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Rona Pondick has long worked in uncomfortable territory. Fragmentation, separation, and
disjuncture have been perennial themes in her sculpture and installations since the 1980s.
Using techniques of repetition, accumulation, and scatter she has managed to provoke
physical and psychological unease, redefining the polite relationship between object and the
social. While such preoccupations may stem partly from Minimalist concerns with expanding
the sculptural field, her corporeal imagery sprang from somewhere more personal, focusing
on the very points of connection between our internal and external worlds, predominantly
orifices and excrement. Such visceral extensions of the private body into the very public and
politically charged realm of the gallery space laid bare myriad urges and fears buried deep
within each of us.
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Her most compelling symbol of our pre-conscious wants and needs is the sardonic image of
the disembodied mouth that proliferated in constructions and scatter works through the
1990s. At once comical and terrifying, that grimacing protagonist took numerous guises in
drawings, objectsm and even a prop in a performance piece. But perhaps most memorably,
it was incarnated in small fist-shaped and bite-sized spheres amassed in works like Little
Bathers (1990-1991) and Sour Balls (1995). Because of their associations with our insatiable
appetites, Pondick half jokingly referred to the little mouths as her “forbidden fruits.” They
made one of their last appearances in 1997 in a compelling installation titled Dirt Head.
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Fashioned from soil, its fetal/fecal mouth forms were partially submerged into an earthen
mound as though succumbing to death and decay. Exhibited in Austria, South Africa, and
other locations, Dirt Head was subject to diverse interpretations from the atrocious to the
sublime, informed by local histories and particular cultural perspectives. The narrative
potential of the work was a significant shift, one that would extend the reach of the artist’s
subsequent investigations.
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At about the time Pondick was completing Dirt Head, she was invited to conceive a
permanent outdoor installation for a private collection of contemporary sculpture sited on
acres of bucolic land in upstate New York. No longer working within the critical conventions
of the gallery space, she realized that the intimate scale and confrontational installation
strategies to which she was accustomed would be overshadowed by the natural
surroundings. So she engaged nature on its own terms to create something that could be
very much a part of the landscape. The result is Untitled Tree (1997), a spectacular
sculptural grouping featuring a large barren tree surrounded by scattered “forbidden fruits.”
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The 15-foot-tall pear tree, modeled from one in a nearby orchard, and 50 small orbs were
cast in aluminum, a weatherproof material that imparts an unnatural hue and sheen to the
organic forms. Despite its metallic skin, the ensemble was so convincingly detailed and
positioned as to lose its identity as art. Absorbed into the environment, it lays in wait for
those who may happen upon it and discover the disturbing tooth-lined cavities in the fallen
fruit. Going one step further than the elegiac Dirt Head, this tableaux evokes the full cycle of
birth, death, and renewal, dramatized subversively within the image of nature.
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The evocative multi-part installations of Untitled Tree added a new contextual element to
Pondick’s psychic projections, auguring a conceptual evolution attended by new images,
materials, and processes. That first outdoor project was soon followed by the site-specific
Tree in 1999 and Apple Tree, completed two years later, complex projects made possible by
private commission. By 2001, the tree had emerged as a compelling and versatile sign in her
work, with resonance in religious symbolism and pagan mythology the world over. Apple
Tree, in particular, cannot escape the orbit of biblical lore. In this elaborately staged work, a
barren stainless steel tree grows from a grassy outcropping, its slender branches appearing
particularly culnerable in their denuded state. The tree has jettisoned itself of its overripe
burden, which lies strewn about the grass. Upon close inspection these “apples” also reveal
gnashing teeth, evincing a hunger that mirrors our own appetites. Apple Tree emblematizes
the struggle between desire and consequences, a reading amplified by the oblique reference
to the Garden of Eden and its final installation in the garden of a Los Angeles temple.

(HEER) SE5IAABNZHREZMEFMmAREIOERE » BR T —EFH
RURBIR TR » HFREENNER - MRMBRRRBEE - EEFIMERAERIESI
WEfEmR @ DRIR1999F M (B > MRMFRTMA GERE) - EBMEERER
HFAAZERIEMEIE - 20015 > HASERSBHFRPEIAABRST Z 2804
B> ARIJMNRBRBNELHEZHERS - Fhl2 GERE) BAEREERN
A4S - AEEB O ENERT - —RFR - F2EAGERONFHEERE—REHAD
EERER  ENEEEREREART - BIERBIESS - EREECRETHEAN
8 TERAER L - (FEREESLE ER) > EMRFTUE - BREEZEMABES
BREBENEE - (GARE) RHERZHEBRZENAZE > BRBFIERIET > Ff
FEHR ERVARER - EREBESENBIEE—EFENEE T - BRI —FRE -

