
Datebook
San Francisco Chronicle and datebook.sfchronicle.com | Saturday, January 4, 2020 | Section E xxxxx

Nobody needs a clown painting explained.
The clown has American culture firmly in

the grasp of his white-gloved hand. (There
are female clowns, and clowns who don’t
wear gloves, but we are dealing in stereo-
types here.)

The successful clown is the hysterical
clown, which is to say he is a figure shock-
ing in his knowledge of our silliest, most
intimate selves, as menacing as the unguard-
ed expression of our emotional instabilities.
All this we learn from TV and childhood
birthday parties, reinforced by popular cul-
ture, from the Sunday funnies to horror
movies.

Wayne Thiebaud, doyen of Northern Cali-
fornia artists and, at 99, one of the most
respected and beloved painters alive, has
never shied away from the colors of the cir-
cus. His rows upon rows of pies and parfaits
have always had about them a scent of the
absurd, his vertiginous San Francisco street-
scapes a hearty whack of slapstick. Now, in
an exhibition on view through March 28 at
the Paul Thiebaud Gallery, the artist has
unveiled a series of 44 paintings and works
on paper, all made in recent years, all de-
picting clowns. (The gallery will reopen
Tuesday, Jan. 7, after a holiday break.) 

Art historian and critic Julia Friedman
previewed the show in the December issue of
the New Criterion magazine. The article is 

Paul Thiebaud Gallery photos

“Clown Rescue” from 2014 is one of several Wayne Thiebaud works that depict a figure at the edge of a circle. 

This time, Thiebaud 
sends in the clowns

The plate in 2016’s
“Clown and

Makeup” holds a
brush that can

also be seen as a
tool of the artist.

At 99, artist unveils new collection with a circus theme

Thiebaud’s “Clown and Oversized Mask” from last year
is done with charcoal and chalk on paper.

By Charles Desmarais 

“Wayne Thiebaud:
Clowns”: 10 a.m.-6
p.m., Tuesday-Sat-

urday (closed
through Monday,
Jan. 6). Through

March 28. Free. Paul
Thiebaud Gallery,
645 Chestnut St.,

S.F. 415-434-3055.
www.paulthiebaud

gallery.com

Thiebaud continues on E2

Even as artists and galleries must
bear the ever-increasing weight of the
Bay Area’s crippling market for habit-
able space, one corner of art real estate
in the region continues to provide stur-
dy shelter. That is the museum sector
with, depending on how you count, at
least a dozen credible institutions of-
fering robust programs.

The new year brims with opportuni-
ty. Here are the most exciting an-
nouncements to cross my desk, thus
far, for 2020. 

Asian Art Museum
The most exciting event next year is

sure to be the opening, projected for
late spring, of the new Akiko Yamaza-
ki & Jerry Yang Pavilion at the
Asian Art Museum. It will add 28,000
square feet of space, including the larg-
est single gallery in San Francisco, an
8,500-square-foot room. The debut of
the new pavilion will feature an in-
stallation by teamLab, the wildly pop-
ular Japanese collaborative behind
what is reportedly now the No. 1 tourist
destination in Tokyo.

An expansive rooftop “art terrace”
for contemporary sculpture and live
performances will also be unveiled. 

New pavilion
tops plans for
art museums
By Charles Desmarais 

Museums continues on E3

MUST-SEE IN 2020

The holidays are over. The fun is over.
The year has begun, and we’re all back to
work — and back to horror movies like
“The Grudge.”

Written and directed by Nicolas
Pesce, “The Grudge” is loosely based on
a 2002 Japanese horror film from Ta-
kashi Shimizu. (Not the 2004 film star-
ring Sarah Michelle Gellar.) The new
movie takes only the horror premise of
the earlier film. There is a house. Bad
things have happened in this house:
murders. And anyone who walks into the
house becomes cursed — and then fol-
lowed by the ravenous, vengeful ghosts
of the victims.

Horror movies often have one of two
problems. “The Grudge” has both.

The first problem of horror is that it’s
often all premise and no development,
just a repetition of the same idea. There’s
a guy killing people on Valentine’s Day. 

Screen Gems

Demian Bichir and Tara Westwood
star in the reboot of “The Grudge.” 

