Degas sculptures cast posthumously trouble and disappoint
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Any comprehensive exhibition of Degas' bronzes - such as the Memorial Art Gallery of the University at Rochester's "Edgar Degas: Figures in Motion" - is apt to stir some misgivings in those who know this basic fact: Degas didn't create them. 

The bronzes were cast in 1919 from fragile waxes that were found scattered throughout Degas' studio two years earlier, at the time of his death. Degas never authorized them and maybe never even wanted his sculpture cast in more permanent material. 
Wisely, the art gallery deals with this problem right up front in a wall panel headlined "Messiest Subject Alive." 

It's a quote from former Museum of Modern Art director Kirk Varnedoe, who acknowledges the huge dilemma that posthumously cast work causes in Degas' case. In the end, Varnedoe comes down pro-bronze - as does Patrick Noon, curator at the Minneapolis Institute of Art. Noon says: "They're done, they're there. The only thing they lack is Degas' final OK." 

The 73 bronzes on view in Rochester are from the Museu de Arte de Sao Paulo, Brazil, one of only four complete sets. The quality of these bronzes is not in question. The casting, authorized by the artist's heirs, was done in editions of 22 (thus, you can see the same sculpture in different points on the globe) by Adrien A. Hebrard and his master artisan, Albino Palazzolo. 

Posterity is indebted to these two for more than their expert casting work. They also preserved Degas' waxes, thereby allowing the possibility of comparison between original and replica. 

But the comparing seldom happened. Once the surviving originals went into the collection of Paul Mellon in 1955, it was the widely collected bronzes that were to determine Degas's high place in late 19th-early 20th century sculpture. 

What does a visitor do with this "messy" situation? First, I suggest you forget the extremists. It is ridiculous to call these bronzes forgeries, foisted on a gullible public by a multigenerational conspiracy. That posthumous castings have significantly shaped art history at various times is no secret. And without the castings, Degas' entire sculptural output - which the artist himself saw as transitory - might have been thrown aside as trivial studio work. 

Deeper into the exhibition, in another wall quote, we get Degas' view on his sculpture: 

My sculpture will never convey that perfection which is the ultimate art of sculpting, and since, after all, nobody will see these experiments, nobody will take it into their heads to talk about them. 


Because of the casts, we do indeed talk about them. As far as Western New Yorkers are concerned, "Figures in Motion" is a major part of the conversation. It shouldn't be missed. 

The show gloriously proves that all should be happy to have these bronzes. Because of them we are able to see - worked out in real space - Degas' radical meditations on the human body that were so wondrously realized in the paintings and drawings. Thankfully, there's a selection of two-dimensional pieces - from the Memorial Art Gallery and other institutions - that sometimes allows direct comparisons. 

Technically, the bronzes may be replicas. But aesthetically they reveal an in-the-round figure in calculated opposition to gravity, extending into three-dimensions the tipping, leaning, bending figures - the whole fabulous Degas repertoire of off-kilter postures - of the drawings and paintings. 

Still, it must be remembered, bronze is not wax. Degas had special reasons for using this beautiful material. And if you don't hold in mind that these were initially fragile wax sculptures, sometimes hand-colored and set off by contrasting materials, you will see Degas as a much more conventional sculptor than he was. 

As the show informs us, Degas saw bronze as the "eternal" medium. Wax was mutable, and he seems to have liked it that way. It was a medium with the most potential for catching the endless variations that drove his art. 

To imagine - in the face of all that appealing bronze - the radical differences in these two media is the challenge of the show. 

Compare, for example, the bronze version of "The Tub," with the photograph of the original in an informative wall illustration. 

His wax nude, holding a piece of actual sponge, sat in a metal basin filled with plaster to suggest the water. The whole ensemble was surrounded with plaster-soaked rags draped on a rough piece of wood, in imitation of a gown casually tossed to the floor. 

Looking at the bronze you'd never guess this wildly inventive - and whimsical - use of materials in the original. It was a very advanced idea. Through his use of disparate materials, Degas was pressing the limits of realism, even as he questioned the conventional practice of single-material representation. Just like he said, he was doing "experiments." 

For all the beauty of this exhibition, there are problems. Naturally, "The Little Dancer, Aged Fourteen" is the star. His largest sculpture, it is also Degas' most famous bronze. Significantly, the wax version was shown in the impressionist exhibition of 1881 - the first and last time he exhibited a sculpture. 

But for me, the bronze replicas - and I've seen three of them now - are dreadful. This is a case where the translation from wax to bronze was deadly. The original had (and, presummedly, has) the virtue of the natural translucency of wax, a glowing quality that Degas amplified with pink and rose paint. 

Even in photographs it can be seen that the illusion of flesh is enriched by the addition of real hair, gathered in a real ribbon, and a complete cloth costume right down to actual shoes. 

Delicacy of color and unity of materials is not anywhere evident in the bronze. The ragged tutu tied around her middle becomes an absurd nod to the original costuming. Degas was integrating materials - cloth, hair, leather, all in fine harmony with the giving, light-filled and organic material of wax - not setting up a clash of two divergent materials. 

One of the ironies of this exhibition is that the bronzes are displayed in plexiglass boxes (a contractual matter with the show's organizer, International Arts of Memphis). 

Ideal for delicate wax figures like the originals, these gleaming containers tend to make small bronzes look overly precious and arty. And worse, faced with the prospect of jamming in 73 boxes, the installers were forced to show rows of horses, dancers or bathers in elongated display cases that allow only a single view. Not a good idea for in-the-round sculpture. 

Though this is an otherwise valuable and instructive exhibit, I must note that the installation was badly overproduced. The "art nouveau" design theme - every doorway was decorated with "Le Metro" curlicues - was cloying, and the historical contextualizing was often extraneous. Somehow knowing what kind of dresses women wore in 1900 in a show depicting mostly naked people struck me as counterproductive. 

Why not just the nice helpful stuff in the wall texts, a pleasant and unobtrusive environment and - oh, yeah - the art work? The rule should be: If you notice the display before the art, return to Square One.• 

