well to copy what you see, but
far more instructive to draw Mademoiselle Forette from memory. What
we want, Suzanne, is for your memory to collaborate with your
imagination. We want to teach you to free yourself from the tyranny of
mimicking nature. Come, you have looked at her long enough. Let us
proceed to the fourth floor.” He turned to me. “You will not be bored
alone?”
“Certainly not—there is so much in your collection to gaze upon, and
solitude frees me from the tyranny of others’ opinions.”
“If you wish more tea and Zoe’s delicious raisin cakes, pull the bellcord.
And...” he ended on a playful note, “I trust you will not abscond with my
Oedipus?”
I answered him with a silent smile as he and Suzanne departed for their
lesson.
It surprised me to see no works by the Impressionists, his closest
colleagues. No Monets, no Renoirs, no Pissarros—at least none on view.

The paintings displayed were primarily from the early and the mid-century,
the artists now established in the public’s eye as “Masters.” Walking back
and forth between the two visitor rooms, I began to perceive patterns.
Degas selected the masters from whom the Impressionists had learned: the
feathery blur of Corot, the heavy dollops of Courbet, the complementary
coloring of Delacroix. Such paintings, I sighed, would fetch very high
prices if he wished to sell to interested connoisseurs; only now, I knew that
Degas had not the least concern for money, much less the desire to profit
from his distinguished collection.
Having exhausted all of the artwork visible, I longed to see the ‘treasures’
that f.f. insisted occupied the third floor—more provocative art only a
privileged few ever saw. My bane, imprudent curiosity, prompted me to
investigate where Degas’ protective maid spent her time when not needed.
Passing through the kitchen quarters, I guessed her private room lay
beyond a quaint, Italian tiled archway. Removing my shoes, I tiptoed to a
door and listened. The sound of light snoring encouraged the belief that
Mlle. Zoe was taking a catnap.
Hurriedly I left and crept up the stairs to the third floor. Dismayed by
the locked door, I guessed Degas had the key, and his Zoe probably a
duplicate, but there might be a third, stored somewhere for emergency use.
Judging by the keyhole, the key had to be large. In stockinged feet I hurried
back downstairs, searching through cupboards, cabinets, drawers and any
containers large enough for the key. I had no luck until I noticed on the
mantle, on either side of the Oedipus painting, silver matchstick cups. One
had matchsticks protruding, one had none. I turned over the cup without
matches and out came a cast-iron key.
Returning to the third floor, the key went in snugly, unlocked the door,
and I found myself in a room crammed with hundreds and hundreds of
paintings which decorated the walls and were perched upon a dense forest
of easels. Degas’ hidden collection! I took mental notes, examining them,
methodically looking for elements attractive to a connoisseur—the
connoisseur I kept telling myself that I would become. It was no surprise
to find several superb Ingres paintings and several drawings Ingres made

just of hands. There were many contemporary artists who were unfamiliar
but showed merit. He possessed a Tiepolo and a spellbinding El Greco of
a saint writing at a silk covered desk which was a tour-de-force of texture.
In much of the works Degas chose, he seemed to appreciate those who
modeled textures through unique uses of light and dark. Then the shock
came, the Cezannes! I found three undated landscapes, and one still life of
apples from 1875. Degas collected Cezannes! Now I realized that Père
Tanguy’s rhapsodic claims for Cezanne were not exaggerations—the
Impressionists sought his work. Cezanne was the painter’s painter. I was
more than pleased. Here was vindication that I too might have a perceptive
eye, that it was not ruinous folly to pursue art—–to collect. Elated, I
allotted as much time as I dared with the three views of Cezanne’s beloved
Mt. St. Victoire mountain, bathed in different aspects of light, his
mysterious blocks of stone that stored a kind of translucent fire. My Mt. St.
Victoire is equal to these, I thought. Ha! My connoisseur collection of one painting, so
far.
When it seemed unwise to stay a minute longer, I turned to leave, only
to notice in a far corner a bathtub. Draped over the beveled edge of the
zinc tub was a frayed, woman’s bathrobe, and farther behind, a darkpaneled mahogany door. How did I know the door led to Degas’
bedchamber?
I approached as far as the bathtub which was coated with a thin layer of
dust, seemingly never have been filled with water—an artist’s prop, I
assumed. Picking up the robe, it was far too small for me. For a child,
perhaps. Staring at the door, I considered the temptation to enter. If Degas’
bedroom, what art might a masterful artist choose for his personal abode?
The door latch, when I pressed down, proved to be unlocked.
Was I to commit a much more egregious breach of social etiquette?
Enter and get caught? When would the maid awaken and find me missing?
Suzanne once mentioned that two places were denied the maid Zoe’s dust
cloth and broom, the painting studio and Degas’ bedchamber. I then heard
voices faintly from the floor above. The painting lesson in Degas’ studio
was still in progress. Quickly I went inside and closed the door behind me.

