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SAM LAM STILL LIFES: SCULPTURES AND PAINTINGS

ROGER LEE

The chinese-canadian artist Sam Lam has created a series of still lifes that
can appear to be a break from his past works which focussed on paintings
derived from greco-roman and later renaissance sculptures. Upon closer
observation, he does continue his love of hyper realism and form, his two
primary concerns in art.

Hyper realism/photorealism was first seen in Lam’s work when he was still
a student in guangzhou. He was continuing the late chinese social realism
and the qing concern for fine technique. His photo realism was reinforced
by the obervation and stimulus of photo realism proliferating the art scene in
north america during the 80’s when he immigrated to canada. Chuck close
and duane hanson are artists who come to mind because Lam also places
a strong concern for delicate and detailed observation of the real world.
His educaton at the emily carr college of art and design, now known as the
emily carr university of art and design, expanded the artist's understanding
of western/european art where illusory form was significant during the late
19th century in france and large scale that is part of american aesthetics.
Hyper realism in form and scale become the focus of this series of fruit and
vegetable still lifes.



EHEETEAH R 1987 HE D175 244x411cm

Einstein's World 1987 oil on canvas 244x411CM

(EBEHTIB) (Einstein) , 1987 . FHI4E B A0SR M 1KF5 L A&t
BR7T20HEREZHNRER. ST LB ENEIREETHRSLER
SEMEEEHEEY. SREMBADNESEETHES, W8T /it
HEENRAGR SREZEFEE, RABEEFINTERERIENTER
MEEEBYEANRESHNIBBEEERSBECHNL. REBEZEES
ZINEEEZEZNNESEMEMEFRLR

This early painted portrait of einstein, 1987, exhibits the carefully detailed
view of the most well know scientist of the 20th century. The craftsmanship
and technical dexterity are the main artistic concerns throughout Lam’s
career. This wall size painting envelopes the viewer and changes his/her
relationship to the image. Scale is siginificant for the viewer sees not only
that image of einstein but the change to an over human scale encourages
the view to see into him/herself. Subtextual meanings derived from the
viewer enliven the meanings and messages within the painting.
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fF& 11 2000 £ jHE Ak DAFE 153x180cm

Handmaidens Il 2000 Acrylic and oil on Canvas 153x180cm

Lam was also strongly influenced by late 19th century french
paintings especially the classical post-impressionists such as
george seurat and paul cezanne. Neo-impressionist [pointalist]
artists who use dots of color to create light and form was
emulated in earlier still life paintings that Lam created in the
1980’s. He combines the pointalist technique with a clarity of
subject matter and form in his series of painting centering on
late antique and later renaissance sculptures. Handmaidens ii,
2000, while dervied from the italian antonio canova, is viewed
up close where the artistic distance is minimized and the viewer
is confronted with the subject. Lam employs the pointalist
technique to sharply define and clarify the subject and to
intensify the lighting contrast in a baroque chiaroscuro fashion.
The superb pointalist

painting technique emphasized the dark light contrast and
ensures that three dimensional form jumps out to the viewer.
This is the form that cezanne wanted in contrast to the light filled
but formless impressionist art. When the viewer focusses on
the individual dots in the painting, the image softens itself and
allows the viewer to expand the meaning of that series of work.
Underlying these works with themes from the antiquity, there
is a strong sense of sexuality and sensuality, [as discussed in
lee, roger. Sam Lam paintings, 2011]. Sam Lam’s earlier work
captured the intensity of the sharp focussed image, the strength
of technical execution and the clarity of illusionary form that are
the hallmarks of his later still lifes.



WHLTF 2004 4 KR AHfE 180x100x100cm
Two BoscPear 2004 plywood sculpture

WELF 2004 F FHR KRE 180x100x100cm

Two BoscPear 2004 plywood sculpture

REEE / ZHRWAIRIME, IEEMIARSEUBSELE = EF
EREFESERT. APILERTUEEEE 19 2 SR BE ZgRmalH
SHFRERNMRGR. EEL _HEROEENEE=4RENBIESD,
AE R RIRFRIRARRRGUER. ENENREATERAD
TR T, EREEMBCEILT IEEZE, EMEILEENERE
REFEATEIGIMT, tEET —RIIEZHTRIEFIKRMELEE.

