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New York, NY, April 16, 2018 — Best known for his rich, colorful paintings of cakes, ice cream 

cones, and candy counters, California artist Wayne Thiebaud (b. 1920) has been an avid and 

prolific draftsman since he began his career as an illustrator and cartoonist. Featuring subjects 

that range from deli counters and solitary figures to dramatic views of San Francisco’s plunging 

streets, Thiebaud’s drawings endow the most common objects and everyday scenes with a 

sense of poetry and nostalgia. 
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Left: Nine Jelly Apples, 1964, watercolor and graphite. Yale University Art Gallery, Gift of George Hopper Fitch, B.A. 1932. 
Photography by Tony De Camillo, © Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY Right: Shelf of Pies, 1960, brush and ink, 
watercolor, and charcoal. Private collection. Photography courtesy of The  Morgan Library & Museum.  Photography by Graham S 
Haber 2017. © Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY 

 
 



Opening at the Morgan Library & Museum on May 18, Wayne Thiebaud, Draftsman is the first 

exhibition to explore the full scope of the artist’s works on paper, including quick sketches, 

finished pastels, watercolors, and charcoal drawings. The earliest of the almost eighty-five 

works on view are cartoons from the 1940s, while the most recent feature landscape drawings 

inspired by the Sacramento River valley. The show will run through September 23. 

 

“The Morgan is delighted to present this groundbreaking exhibition,” said Colin B. Bailey, 

director of the museum. “Understanding the importance of drawing in Wayne Thiebaud’s career 

is fundamental to understanding his art and his artistic development. Throughout the exhibition, 

Thiebaud’s ability to find inspiration in the prosaic and familiar is on vivid display. The Morgan is 

deeply grateful to the artist for his cooperation in the organization of the exhibition and for his 

generosity in agreeing to lend so many works to it.” 

 

THE EXHIBITION 
The exhibition will be installed in chronological order and divided into five sections:  

 
I. Early Drawings 
After studying at Frank Wiggins Trade School in Los Angeles in the late 1930s, Thiebaud began 

his career as a commercial draftsman, working as a cartoonist, designer, illustrator, sign painter, 

and advertising art director. The clarity and 

efficiency of advertising design became a 

major influence on his later work, as did the 

graphic stylization typical of cartoons and 

comics.  

 

In the early 1950s, stimulated by his interest 

in art history, Thiebaud decided to become a 

painter. While teaching at Sacramento Junior 

College in 1956–57, he took a leave of 

absence to spend a year in New York. “I was 

very fascinated by people like de Kooning 

and Kline and went to New York expressly to 

try to meet them and hear what they were up 

 
 
New York City Winter, 1956, brush and ink and watercolor. 
From the artist’s studio. © Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA, 
New York, NY 
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to.” For a while Thiebaud adopted the gestural style of these Abstract Expressionist painters, as 

can be seen in the drawing of a Third Avenue store.  

 

II. Foodstuff 
During the 1950s, Thiebaud often drew shop windows and market stalls. At the end of the 

decade, he began zeroing in on the food on display: rows of pies, candy sticks, hamburgers. 

Combining a geometrical approach from his experience in advertising design with an attention 

to artificial lighting learned while 

working at Universal Studios in the 

1940s, he created a new kind of 

imagery, which brought him instant 

fame when these works were first 

exhibited in New York in 1962. 

Working in different mediums, he has 

compared the process of moving from 

one technique to another to musical 

arrangements for different 

instruments, which preserve the form 

and melody of a piece while changing 

its timbre and texture. 

 

Although some critics interpreted his subjects as social criticism, Thiebaud found poetry in 

“these fragments of actual experience” and acknowledged “some sort of American chauvinism” 

in his embrace of the everyday fare of diners and cafeterias. “These foods are only revolting to a 

gourmet,” he said, “others of us lap them up with considerable enjoyment.” His predilection for 

diners and cafeteria food led early critics to dub him “the truck driver’s dream” and “the Walt 

Whitman of the delicatessen.”  