Engulfed in darkness, nothing was visible, nothing, not even my own
hand. I could not believe a room so dark. And the air! A thickness, stale,
stagnant. I found it difficult to breathe. Trying to overcome a feeling of
faintness, I stepped cautiously, putting out my hands, groping blindly in
the dark until I ensnared myself into what must have been curtains. I
struggled with the heavy folds and with much effort managed to pull the
curtains aside. The material was thick damask, sewn into a double layer,
effectively sealing out all light. The window, made of glass blocks usually
installed for factories, made it impossible to open for fresh air, and what
light that penetrated was scant. Slowly my eyes began to adapt to the semidarkness, the dim outline of a bed. I sat on the edge. A bed to
accommodate one person.
The room, by degrees, showed itself to be disappointingly drab. Walls,
painted a moss green, matched the colour of the curtains. A lonely colour,
monotonously repeated in the bed coverlet. The room was unbelievably
devoid of any art but for one Japanese woodblock print, framed in ebony,
above his bed. An erotic picture. Several scantily clothed courtesans
lounged in a bathhouse.
I thought it extremely odd that Degas chose to keep his private sleeping
quarters purposefully Spartan, unadorned, leaving the dazzling art
collection outside. The sadness here was palpable.
What manner of nighttime dreams unfolded for him when he slept in
this room? Would I dare, ever, to ask Degas for a dream?
Perched on the edge of his bed, an anxiety began to rise through me, a
gradual feeling that I might not be alone in the dark gloom. Apprehensive,
I peered more closely into the corners where the shadows fell thickest.
Where, so it seemed, a figure eerily began to take shape. Was I seeing a
girl?
She stood very still within the veil of shadows, but I was convinced a
young girl—for whatever reason—hoped to remain unnoticed. Too shy?
Or too afraid to emerge? A terrible suspicion took hold that I had
discovered Degas’ well-kept secret. The lonely man’s paramour. He
concealed her from the outside world, a shy creature, perhaps too young

even for the Parisian brothels. A child. I began to ridiculously imagine that
Degas had bartered for her, like a painting, taken her from a procuress’
care. Remarkably, she appeared to be in costume.
“Hello...” I spoke out a warm greeting, rising slowly so as not to
frightened her. “Won’t you, please, come forward?”
My eyesight sharpened. She wore pink leggings and a flared skirt made
of tulle—–a ballerina hiding? Then I realized my utter foolishness. She was
a Degas sculpture, near life-size, formed out of red wax.
I recognized her. Suzanne mentioned the notorious “Fourteen Year Old
Dancer” which Degas had presented in the 6th Impressionist Show. His
first sculpture to be publicly displayed, the critics declared it an unmitigated
disaster. To render a young girl realistically and to clothe her in an authentic
ballet costume was something no one had seen before. Everyone reacted
with strange hostility.
I approached her. Here in a musty corner of his bachelor chamber was
where Degas had posited his little ballerina. At least here, I guessed, he
could keep her safe from further scorn and derision. I walked around her,
admiring how Degas had sculpted her in such realistic detail. She stood as
high as my bosom, her head lifted, her chin proudly jutting, with arms and
entwined hands stretched behind her. Dressing a sculpture in an actual
ballet costume was an audacious gesture on Degas’ part. But the
intervening years had taken their toll. Sadly her pink stockings and linen
bodice were now faded, having turned to a miserable gray.
I thought of the gray in Degas’s beard, of people and things turning old.
I wondered what emotions Degas, bereft of wife and children, experienced
when he first dressed his fourteen year old? What were his feelings when
he knelt to slip up the stockings and place the pink ballet slippers on her
feet? And when he rose to wrap the green sash about her waist, and tie the
ribbon around the ponytail of her hair, did he do so as a proud parent?
The pose his adolescent ballerina struck was pure effrontery, her
shoulders thrown back and arms stretched behind her as she locked her
hands, raising her head slightly, thrusting out that narrow chin in a gesture
of spunk. He must have seen a plucky girl like this when he haunted the