(PEPERL) (The Two Bosc Pear) ,2003, ZE—{EEEEF#ERE HAY
EHMEEREEBRENA. BECMARAKINERER BT
&, AMEMBRHATIARKF. EXAWRTIE ERBERAIEESK
TEESEHEENBREIENAEREEMER, HBREXEMN ‘R
FIFHEF]” (Paranoic Critical Activity) BEmMEIZzW. WU—F&
FEEBNARRAETISEAOYEERERS. BEH. SLORMRE.
BT RENREAHE FUNLEBARTHRBEZNERESR BRESA
AEHRBNEANARBHER. ENRESELF TEEORE: ©®
“HMEEAETRENRE. BaWmEXRMKEBR R T ERAIF
RERERE. E2MEEER TERMNTE. KELEEN—EEMRE
AR, FEEERVNEORENSEHELMENETEERER
REFTELLX .
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FOERFHAFLALERMEMAE. MEAKMEE, BAZEANEANS
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While he has created still life paintings in the past, around
2001/2 he began in earnest to sculpt, paint and draw still lifes as
a reaction to the static and lifeless stone scuptures that he had
seen during his past european travels. In vancouver, canada,
those subjects were unavailable to him. He looked at the world
around him, the fruits and vegetables that he consumed and
marvelled at their intriguing individual forms. So began a series
of sculptures, painting and later drawings of the now well known
pears, garlic, peppers and tissues used to wrap and protect the
fruits.

This series of still lifes were very complicated because the artist
began, not by traditional drawing and painting studies of the fruit
and vegetables but rather by sculptng them first and then later
painting them and finally drawing them. The pear sculptures
were first executed in vancouver between 2001/3. His arrival at
sculpture was basically first using a two dimensional technique.
Mr. Lam says “first, i pick the pears i liked from the supermarket,
study them carefully and use sharp knife to cut pear in many
layers. Then scaled them up in plywood, i sawed and glued
all plywood together, last step is to use grinder to shape it until
the shape i like.... This is the method that i invented for this
particular project. Sure this is meaningful for me. Especially
done by the 2d painter.” This process exemplifies the time
consuming technique that is seen throughout the artist's work.
The painter started this series by making sculptures using
drawings/2 dimensional technique and layering them to achieve
real three dimensional form.

One sees the conclusion of the french 19th century concern for making
three dimensional form with a two dimensional surface. Classical
post impressionism and cubism are finalized in these two dimensional
surfaces to become real three dimensional forms. The artist made the
sculpture himself in vancouver and later when he obtained a studio
in guangzhou, he created an extensive series of vegetable and fruit
sculptures with the assistance of two studio artist technicians.

The two bosc pear, 2003, scuptures are shown in an art gallery and
illustrate their over life size scale. While they ressemble pears for their
shape and solid form, we percieve them as more than pears. The
large size and the striped horizontal patterns of the layered plywood
encourages the viewer to think and ponder beyond the subject, much
like surrealism’s paranoic critical activity. The juxtaposition of rational
objects in an illogical fashion, leads to the unconcious, subconcious,
dream-like state. The logical pears by being so oversize leads the
viewers to freely ponder and allows their mind to move in any direction
the viewers may want to interpret. The artist here has created real
form, the sculptured pear from two dimensional cross sections. The
horizontal patterns of the layering of plywood reinforce the solid form
created. Overlapped drawings become solid form. One of the goals of
Lam’s painting was pure form. lllusory form of previous painting series
has now been replaced with solid real form in these sculptures.
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FER—ERAHR, BUAERERN MEET —ERIN, ASHMMFHE], BR—LaIR
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(—#85L) (Plate of Pears), 2003, BWHRULEINFKME. EEMHEERRTELONKE. Wiw
—BBERMENE XREBRER TR, 82, HEBETENNEEHE. BEEER M E EXTIE,
D ESEZEREETE. HETRTHHEESHMEB GE. WBERMBE—F ARMTRINE: RE
ARBRMBT2MEER. BEAMBMERERNENSHEZMESMER? AT, SEAEHIENLT
BEX. MEFALLE, RFEARLLRFMBTFANK? SRAAUMNESHMEN, RENELGESRKREBER
AR, @k TECHEE. RESRIERARAE, HMNEKBEMMRTENNER. FUTEER
MELEAREHEEHEMERBE FPHERKREITIRS. EMEXEELF CBC A9 2003 4
BETEATHEANE (Artroplis Vancouver) ERHBIEMHIERFBERNMIER. EIRTEEMBAIRIT
K “HMMEBEAN” MRIBRETHEE. EMRBEHERFAHILEHTBEHEN—TEHEE. Am, X
BAZESFLEHEREMEERE S “RTBER” W=EEEMEH, £k, “E1E87 ., AROAKENT
FHAD “FRE” , HEBRNREXHMOARESE. BEBEANAERBEIETREBBHMNAREEEM.