 
III. Tradition  
During the 1970s, Thiebaud’s work began to show a greater engagement with tradition. He 

found inspiration in the old masters and in the art of Daumier, Degas, Bonnard, Morandi, and 

others. In his drawings he relied increasingly on techniques such as chiaroscuro, 

foreshortening, and hatching and cross-hatching. His figure drawings also changed, as he 

devoted more time to working from the model. This attachment to the past distinguishes 

 
 
Hamburgers, 1964, brush and ink. Allan Stone Collection, courtesy Allan 
Stone Projects, NY. © Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA, New York, 
NY 
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Thiebaud from Pop artists such as 

Roy Lichtenstein and Andy Warhol, 

to whom he has often been 

compared because of his fondness 

for depicting ordinary objects. 
 
Thiebaud’s large charcoal still lifes of 

this period were made while he 

worked as a teacher at the University 

of California, Davis. After setting up 

objects in the classroom and 

assigning specific rules of 

composition, he would make his own 

drawing as a way of demonstration for his students. Though such a process reflects academic 

tradition, Thiebaud’s drawings also presented a modern sensibility with their empty center that 

conveys his admiration for Degas. 

 
IV. Cityscapes and Landscapes 
Thiebaud turned to the theme of cityscapes in the mid-1970s. Drawing played a major role in 

these works. “I’m not just interested in the pictorial aspects of the landscape—see a pretty place 

and try to paint it,” he states, “but in some way to manage it, manipulate it, or see what I can 

 
 
Toys, 1971, charcoal. From the artist’s studio. © Wayne 
Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY 

     
Left: Diagonal City, 1978, graphite. Collection of Harry W. and Mary Margaret Anderson. © Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed by 
VAGA, New York, NY Right: Study for Brown River, 2002, charcoal. From the artist’s studio.  © Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed 
by VAGA, New York, NY 
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turn it into.” Attracted to the dramatic feeling generated by San Francisco’s plunging streets, he 

sought to replicate their dizzying effect. “I’ve never gone up and sketched from up high…it’s 

mostly just invented with perspective structures played around with to try to bring it together into 

some sort of cohesive character.”  
 
Starting with quick sketches made from observation or memory, he then rearranged elements 

from these sketches into larger, more elaborate compositions, “erasing, smudging, and fussing 

around with form.” Adopting a similar method to depict the landscape of the Sacramento River 

valley, Thiebaud relied increasingly on his imagination to combine the flowing line of the 

meandering river and the repetitive patterns of the tilled fields into compositions that evoke vast 

jigsaw puzzles. 
 
V. Sketches  
Whether done as a daily exercise or to jot 

down ideas for paintings, Thiebaud’s 

sketches are an essential part of his activity 

as a draftsman and highlight the importance 

of drawing in his process. In compositional 

sketches, he worked out the size and 

placement of each element in relation to the 

others. At times he experimented with 

various light effects or vantage points. In 

many sheets, he used lines to frame 

different scenes, calling to mind the 

organization of a storyboard or the panels of 

a comic book.  
 

Although some pages are devoted to a 

single theme such as ties, others feature 

studies of different subjects drawn side by 

side—for instance, a cake display next to a 

hat shop window. These sketches were 

made, Thiebaud says, “to find out 

something, to make notations, or just to 

 

 
Top: Sketchbook Page with Candied Apples and Watermelon 
Slices, early 1980s, graphite. From the artist’s studio. © Wayne 
Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY Bottom: Page of 
sketches with Movie Billboard, 1990s, pen and ink. From the 
artist’s studio. © Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA,  
New York, NY 
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experiment. You want to feel that these are things that will never be seen.”  

 

Throughout his career, Thiebaud has made a 

rich variety of drawings to examine the 

relationship between medium and image, 

exploring what happens if one “transposes a 

thick, rich colorful painting into black and white in 

a sparse or less sensual medium.” From 

sketches to finished compositions, this exhibition 

illuminates the artist’s painstaking process and 

the evident pleasure he derives from the act of 

drawing.  

