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“The truth is that every strong artist builds
on his weaknesses: it is only weak artists
who deny them.”

—Richard Wollheim, Painting as an Art, 1987

In early 2001, shortly after Wayne Thiebaud
turned eighty, writer and essayist Adam Gopnik
interviewed him at the historic Herbst Theatre
in San Francisco.' Toward the end of their
hour-long exchange, Gopnik asked whether
Thiebaud had any regrets about what, if any-
thing, he could have done better. The response
was that he had “not worked with the figure
enough.” The figure, said Thiebaud, “is the
devil,” because to simply represent the figure
within a given artistic convention, or style, is

to dodge the challenge of giving the painting
“some degree of real feeling, and transporting
character.” He concluded: “that’s the thing that
bedevils me. I keep trying, I even try now, mak-
ing these disastrous attempts, but I keep on try-
ing anyway.” To be sure, Thiebaud’s persistent
return to figure paintings and drawings over the

course of his long career is a proof of his tenacity
and determination to re-create in the American
vernacular the “real feeling” and “transporting
character” found in the paintings of Velazquez,
Degas, and Eakins. Many of his later “disas-
trous attempts” were witnessed firsthand by
the British philosopher Richard Wollheim, who
Thiebaud mentioned early in the Herbst ‘I'heatre
interview. Wollheim was his friend and occa-
sional colleague at UC Davis between 1989 and
1996. The two became acquainted sometime after
Thiebaud’s San Francisco Museum of Modern
Art retrospective of 1985, which was also the
year Wollheim moved to the Bay Area to join the
faculty of UC Berkeley. This was just one among
many mentions of the philosopher in Thiebaud’s
lectures and interviews. The frequency with
which the painter revisited his conversations
with Wollheim reflects the importance of their
dialogue, which ended with Wollheim’s passing
in 2003 but continued to influence Thiebaud’s
painting until his own death in 2021.

There is little mystery in Wollheim’s opin-
ion of Thiebaud’s work. It is detailed in a 1989 121
review for Artforum,? and a longer essay entitled
“A Painter’s Alchemy,” which he wrote the same
year for the British journal Modern Painters.?
Wollheim argued that Thiebaud worked against
the grain of postwar American figuration in that
he did not subscribe to the sentimental vision of
his compatriots, for whom everyday, empirical
objects could achieve the status of poetry. Boldly
forgoingirony, “the great alibi of contemporary
art,™ Thiebaud rejected the facile and banal
approach that puts painting and its subject mat-
ter on an equal footing. He was not interested in
“the pursuit of appearances™ and did not use the
illusion of replicating the real world on canvas
as hisjustification for painting. Wollheim saw
Thiebaud as “rescu(ing] painting from the charge
of superfluity.” Far from turning the easel into a
window through which the real world is repre-
sented in oil paint, Thiebaud understood that
“the value of painting must lie in a visual experi-
ence to which it gives rise: an experience which
at once derives from looking at the real world,
and enhances the real world when we return to
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it.”” Painting does not have to compete with real-
ity. Its goal is to become its own visual species by
using “the traditional features of art”® such as
lighting, composition, and color.

Long before he wrote about Thiebaud’s
alchemy, Wollheim had made his reputation as
a philosopher (there is even a paradox named
after him), and also contributed to the rarefied
subfield of the philosophy of art. In 1984, he was
invited to deliver the prestigious A. W. Mellon
Lecture inthe Fin Arts at the National Gallery
of Art—an honor normally reserved for art his-
torians. In 1987, these lectures were expanded,
and publish d by Princeton University Press
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paintings—as the locus of “inherently’ the ame
kind of problem.”? That bred confusion in the
viewers’ (and the critics’) perception of his figure