The choice of pears as the subject derive from the artist's love of the kongrongrangli story from the
eastern han dynasty, written by jung, who was a 20th generation descendant of confucius. In the story,
a four year old boy is offered the largest pear from a basket, but he declines the offer, and instead takes
the smaller one for he is the youngest and defers to his older brother the larger pear. The boy says “i
am the youngest and therefore should eat the small pear. The larger pears are for the elders.” The
gifted young boy understands, knows and practices humility within a social order. Lam views the pear
as a symbol of humbleness and humility that youngster pay to their elders. This is part of the chinese
tradition which even precedes confucius.

Plate of pears,2003, is a master work by Sam Lam. lllusory form is replaced by real form. A plate full
of gigantic plywood sculptured pears sits in the middle of the room enveloping and taking all the space
of the room. The viewer is confronted by the massive sculpture and is only able to slowly move around
the work. One’s total view is taken over by the sculpture. Like minimalist sculpture, one could question:
is the wooden pear and plate the sculpture or is the space of the room sculpted by the wooden pear
and the plate the sculptured space? But the wooden object is so large and out of scale it does not just
read as a pear and plate? Each is individualized and the prominent strata distinguishes each fruit and
solidifies the form. The pear stems point off in varying directions much like an octopus trying to catch
its prey. Tentacles, seemingly grabbing at the viewers, enjoin the viewer to read into these humungus
fruits on an open plate. This work was chosen as the most successful work in the exhbition at the c
b c, the canadian broadcasting company, where artroplis vancouver 2003 was held. It was admired
for its intricate painstaking technique and it's “in your face” scale. The artist considers this piece an
indictment of overconsumption in north american society. However, the curators undoubtedly saw this
work as related to their three themes of “art in exile”, globalization, “here”, the human body as sensual
to confrontational and "residue”, human impact on the landscape and their relics . These large wooden
objects encourage the viewer to interpret them freely and openly.



ﬁ‘{lﬂﬁ’ﬂﬂ? 2002 F MEZESE FEHR 305X305X183cm
Pear on a Plate 2002 laminated spruce 305 X 305 X 183 cm
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EHH | 2002 & jhiE ALK, DA 110 x 110cm

Pyrus Communicis | acrylic and oil on canvas 110 x 11bcm, 2002

TR TRFMEZE, KFWMKHAMEMAESELE
CRZEEE. FiE@ e T (WEBE) (Pair of Bosc
Pear) 2002, MEAREABT+ASEBREFRENOKRMSTH
K. BRKREUROFROERESERLB TERRY
. Bl REHMEL HEEMAEHRBEESBRIELD
AR REEELKR. EHRETREAMKS LE PR
HIttM, BIRBERESEME I, BEZEEER
BHEMBNEIRERTEREEY. EEHRntimEsE
BIFEAEE A 7 BAR MO B RS R B 15 2K 48 7 [E Bk R A 55 T 4R
WIRE. BENENREATECHREXREITSESEE
ZMHME, WIRTHAEEWHEERESESD T —12.

Upon completing the pear sculptures, Sam Lam began to
paint and draw the subjects of his sculptures. Here he paints
a pair of bosc pear, 2002, much loved by the chinese in
canada for its crispy texture and succulent taste. The matter
of fact placement of the individual fruits was studied, tested,
composed and re-composed by the artist until he was able
to portray the fruits as individuals with their own personality.
This pair of pears can be interpreted as Lam’s suggestion of
the chinese yin and yang, the duality of opposites that comes
from daoist philosophy. The subjects that contrast between
the hardness of the pear and the softness of the tissue paper
reaffirms that duality. The portrait of the real world in this
up close painting utilizes the dot-like pointalist technique to
reveal the reality of the solid fruit and the fragile tissue. The
artist emphasizes his love of hyper realism of the pointalist
technique that is combined with the creation of solid clear of
form.