Lots of horror,
little of interest
in new ‘Grudge’
By Mick LaSalle 

‘Grudge’ continues on E4

Inside: “Grudge” star John Cho explains
how “Get Out” completely changed the
way he thought about horror movies. E8

Podcast covers 45 years
of ‘Beach Blanket’ history 

The Datebook podcast returns
with “Babylon Gone,” a deep look
into the very beginning of “Beach
Blanket Babylon,” and its last
days before its final curtain call
on New Year’s Eve. Some of the

show’s longest-tenured employees offer
funny and touching memories, their best
“the show must go on” stories and share
emotions about bidding farewell to fans
after 45 years in San Francisco. 

We also revive The Chronicle’s beloved
“Question Man” feature, recast as “The
Question,” to get the opinions of San
Franciscans about the future of live the-
ater in the city.

Download “Babylon Gone” by sub-
scribing to the Datebook podcast on
Apple Podcasts, Spotify and other
streaming services, or listen at www.sf
chronicle.com/podcasts



E2 | Saturday, January 4, 2020 | datebook.sfchronicle.com XXXXX

PUZZLE ANSWERS
New York Times CrosswordCrossword Puzzle

Sudoku Puzzle

Challenger

worth a read for background
on the pictures. She tracked
the development of the series
in interviews and visits to
Thiebaud’s studio over nearly
three years.

Thiebaud apprenticed as an
animator at Walt Disney Stu-
dios even before he went to
art school, and he worked as
a cartoonist in the Air Force.
He is a dedicated follower of
the George Herriman comic
strip “Krazy Kat” and painted
sets for the 1990 San Francis-
co Ballet adaptation of the
strip. He’s also a fan of the
Sacramento theme diner Pan-
cake Circus.

The exhibition fills the
comfortable North Beach gal-
lery, founded by his late son,
that the artist has often fa-
vored over international mar-
quee-brand spaces that would
be thrilled to show his art. It
opens with “Beast and
Clown,” a bang-up metaphor
of the fool taken down by a
tiger that seems less threat-
ening than over-eager. It’s
hard not to read the image of
the beast’s slathering embrace,
wet with frothy brush-loads
of white impasto, as a story
about a celebrated artist
pinned down by the adoring
— um, lionizing — fan.

Several works depict a fig-
ure at the edge of a circle. A
clown in the spotlight, of
course, but just as surely a
man at the brink of an abyss.
“Clown Rescue” shows one
joker clinging to another as

he is dragged from the lime-
light to the safety of the dark-
ened stage.

It’s an exhibition kids
would enjoy, with witty per-
mutations of the clown idea
throughout. “Clown Disinte-
grating” is a character re-
duced to his component at-
oms. A “Clown Cloud” rains
only on one forlorn soul.

Illustration can do that to a
viewer: It can shackle the

infinite complexity of the
visual to an unyielding chain
of words. Which is why any
reproduction, but particularly
of a painting by Wayne Thie-
baud, can be impossible to
read for its full meaning.

That red form across the
“background” of “Clown Res-
cue” might well stand for a
curtain, but it is also a serrat-
ed edge in motion. Another
picture, “Clown and Makeup,”

glows with the pastel un-
dertones and primary-color
boundary lines that Thiebaud
seems uniquely capable of
reconciling. Each major ele-
ment — figure, shadow, table,
plate — declares its boldly
outlined independence, even
as it quivers, spins, takes its
symmetrical place in the har-
monious whole.

Still, that dish of makeup
(so the title says) holds a

brush we might associate
with artist as well as clown,
and a fluff that, in a Thie-
baud, we want to call me-
ringue.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.com Free weekly
newsletter: http://bit.ly/
ArtguyReviews

Paul Thiebaud Gallery photos

Wayne Thiebaud’s “Beast and Clown,” depicting a clown who has been set upon by a tiger, could also be about a celebrated artist pinned down by an adoring fan. 

Thiebaud clowns around in exhibit

Thiebaud’s “Clown Spirit” from last year is among the 44 new works in the exhibition. 

Thiebaud from page E1

“Boxed Clown (with Flag)” is
among the whimsical works. 

Several works depict
a figure at the edge of
a circle. A clown in
the spotlight, of
course, but just as
surely a man at the
brink of an abyss. 
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