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When many think of French Impressionist Edgar Degas (1834-1917), they often recollect pastel images of ballerinas engaged in the supple movements of their art form. Their lithe bodies and willowy limbs are beautiful to look at. 

But under Degas' scrupulous eye, they represented a means to a much more profound end. 

In his delicate figures of ballerinas, nudes and a racehorse, Degas explored movement. His fascination with movement was, he claimed, the primary source of inspiration for many of his works. 

Through Jan. 5, viewers can see some of this motion in "Edgar Degas: Figures in Motion," hosted by the Rochester Memorial Art Gallery, that celebrates Degas' three-dimensional exploration of the figure in motion. 

The show, which was organized by International Arts, Memphis Tenn., features 73 bronze sculptures from the Museu de Arte de Sao Paulo, Brazil. 

Organizers of the Rochester show went to great lengths to recreate the ambiance of the late-19th-century Paris of Degas. 

Just outside the entrance to the show, enlarged, sepia-toned photographs of old Paris cover the walls; a kiosk wears a faux verdigris patina and provides information about Degas; the entryway to the show is decorated in the art nouveau swirls that adorn the entrances to the Paris Metro (subway). 

Inside, curators interspersed the display of Degas' bronzes with period photos of Paris, turn-of-the-century couturier costumes and furniture and decorative arts in the art nouveau style. 

There is also a smattering of paintings, pastels, prints and photographs from the Memorial Art Gallery's collection and the collections of several lenders, but this show is really about his sculpture. 0 

To help you work your way through this treasure of fine and decorative arts, you can pick up a free audio guide. Realistic portrayal of figures 

"What was Degas' art about?" Good question with a not-so-obvious answer. 

The show is full of dancers, bathers and horses, appealing subject matter, but merely the beginning for Degas. 

By choosing them, he distanced himself from his academic training, which emphasized an idealized depiction of the figure, and focused instead on the realistic portrayal of figures engaged in acts from their everyday lives. 

In a bronze titled "Woman Stretching," you feel the pull of muscles and the arch of her back as a female figure strains to release life's tensions. 

Another bronze, titled "Woman Washing Leg," portrays a female nude engaged in an aspect of her daily toilette. 

The poses Degas captures in these bronzes are isolated, fleeting movements from everyday life that represent a way of life. 

"It's woman as she is," one critic of the 19th century said of Degas' work. Degas said he studied these figures because they allowed him to explore spatial relationships and to better understand aspects of movement. 

He was known to have used the camera to assist him in his quest, a fact noted in the exhibition. 

The artist was no doubt influenced by the seminal work of photographer Eadweard Muybridge (1830-1904), who in 1872 used his camera to prove that all four hooves of a horse leave the ground when galloping. 

Degas' take on Muybridge's famous shot can be seen in a diminutive little bronze with the very big title "Horse Galloping; Turning Head to Right, Feet Not Touching the Ground." 

The piece with which viewers will be most familiar, "The Little Dancer, Aged Fourteen," is the only piece of sculpture that Degas exhibited during his lifetime. 

When the piece was shown at the Sixth Impressionist Exhibition of 1881 as a tinted wax figure, it received mixed reviews provoked by Degas' radical approach of dressing the youthful figure in a cheese-cloth skirt, a linen bodice, wool stockings, real ballet shoes and a silk ribbon that decorated her braided pony tail on a wig of human hair. 

Remember, viewers at the time were accustomed to seeing their sculpture chiseled from creamy white marble and polished to a shiny glow. 

The "Little Dancer, Aged Fourteen" was cast in bronze after Degas' death in 1917, as were all the bronzes in this show. 

Friends and family who visited the artist's studio upon his passing found dozens of wax models that were destined to decay if they weren't immortalized in bronze. 

So, 22 sets of 73 wax models were translated into bronze between 1919 and 1932. 

Not only are the finished pieces a pleasure to view, but they also remind us of the breadth of talent possessed by the complex and prolific artist who was Edgar Degas. Katherine Rushworth of Cazenovia is a former director of the Michael C. Rockefeller Arts Center (State University College at Fredonia) and the Central New York Institute for the Arts in Education. 
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