4. % 2003 F $RE 4K 46x46cm
lllumination 2003 ,pencil on paper, 46x46cm

5. ® IV 2003 FF FHE LKA 46x46cm
lllumination IV 2003 ,pencil on paper, 46x46cm

4% . ® 111 2003 F F/E A 46x46cm

lllumination Il 2003 ,pencil on paper, 46x46cm

EREAEKRMREES, (= IV) (1 lumination),
2003, BRTHRUEABRNREELZERRBIEMEFHE
BRAERIT. SERARATARR A E M A H St AR RE,
WiBIA R ER RS MAPER RS THERAE. g E8EH0E,
EZARBRERELIE—ERKR, K2 FREL
BE, kAT, RREEEE. BEMFEERBOEEEREE
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4. ¥ 11 2003 &£ FRE LKA 46x46cm
lllumination 1l 2003 ,pencil on paper, 46x46cm

This delicate drawing of tissue wrapping a fruit, illumination
iv, 2003, is indicative of the solid drawing skills that Lam has
throughout his development as an artist. With a keen eye
and delicate graphite strokes he outlines and encloses the
convoluted form and suggests its form through hatching, that
defines form and space. He takes a close view of the subject
so that it is not just a wrapped fruit but could also suggest
a chinese dim sum, siao mai. The closely observed and
rendered form also encourages the viewer to read more into
the paper. The viewers unconcious takes over and interprets
freely.
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7= | 2002 &£ ;HmiE " WA 110 x 110cm

Allium satirum | 2002 oil & acrylic on canvas 110 x 110cm

E (KF 1) (Allium Satirum) , 2002 R=BEKFAIERE K REH
Bk eEBEmERSERE. BEENELLMER, ZE/ER
EAERE LREBET —EEEESR. EOMBEREBERALEGR /)
B, AT—IRSREEMERE, RS A EREIEIRE RAR B9 REREAN AR KR ET LEAY
AAMRBRLETHENZE, FeLRBMNESILREHIEER. #FiE
RIESMEMIERT, RFESEIER - EHE Giorgio Morandi) 1E
MBI FLRKE, AMBEREAEEMNER. NHABEENAR A EMEK
SLERERIEENE. BT HEATHSYESR, EREELRE
BRPLEEEHMARMNME, MEN T EAEEZZRAFEH KRR
ELEYMSRBARARMMELUNEEEREHEFHER BREERE
ZHRRN—S. RSN EHNEREEIN—EEH, BAEEX
THEELRE. BESHARHATE, B EAN—EBETIEEKR
RS SHHA. BES (Van Gogh) 8@ BAEREMMUZE, I
EXEFR T RS MR R LRE.

The subject of three heads of garlic in allium satirum i, 2002, is more
painterly in its coloured pointalist brushstrokes. Similar to quantum
analysis of the subject, the use of small coloured dots visually fuse
to configure a real image. lllusory form is derived from points of light
and color.  As in the previous drawing, the simple subject invades
the space of the viewer in its proximity and chiaroscuro lighting which
projects the forms off the mottled background. There is a certain
similarity to the work of giorgio morandi in this closely viewed still
life, however, Lam adds life to the work through the use of realistic
colouring, the detailed observation and subtle brush handling. Unlike
17th century dutch still lifes, this painting does not suggest the wealth
of a upper middle class dutch citizens but rather the chinese taste for
garlic in cantonese cooking. These objects would be in the pantry of
Sam Lam’s kitchen as part of his everyday cooking supplies. Cloves
of garlic suggest an asian sense of fertility for each head has many
offsprings. While most of the heads of garlic are still whole, the
foreground head suggest growth in that the garlic head is split open.
Much like van gogh’s sunflowers, we can see here some stages of early
life.



K| B A WA 55 x 550m

Garlic | acrylic and oil on canvas 2004

EREEEIEE (K3 11) (Garlic) , 2004, M3
F9ER B, FTRZ 4 S AN B 58 . B B ERZ (X ERE A ) (Amer ican
Beauty) M EBRBBE—1, REREREFFREME,
EAN—FEZLOMEFRFMER. SRESESEHAREEZI
SERB. BARKER — mEREEHFRRBMART
HEYAMFEMEMOKTEXE T EE, BMAEFMEREELN
HEURETRETESEMME. #ILHNENIEZE LT
ERSEFAMERI BT E KB MM EER LB 2 IR

7 11 SHE Wﬁﬁ Mi# 55 x 55cm

Garlic 11 2004 oil & acrylic on canvas

These two paintings of garlic skins, garlic ii, 2004, suggest
the ephemeral quality of what we see and eat. Much like
the throw away plastic bag in the american film, american
beauty, the garlic skins float away from mainstream life and
enters the realm of a dream and the netherworld. The image
is more than what is clearly portrayed in the painting. This
occurs because the original object, the garlic skin, and the
very enlarged size of the painted garlic skin transforms the
subject from a disposable aspect of food and taste and
implies our disposable society and the possible inhumanity
therein. The change of scale to the change of meaning is
inherent in all the large sculptures and paintings that Sam
Lam has created.
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