dance schools, she one of many determined to gain a dancing position at
the Opera. The particular expression put into the girl’s face began to affect
me deeply. She showed an adolescent obstinacy. A mirror to my own
adolescence in Marseilles. The anger and resolve to escape the narrow
confines of a working-class life.
But it was so disheartening to see the dancer’s costume deteriorating, the
silk of the bodice wearing thin. And barely touching the tulle, it crumbled
between my fingers. I began to feel blue and doubtful. Would my own
hopes crumble like the dancer’s tulle? Was it foolishness to think I could
find work and dignity outside the confines of the Salpêtrière? That I would
somehow immerse myself in the world of art and write about art as Fénéon
suggested? And this burgeoning desire of mine to collect art, without
financial resources, was it not pure madness?
A flash of light from the opening door suddenly blinded me.
III
A slender shadow, like an accusing specter, stood outlined against the light.
I felt caught, a violator, and fled from the ballerina, stumbling against the
bed, sitting myself down, guilt ridden.
He came forward. “I see that you have found her.”
Absent in Degas’ voice was the wrath I expected to rain down. He merely
sat beside me as if accustomed to audacious intruders.
“Marie was her name,” he said.
How to frame an apology for the intrusion into the sanctum of another’s
bedroom? Impossible. Yet, Degas’s matter-of-fact tone might be an
invitation to pretend no transgression had been committed. I gambled,
“Suzanne told me about your much maligned ballerina. I searched for
articles written about the incident.”
“Then you know my little gutter snipe did not receive a pretty welcome
at the Exhibition on the boulevard des Capucines. I can still feel the
wounds to this day. The critics were merciless.”
“The sculpture is extraordinarily naturalistic.”

“And they jeered at that very fact. ‘Monsieur Degas has thrown away his
talent,’ was the unanimous judgement. ‘How could he create such an
odious female? Why, her body, they complained, has none of the grace of
ancient Greece.’ One critic went so far as to insist the loathsome creature
should be mounted in a museum of zoology.”
While he gazed gravely at the ballerina, I reminded him of a favorable
critique, “Huysmans said, ‘Here is the first attempt by any artist to do
something really modern in sculpture.’”
“Unfortunately, all the others thought poor Degas had lost his wits.”
Together we sat, not taking our eyes off of the fourteen-year-old dancer.
“Was she your first sculpture, Monsieur Degas?”
“The first in a public exhibition... most likely the last,” he added wearily.
Rising, Degas walked to his little Marie; he touched the ribbon in her hair,
lost in thought.
“What was she like?” I asked.
“The real Marie?” He pondered the question then grunted, “Just one of
the many ‘student rats.’ You know, those skinny kids who prowled the
Opera House... pug-nosed ragamuffins, ambitious to escape the slums,
carrying with them their dreams of pirouetting upon the stage... to bloom
like a flower under the spotlights and become one of the darlings of ballet.”
Degas gave the faintest smile.
I saw the sadness latent in his grey eyes, borne of too much reflection. I
risked another offense, “People say that Degas has no heart for women,
that he paints only hardened harlots and faceless dancers.”
I held my breath. He took to staring fondly at little Marie. “They know
not that the dancers have taken my heart... sewn it into a purse of pink,
faded satin.”
Again I risked being thrown out of his house. “And the predominance
of prostitutes in your work? They say yours is an unhealthy obsession.”
His look turned fierce. Before I could apologize, his expression softened.
A glint of knowing came into his eyes. “Our Suzanne, who can be nothing
but guileless, spilled some beans about Mademoiselle and... her obsession
with the obsessions of others.”