paintings, which were often seen as lacking
some essential quality that ought to be present
in the depictions of human beings. Critics who
attempted to identify what was missing have
often remarked that Thiebaud’s most puzzling
paintings treat human figures in a similar
manner to the foodstuffs and haberdashery of
hisstill lifes. But men and women are not cup-
cakes and ties; they are expected to enact their
humanity, or at least to adjust themselves to the
viewer’s projections of their presumed behav-
iors. And while there are similarities in model-
ing and lighting, perhaps the most intriguing
parallel between Thiebaud’s still lifes and his
figure paintings is the “stilling” of the figures
by representing them in the moment either
immediately before or after an action. In a 1974
interview with Dan Tooker, Thiebaud explained
his technique using the image of chronological
“centering”: “what I am interested in, really, is
the figure that is about to do something, or has
donesomething, or is doing nothing, and with
that sort of centering device try to figure out
what can be revealed.”® Thus the balance of
action is purposefully left out.

Wollheim describes the action left out of
the painting as “representational contentin
excess of what [paintings| represent . .. what
isgiven to usalong with what the painting
represents.”" Such content “in excess” reveals
itself through “an unrepresented spectator.”
This spectator, Wollheim tells us, is different
from both the external spectator—the spec-
tatorof the picture (an actual person in the
room that contains the painting) and from the
internal spectator—the spectator in the picture
(the person in the locale and historical period
represented in the painting). The distinction
between the external and internal spectators is
important, because only the external specta-
tor is aware of the painting’s marked surface,
which the internal spectator does not see. In
addition to these two, Wollheim purportsthat
some paintings also contain an unrepresented
internal spectator who “must be so located in
the represented space that he can see every-
thing that the picture represents and he can



see it as the picture represents it.”* This is “the
protagonist,” who facilitates “centrally imagin-
ing” the event, since his point of view is at the
center.'* The protagonist does not have to be

a specific person: “anyone can be my protago-
nist provided only that I know enough about
that person to keep him, her, constant in my
thoughts ... It can be merely a person of some
particular kind, the kind being more or less
specific.” Critically, itis the artist who endows
the protagonist—the unrepresented spectator—
with “a body of dispositions.”” It follows that

if the protagonist, as a surrogate of the painter,
sustains the painter’s action—stilling, in the
case of Thiebaud—then the external spectator
will be compelled to empathize with the emo-
tional register of stillness.

The true content of the picture is now
accessible to this external spectator who will
not be limited to what the painting represents.
From the vantage point of the painter, this
model makes the unrepresented internal
spectator (the protagonist) indispensable for
delivering the content of the painting to the
external spectator in its entirety, with clarity
and cogency:

First, the external spectator looks at the
picture and sees what there is to be seen in it;
then, adopting the internal spectator as his
protagonist, he starts to imagine in that per-
son’s perspective the person or event that the
picture represents; that is to say, he imagines
from the inside the internal spectator seeing,
thinking about, responding to, acting upon,
what is before him; then the condition in
which it leaves him modifies how he sees the
picture. The external spectator identifies with
the internal spectator, and it is through this
identification that he gains fresh access to the

picture’s content."

In other words, the internal spectator acts as
a proxy for the external spectator—the spec-
tator in the picture enables the spectator of
the picture to gain access to what the painting
contains but does not represent.

To illustrate his argument, Wollheim uses
the example of Edouard Manet’s figures, which
are “turned in upon themselves by some pow-
erful troubling thought; they are figures who
are temporarily preoccupied, figures who have
retained and cherish, who cosset, a secret, to
which their thoughts have now reverted.”” As in
Thiebaud’s interview with Tooker, in which he
described his figures as either pre- or post-ac-
tion, so Manet’s mutable characters are in a
temporary freeze-frame: “a moment later and
the mood may dissipate, but until it does, they
are absent from the world.”? It is this proxim-
ity in the emotional registers between Manet’s
and Thiebaud’s figures that makes Wollheim’s
knotty theory of the “unrepresented specta-
tor” appealing. The philosopher’s multitiered
system, which necessitates multiple spectators
to access a painting’s content in its entirety,
suggests a way to interpret some of Thiebaud’s
most enigmatic figure paintings. That is not to
demystify them, which would be a fool’s errand,
but to underscore the fact that, just as with
Manet, whose frontality or near-frontality in fig-
ure paintings was, according to Wollheim, one
of his works’ most provocative features, but was
dismissed as “mere ineptitude,” Thiebaud’s
stilling of his figures “opens up an undefined or
irrational volume of space in which a perambu-
lating internal spectator might insert himself.”??

