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THE FRUIT OF KNOWLEDGE

First, there is the overwhelming sadness. The
tortured pears, their shattered skins crumbling
and breaking to reveal the small and fragile
pears at their very core, convey an almost
unspeakable sorrow. The experience of the
Holocaust and its aftermath is the always pre-
sent memory behind Bak's work. Second,
there is the beauty and richness of the aesthetic
experience. With his beautiful glazes, precise
handling and references to the art of the past,
Bak clearly and consciously participates in
and even celebrates the Western artistic tradi-
tion. Third, there is the nagging problem of
iconography. What do these pears represent?
Why paint so many “portraits of pears”? The
viewer of Sam Bak’s most recent series of paint-
ings is left with three seemingly unrelated - even
irreconcilable - responses, which suggest a
host of deeper questions: how can art, as sign
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and symbol of the highest aspirations of
Western culture, describe or respond to the
horror of experience that seems to invalidate
those aspirations? What is the function of art in
the present day?

On the one hand, Bak embraces the tradition-
al aims of “Art.” His paintings are beautiful
objects, carefully crafted with an exquisite
refinement of color and touch. His work
engages with past masters through visual quota-
tion and play; the green curtains in Lucky
Performance remind the viewer both of
Alberti’s definition of painting as a window and
Raphael’s witty use of similar green swags of
cloth in the Sistine Madonna. Some of his
works seem to be, at least on one level, com-
mentary on the Western system of illusionism;
in Perspective the recession of a row of pears
into the illusory three dimensional space of the
painting foregrounds the three primary optical
tricks for creating depth: following the angle
of linear perspective, diminishing size, and the
hazy blue tonality of aerial perspective. His
punning titles address the viewer directly, cre-
ating a complications relationship between
maker and viewer. In all of these ways, Bak
continues, celebrates and plays with the tradi-
tions of Western art and culture.

And vet there is another, seemingly contradic-
tory, story being told in these images as well, a
story imaged in pain-filled “portraits of pears.”
The experience of viewing the paintings is one
of emotion and perplexity. The repeated sym-
bol seems to hold a precise meaning, but it is
one that is elusive, almost frustrating. How are
we to understand this open symbol?

First, there is the evocation of the human fig-
ure in the shape of the pear, the upright pos-
ture, proportion and balance of the fruit seem
to mimic the human form. Bak’s emphasis on
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the fragility of the fruit and the dichotomy
between interior and exterior creates a universe
of threatened pears who are overwhelmed and,
at times, destroyed by the world they inhabit. In
After the Perquisition, the large armored pear
has been dismantled, revealing at its center a
small vulnerable fruit, already pierced by the
armor of its predecessor, while in Times of
Persecution the broken fruit reveals small red
pears, one of which has already been wounded.
The pears are subject to forces beyond their
control, beyond the explanatory power of the
image, providing a powerful metaphor for the
fate of people caught up in the destruction of
war. As Bak explains, “T hope that the compo-
nents that make up this painting will some-
how convey a feeling or certain memories of
the hard times of war-time existence that I have
experienced myself, and the war-time terrible
images that bombard us constantly, even when
we are sheltered and we live very happily in
very comfortable spaces on our islands. There
are other islands in this universe which are just
terrible and they keep those memories always
alive."

Second, there is the resonance of the still life
tradition. In still-life, baskets of fruit and flow-
ers, in various stages of ripeness and decay.
represent the passage of time and the fragility of
human existence. They function as memento
mori, reminders of mortality and human
imperfection. Bak’s battered and armored
pears share this sense of the passage of time
and decay and, through their removal from the
still life and re-presentation in the form of the
portrait, take on an agency and mobility that
only serves to heighten the resonance in terms
of human life.

Third, there is the idea of the “fruit of knowl-
edge.” Bak explains, “As a child I had a feel-
ing that if Adam gave up paradise in order to
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taste the fruit that would give knowledge and a
capacity to distinguish between good and evil it
must have been a pear. I felt that an apple,
which in my childhood memories was usually
something very sour, had nothing in common
with the sensual, wonderful taste of a pear.”
The pear thus stands as an alternative symbol of
the Fall of Man and all of its ramifications: the
expulsion from paradise into the world of time,
the origin of free will, and the capacity to
distinguish and choose between good and evil.

Fourth, there is the experience of perplexity
the iconography engenders. Our inability to
instantly comprehend these works speaks of the
limits of knowledge, the limits of human per-
ception. This symbol, the fruit of knowledge,
is only partially available to our understanding
and so the experience of the paintings re-cre- : : i ;
ates the elusive nature of knowledge and per- : =
spective. Several of Bak’s paintings make visible = \eree THE PER QUIS TION. 19
this sense of the limits of perception. In 0il on Linen. 25 5/8x 21 5/16". BK286.
Projection, all the pear can see in the clouds
are replicas of its own form, and in Night-Pear
the moon itself is seen as a pear. As Bak
writes, “How very little we can imagine anything
which is not a projection of ourselves. So this
is somehow a reflection about human limita-

tions.”

Thus, the iconography and the experience of
decoding the pear as symbol seem to speak of
the limitations of human perception and knowl-
edge, and the tragic consequences of these
failures. The memory of the war and the
Holocaust ruptures the continuity of culture and
the certainty of knowledge. The pear functions
as a multi-layered symbol, telling a story of
pain and despair.

How are we to reconcile these two opposing
tendencies in Bak's art? How does the celebra-
tion of culture and art find common ground
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with the devastation of war-time and the tragedy
of human evil? Two paintings speak directly to
this question: Perforation and Performing
Quintet. In Perforation, the canvas looks as if
it has been ripped open, revealing whole pears
behind the injured pear on the surface; Bak
explains, “the illusion of being painted on the
flat surface of the canvas cannot exist if there is
not something deeper, something which is
beyond it.” But the answers are not that easy,
“art” cannot resolve all the questions raised by
the harsh opposition between ideal and reality.
In Performing Quintet the ripped opening
reveals a supporting reality behind the ripped
canvas, but that “reality” is itself a representa-
tion, a painted canvas. Art cannot fully resolve
the tensions between the experience and the
imagination, cannot redeem certain memories.

It is this tension that is the lasting value of
Bak’s work. He provides no easy answers but
allows the juxtaposition between pain and
beauty, experience and art, limitation and
comprehension to become the subject of this
series and in doing forces us to confront the
possibilities and limits of art.

PAMELA M. FLETCHER
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