“I stand rightly accused.”
He went to the door. “Come this way, Mademoiselle Forette.”
Unsure, I followed, led back through the paintings I had studied.
“Have you enjoyed my private collection?” A sardonic question as his
hand opened for the stolen key. Contrite, I returned it. He nodded,
“Apparently your passion for art makes you reckless.”
“So it seems.”
“Then you shall see Degas’s more personal collection.”
Led into an unnoticed passageway, I was speechless. The walls on both
sides were lined with monotypes, more accurately, a long enfilade of
etchings. Slowly Degas escorted me. All of the etchings were of nudes,
each unmistakably a prostitute. I felt I was being given a tour of Edgar
Degas’s hidden seraglio. I could not deny the thrill of privilege. The women
on the walls were drawn in pen and the blackest of ink. Some images were
harshly stained, some splattered with ink. Yet Degas had astonishingly,
with a minimum of rapid strokes, conjured each prostitute’s worn-out
body, and with a few lines brought their ribald gestures achingly to life.
I was enthralled. “Monsieur Degas, such economy! And yet their
exhausted bodies are graphically expressed. Very Japanese.”
“Without the grace of the geishas you most likely saw above my bed.” A
welcoming lightheartedness limned the remark.
“I suppose our Paris whores,” I replied in kind, “have been more roughly
raised.”
“You would be astounded, Mademoiselle Forette, how many of these
rough whores behave like little girls when their clients have departed the
premises and I am left alone with them. They sometimes invite me to their
rooms and I see what many have brought with them from the provinces,
more often their childhood dolls. Naively, they cling to their precious
childhood which, for some, was not so long ago.”
A feminine voice suddenly floated down the corridor—“Am I
interrupting?”
Suzanne stood inquiringly at the entrance. Degas walked business-like
toward her, plainly not wanting to share his seraglio with a third person.

He took the drawing she held. I joined them as he examined her work.
Eagerly Suzanne and I listened to his critique while he took us out of his
private rooms.
“Sometimes you must do the same subject again and again, but under
every conceivable condition and angle. Draw it ten, a hundred times if
necessary.”
“When do you stop?” Suzanne called out as he led us down the stairs.
He spoke over his shoulder. “Until your hand moves without
premeditation, until your subject cries out to you, stop Mademoiselle
Artiste! You have pinned me down as I am.”
We were at the front door. Suzanne spoke. “I tried to do as you said,
Monsieur Degas, to reproduce only what particularly struck me.”
“Yes, yes, hone into the essentials.” He looked at me then the drawing.
“Some aspects of Mademoiselle Forette are here. “You hint of her resolute
air. Commendable, commendable. But don’t overwork your contours.”
“But when you met Ingres, he told you ‘Draw lines, young man, draw
lines!’”
Degas met Ingres. I was surprised. Degas laughed. “Form cannot be
achieved solely through the contour line.”
The “resolute” jawline she captured had been emphasized with heavy,
black conte crayon. More unflattering was the stare she bestowed upon
me—very daunting, as if I were demanding too much of something from
someone.
“What of my shadowing?” she asked him.
Her bold shadowing I liked. The pockmarks I owned were wonderfully
subsumed in them. But Degas counseled otherwise: “Be respectful,
circumspect, and shrewd with the power of light and shadow. It is not to
be considered a superfluous addition. The modeling of light and shadow
will be thought out—not to obscure but to reveal.” He opened the front
door. “Now your first lesson is over, off you ladies go.”
Before he shooed us out, I asked, “Did she ever achieve her dream?”
“Who?” He looked baffled.
“Little Marie.”

Surprise lit up his eyes. One could tell he was pleased that the student
ballerina still occupied a place in my mind. “As a matter of fact,
Mademoiselle Forette, our Marie did gain a position with the Opera.”
I nodded. “I thought so. You showed her spunk.”
Degas returned his attention to Suzanne: “I’m keeping this drawing, a
keepsake to remind me: You are one of us, an artist.”
Before we even had a moment to absorb the significance of the
comment, he muttered that when she had drawn something new and to
her satisfaction, to come back for another lesson, and then he retreated
into his apartment and closed the door.
Suzanne took my hand and we walked briskly down the rue Fontaine,
the smile she wore was, for want of a better word, blissful. I, admittedly,
felt new confidence bubbling inside me. After conversing with Degas, I
was a little more certain about my path toward art. Above us the sky no
longer held the debatable clouds. Now, just faultlessly blue. Suzanne,
stretching out her arms, announced to anyone within earshot— “Today I
have wings!”
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