Thiebaud goes to great lengths to entice
the external spectator into careful looking. As
he stated in the interview with Bill Berkson,
the “speculative arena is one of the intrigues
of painting.”® And as one scholar noted, his
unadorned white backdrops have a specific
purpose: their “clinical austerity creates a
nonnarrative context that forces the artist,
and the viewer, to concentrate on the figure.”
Removing the anecdotal pushes figure paint-
ings away from the realm of illustration, the
explicit, where nothing remains unrepresented,
into the realm of fine art, the implicit, where,
as Wollheim argues, content may reside outside
what paintings seem to represent.”

Take for instance Thiebaud’s canonical Girl
with Ice Cream Cone from 1963 (r. 124)—one of his
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Wayne Thiebaud

Girl with Ice Cream Cone, 1963

Oil on canvas

48 % x 36 % in.

Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden
Joseph H. Hirshhorn Bequest Fund,
Smithsonian Collections Acquisition
Program, and museum purchase, 1996
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Wayne Thiebaud

Untitled (Gene Cooper), 2019

Oil on canvas

18 x 18 in.

Collection of Wayne Thiebaud Foundation
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earliest figure paintings that followed his shift
to the new style of brightly lit still lifes. The
frontally posed model (Thiebaud’s wife, Betty
Jean), illuminated by a 32K photo floodlight,?
is positioned in the middle of the canvas; she
faces outward and is parallel to the picture
plane. Wollheim referred to this placement as
“the arbitrary viewpoint par excellence: head
on.”?” Given the setting—the ice cream cone and
the bathing suit imply she is oceanside or at
least poolside—the model’s lack of any emotion
appropriate to enjoying a cold treat on a hot
day, and her failure to attend to the cone she
is holding up to her mouth, present a palpa-
ble threat of the ice cream dripping down the
improbably neat folds of her garment. Yet she is
oblivious to the physical facts. This should sug-
gest to the external spectator that the humdrum
narrative of the soon-to-be-melted ice cream is
not the point here. The point is the suspended
eroticism presented to the external spectator,
through the suggestive pink of the cone with
its phallic shadow, the model’s parted lips, her
legs akimbo, and the gradient darkening of her
inner thighs. Her body is transfixed in the pic-
torial space. Caught in the austerity of the white
background, the figure is pushed forward by the
purple shadow she casts, and held back by the
unrepresented internal spectator—the protag-
oni tright in front of her. It is this protagonist
who conveys to us, the external spectators, the

u p nd deroticism he is “seeing, thinking
about, r ponding to, acting upon.” Thiebaud

mpl ysth [rontality in this painting in the
{Man t.
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ground. Because of his forward-tilt d h ad, his

light-colored clothing, and th po iti nofthe

floodlight, Cooper appears to be weighed down
by an X-ray lead apron covering his chest. The
figure is stilled in its pictorial space in the same
way as the girl with the ice cream, only here the
sitter exudes experience, certainty, solidity. He
is anactor;she is acted upon. He leans forward,
into the space occupied by the external specta-
tor, not backward as she does. The undifferenti-
ated ground remains behind him, permanently
arrested by his broad figure dominating the fore-
ground. This is in stark contrast to the voidlike
space that envelops the girl with the ice cream.
Instead of suspended eroticism, the protagonist
of Untitled projects the gravitas of old age, invit-
ing the external spectator to contemplate the
natural order of things.