 

 

Publication 
The accompanying catalogue, Wayne Thiebaud, Draftsman, features 63 plates of works in the 
exhibition and 20 sketchbook pages. It also contains a foreword by director Colin B. Bailey, an 
essay by Isabelle Dervaux, and a conversation with Wayne Thiebaud.  
 
Author: Isabelle Dervaux. 
Publisher: The Morgan Library & Museum, Thames & Hudson. 
159 pages.  
 

 

 
Public Programs 
ARTIST TALK A Conversation with Wayne Thiebaud   

In conjunction with the exhibition Wayne Thiebaud, Draftsman, the artist discusses the 
role of drawing in his practice, his beginnings as a cartoonist, his sketching habits, his 
love of the Old Masters, and his fondness for classic American food with Isabelle 
Dervaux, Acquavella Curator of Modern & Contemporary Drawings. 
 
Friday, May 18, 6:30 pm* 
Tickets: $15; free for members and students with a valid ID. Tickets include free 
admission for the day of the program.  
 
*The exhibition Wayne Thiebaud, Draftsman will be open at 5:30 pm for program attendees. 

 
GALLERY Wayne Thiebaud, Draftsman 
TALKS  Isabelle Dervaux, Acquavella Curator of Modern & Contemporary Drawings 
 

Friday, June 1, 6 pm 
Friday, July 13, 1 pm 

 
 

 
 
Self Portrait, ca. 1970, graphite. From the artist’s studio. 
© Wayne Thiebaud/Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY 
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ADULT  Sketching in the Gallery 
WORKSHOPS Spend two hours sketching, drawing inspiration from works in the Morgan’s current 

exhibitions. Professional artists and educators will be available to assist you. Open to 
artists of all levels. 
 
Saturday, May 12, 11 am–1 pm 
Saturday, June 9, 11 am–1 pm 
Simon Levenson, Artist and National Arts Club instructor 
 
Saturday, July 14, 11 am–1 pm 
Susan Stillman, Artist & Parsons The New School for Design faculty member 
 
Tickets: Free with museum admission. 
 
This program is limited to 12 people on a first come, first served basis. Stools, boards, a selection of 
pencils, and drawing paper will be provided. While personal sketchbooks are allowed, ink, paint, 
markers, charcoal, chalk, pastels, folding stools, and easels are not permitted in the galleries. 
 

 

Organization and Sponsorship 
Wayne Thiebaud, Draftsman is organized by the Morgan Library & Museum, New York. The curator of the 
exhibition is Isabelle Dervaux, Acquavella Curator and Department Head, Modern and Contemporary 
Drawings, the Morgan Library & Museum.  
 
This exhibition is made possible with lead funding from Acquavella Galleries, generous support from Gail 
A. Gilbert, Allan Stone Projects, and Agnes Gund, and assistance from The Meckler Foundation, the 
Wyeth Foundation for American Art, Nancy Schwartz, and the Charles E. Pierce, Jr. Fund for Exhibitions. 
 
The programs of the Morgan Library & Museum are made possible with public funds from the New York 
City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Council, and by the New York State 
Council on the Arts with the support of Governor Andrew Cuomo and the New York State Legislature. 
 
 

  

 
The Morgan Library & Museum 
A complex of buildings in the heart of New York City, the Morgan Library & Museum began as the private 
library of financier Pierpont Morgan, one of the preeminent collectors and cultural benefactors in the 
United States. Today it is a museum, independent research library, music venue, architectural landmark, 
and historic site. A century after its founding, the Morgan maintains a unique position in the cultural life of 
New York City and is considered one of its greatest treasures. With the 2006 reopening of its newly 
renovated campus, designed by renowned architect Renzo Piano, and the 2010 refurbishment of the 
original library, the Morgan reaffirmed its role as an important repository for the history, art, and literature 
of Western civilization from 4000 B.C. to the twenty-first century. 
 
The Morgan Library & Museum 
225 Madison Avenue, at 36th Street, New York, NY 10016-3405 
212.685.0008 
themorgan.org 
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