At times, the proximity between Manet’s
and Thiebaud’s treatment of figures is uncanny.
Wollheim’s characterization of the French paint-
er’s 1868—-69 masterpiece The Balcony (p.129) could
be applied verbatim to several of Thiebaud’s
figure paintings: “We see a group of people who
are in close propinquity—in Le Balcon, crowded
together as if they were inside some transparent
capsule—but who, for all their physical close-
ness, fail to make contact.” If it were not for the
mention of “Le Balcon,” this could easily refer
to Thiebaud’s 1963 Eating Figures (Quick Snack)
(p.130), in which awoman and a man—he used
Betty Jean and his dealer Allan Stone as mod-
els—perch on adjacent diner stools, their sides
pressed together to the point of making them look
like conjoined twins, yet oblivious of each other’s
presence. It might also describe his iconic 1965
canvas Five Sitting Figures (pp.132-33), Where three
men and two women confined to an invisible
closed circle serve as a perfect illustration of
Wollheim’s account of Manet’s Balcony: “contact
between them has been broken. Something has
impinged upon them with the effect that, for the
duration of the picture, for that special time, they
are locked up in their own private thoughts.”?®

We might wonder why the philosopher’s
discussion of Manet’s “suspended encounters”
and “transient moment(s] of intense, shared
isolation” seem to chime so harmoniously with
Thiebaud’s ballroom paintings from the early



Edouard Manet

The Balcony, 1868-69
Oil on canvas

67 x50 in.

Musée d'Orsay, Paris

1990s. Why Wollheim’s statement about how “we
anticipate the vehemence with which, once their
heads clear, the two protagonists will re-enter
the moment,”? which was actually written about
Manet’s 1879 In the Winter Garden, so clearly
evokes Thiebaud’s Eating Figures? Or we might
question why his characterization of Manet’s
group paintings as manifestations of “momen-
tary withdrawal, of abstraction, of secretiveness,
along with a strong register of physical presence,
by the particular way in which he captures the
fleeting relations—the non-relations . . .] between
the members of the group” so perfectly describes
Thiebaud’s Five Sitting Figures, whose “transient
mood” also “was established by the oblique gaze,
the averted look, the failure of one pair of eycs to
look into another—with the implicit sense that
all this could change from one moment to the

next, so that, as concentration returned, com-
munication would be re-established.”®

Perhaps the answer to all these questions
rests in Wollheim’s and Thiebaud’s shared fasci-
nation with the ambiguity of painting—the only
art form that could be perc ived simultaneously
as a marked surface and as a realistic illusion of
life. Wollheim thought that Manet wa able to
retain the balance between the e two modali-
ties, ensuring what he called the “twofoldness”
of his paintings by emphasizing the matiére,
“the empathic thematization of the brush-
stroke.” Neither imagination nor perc ption
could be allowed to dominate: “Manet eeks to
activate the aspect of twofoldness that imagina-
tion occludes: that is, awareness of the marked
surface.” Whenever the external spectator is in
danger oflosing sight of the marked surface, it
is the painter’s task to use the resources of his
medium toregainbalance. Wollheim offers the
example of the evolution of Manet’s portrait of
Théodore Duret, whose recollections of his sit-
tings confirm that Manet added embellishments
to the portrait (impasto brushwork, stronger 129
colors) after the fact. He did so “to recall the
external spectator to twofoldness, from which
he had been induced to depart” because the
portrait was too much of an illusion of real life,
which made the external spectator lose track of
the matiére. In the case of Manet, “embellish-
ment is deployed so that imagined entry into
the picture-space is cut short and the spectator
is returned to ordinary seeing-in.”?!

I believe that Thiebaud did something
similar in the recent reworking of the 2003-8
canvas The Speaker (p.134). Wollheim, who died
in 2003, the year the painting was started, did
not pose for it, and although Thiebaud drew the
scholar on multiple occasions, The Speakeris a
generalized representation, not a portrait. Itis
painted from imagination. In 2019, Thiebaud
adjusted some colors and added writing to the
blackboard in the background, thus effectively
bringing it forward, all the while intensifying
the impasto brushwork. These changes shifted
the image from looking like an illustration of
“atype” (alecturer), in the vein of Norman
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Wayne Thiebaud

Eating Figures (Quick Snack), 1963
Oil on canvas

7Y% 47 Vain.

Private Collection



Wayne Thiebaud in front of Five Sitting
Figures, 1965
© The Estate of Leo Holub

Rockwell, to making the external spectator
irrevocably aware of the marked surface. The
reworking was the way to highlight the matiére,
by juxtaposing the impasto of the figure with
the smooth anonymity of the lectern, which is
aprop, both literally and formally—a broad,
uninterrupted geometrical block that con-
tains and constrains the human figure. This

is precisely the kind of adjustment from the
explicit to the implicit that Wollheim describes
Manet performing, as the painter added the
embellishments via color and impasto, to
realign the imagination and perception of
Duret’s portrait into perfect twofoldness.

Of course, the question of balance between
the marked surface and the image in the paint-
ing has been the holy grail of painting since
the Renaissance, and several Old Masters have
been credited with obtaining it. Both Thiebaud
and Manet had Veldzquez in their sights as they
pursued their own twofoldness. Wollheim cites
Manet’s reference to Veldzquez’s 1635 Pablo
de Valladolid portrait at the Prado Museum as
“perhaps the most astonishing piece of painting
ever done.” Thiebaud had always been aware
that the quest for “the combination of round

figures and a flat surface” b gan  nturi ag ,
and that his attempts to solv this visual rid Il
are part of a historical continuum.*? 11 told
Adam Gopnik, only half-jokingly, t1 at | ainting
the figure was “practically impos ibl*1
[you] go to the Prado and see Veldzqu 7, and th 'n
you are ready to shoot yourself.” As Wollh im
putitin his 1998 Thiebaud essay: “|a paint r|
becomes part of the tradition that he invok .""
Manet’s paintings “were undertaken in dir t
competition with the Old Masters” and he “|saw|
his task as finding an up-to-date equivalent for
what his predecessors had done.”* Thiebaud con-
tinued Manet’s project, by translating Veldzquez
into the twentieth-century American vernacular.
Translating, however, does not mean
simplifying. Thiebaud’s all-American protag-
onist is considerably more complex than a
crude template of West Coast Pop. Echoing the
painter’s real-life interests and associations,
his protagonist is an amalgam of various sub-
cultures: California leisure athletes, workers’
union advocates, readers of Sartre, and spec-
tators of Beckett’s plays. The protagonist who
acts as the external viewer’s proxy in Five Sitting
Figures possesses a knowledge of existentialist
philosophy and of absurdism. In the mid-1970s,
Gene Cooper contextualized this painting in
an article on Thiebaud’s engagement with the
theatre in general, and with the Theatre of the
Absurd in particular.® Cooper argued that the
Theatre of the Absurd, with its realization that
if “cut off from his religious, metaphysical, and
transcendental roots, man is lost; all his action
become senseless, absurd, useless™® perfectly
aligned with Thiebaud’s approach to life, o i-
ety, and art. He also saw a close kinship b tw *'n
the painter “representing his figuresa till
beings, inserted into a vacuous spac " and th:
Absurdists relying on minimal m ansto g 'n
ate maximal content.?” Both shun fals *ly ol liga
tory but superfluous action in fav r ' g viuin 'y
existential experiences.
In Thiebaud’s ca
of looking at painting . Withhut an ov t, rasily
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Oil on canvas

48 x 30 in.

Collection of Wayne Thiebaud Foundation



external viewer “to feel the painting, or see the
painting, or if the painting is going to mean
anything—it has to come through you as well as
through the painter.”® The painter becomes the
lingering protagonist in his own imagination,
which he passes on to the external spectator.*®
By “stilling” the figures, by letting them just be,
without engaging in any action or purposeful-
ness, Thiebaud compelled his external spectators
to take their time and look at his paintings. The
same was true for his philosopher friend. Those
who knew Richard Wollheim often commented
on the unusual length of time he dedicated to
looking at a single painting. So, while Thiebaud
and Wollheim accepted that “anyone can be a
protagonist,” close looking was nonnegotiable.
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