The specificity of cultural references summoned by Pondick’s trees is matched by a level of
naturalistic detail that has not yet been seen in her work. Cast in stainless steel and finished
with lapidary precision, these trees may be mistaken at first for the real thing, especially
when presented out-of-doors. But their stainless steel bark and fruit, carefully modulated
into alternately matte and smooth surfaces, catch the light a little too sharply and reflect the
sky in an otherworldly way, eventually distinguishing itself from surrounding environs as
something artificial and more eternal. Whereas Pondick once spoke of the transient nature
of being in transitional objects modeled from wax, cloth, dirt, and other relatively
ephermeral materials, her metal trees reinforce endurance and the constancy of cyclic
events. The fallen fruit of Tree will never rot into the soil, but will continually rage against
their own demise. And the parable of the fall of man insinuated by Apple Tree will forever be
acted out inits garden plot-cum-burial ground. Timelessness is engineered into these
arboreal of choice, significant for both visual and conceptual reasons. But it also poses
greater technical challenge than traditional sculptural materials, requiring a different kind of
aesthetic discipline. The result is a slower, more considered approach to object making and a
greater concentration of ideas distilled into far fewer works in the years since.
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At about the time she was working on her first tree installations, Pondick also embarked on a
series of human/animal hybrids with her own visage grafted onto the bodies of various
species. A four-year period of research and experimentation resulted in her first successful
creature, the Sphinx-like Dog (1998-2001). In an effort to plausibly miniaturize her head for
another hybrid, the mercurial evolutionary riot of Monkeys (1998-2001), Pondick turned to
3-dimensional scanning and rapid-prototyping, which enabled her to resize her head to any
scale without loss of proportionate detail. An extreme result of this new technology
appeared in Worry Beads (1999-2001), a bronze string of seven graduated versions of her
head, the smallest of which measures less than one-half of an inch in height. The uncanny
results prompted new possibilities for her trees, beginning with Pussy Willow Tree (2001), an
outdoor commission that, like Apple Tree, has also been exhibited in a gallery space. Planted
in the dirt, the leafless willow seems both whimsical and abject, its cascade of wilting
branches leading it a melancholic form. Encountering it inside or outdoors, one is arrested
by the extraordinary technical feat required to articulate hundreds of wispy branched that
look as if they could be sent clattering in the slightest breeze. That seduction of material and
craft draws us intimately into Pondick’s alchemical fiction. As we approach Pussy Willow Tree
at arm’s length, its tiny buds reveal themselves to be minuscule human heads. It is Pondick’s
own miniaturized face clinging to every branch, expressionless, androgynous, and
mysterious. While disturbing in its incongruity, this human/vegetable hybrid is also
exhilarating as a powerful image of growth and transformation.
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Forever blossoming, Pondick’s steel”tree of life” is a vivid symbol that touches upon a host of
creation myths and universal cosmologies. With the image of the anthropomorphic Pussy
Willow Tree, she invokes a wide array of associations dating back to ancient eras and given
voice in Old Testament parables, Buddhist iconography, Greek mythology, and modern fairy
tales. Looking at Pussy Willow Tree, one cannot help but recall legendary instances of
human/botanical fusion, such as Adonis being born of a myrrh or Daphne transforming into
a laurel. Fantastic images of hybridization — the term is botanical in its etymology — have
captured artistic imaginations for millennia, from Homer to Kafka to Disney. Appearing
across cultures, the themes of metamorphosis and animism seem deeply embedded in
human consciousness. In the contemporary context Pondick’s hybrid images found a new



historical imperative as the embodiement of the anxiety of a new fin de siécle. It may seem
paradoxical that Pondick engaged cutting-edge technology to invoke ancient, deep-seated
associations with her human/animal/botanical convergences. However, such manipulation
of living matter, or cellular, molecular, and genetic levels, is now made possible by the
transformative power of computer. The digital language of 0 and 1 allows us to decode and
recode nature at will, much as Pondick has done with her own body. The invention of
monsters is a 21st-century reality, as evidenced by the entry of the word chimera into the
scientific lexicon, not as a metaphor, but to describe new biological forms. With the selective
aid of digital technology and industrial materials such as stainless steel and silicone rubber,
Pondick taps into a labyrinth of associations both sacred and scientific, giving concrete form
to unconscious desires and cultural fears with ever more virtuosic feats of aesthetic
imagination.
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Originally conceived for temporary installation on the highly manicured grouds of Cranbrook
Art Museum in Michigan, Pondick’s next tree exploited the full potential of its historic
architectural setting. For her intervention, she selected a site adjacent to three reflecting



pools descending down the grassy campus designed by Eliel Saarinen. At the top of
symmetrical pools stands Carl Milles’ moderne monument of Triton surrounded by a
fountain of slippery mermen. At the opposite end, Pondick placed Crimson Queen Maple
(2002-2003), a tree sculpture nearly six feet tall with contorted boughs extending the
breadth of twelve feet. Unlike previous trees, her ornamental maple was planted in a large
bronze pot filled with smooth, black Japanese river rocks. Seated on a low concrete plinth
proportionate to its surroundings, Crimson Queen Maple was poised like an exotic garden
feature, ready to elicit casual admiration. In this context, most viewers experienced the work
serendipitously while crossing the campus on nearby pathways, eventually slowed in their
tracks by the tree’s unseasonal, defoliated state and a peculiar glint in the branches. Close
up, it reveals its stainless steel bark, and closer still, its peculiar buds transform into tiny
human heads of varying scale, some approaching the size of small fruits. Eyes closed and
mouth shut, Pondick’s stoic visage hangs from every branch. The sheer number of these
human buds, 120 in all, can be read alternately as a disturbing expression of fractured
identity or as a stirring manifestation of creative potential. In either case it is a vivid,
unforgettable image of rampant self-proliferation.
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With Crimson Queen Maple, Pondick orchestrates a kinesthetic experience that unfolds
incrementally, enacting the active process of mutation as one draws near. That alchemical
magic, the inexplicable amalgam of the organic and the technological, mythic in its
construction, provokes a conflicting mix of responses from the viewer. Nothing can be more
immediately recognizable than a tree, but upon approaching Pondick’s versions,
discrepancies between knowledge and perception confound us. People have often
approached Pondick’s work, going back two decades, as one creeps up on a caged animal:
knowing they are safe, yet fearful of the unknown, the aesthetic equivalent of “fight or
flight.” That apprehension is amplified by the random encounter one may have with works
like Apple Tree and Crimson Queen Maple. At Cranbrook, people huddled about Pondick’s
lustrous tree; neighborhood joggers, schoolchildren, and the occasional museum visitor
became caught in its spell. One morning a scrap of paper was pierced onto the tip of one of
its finely wrought branches with the urgent message: “Please tell the artist this is amazing.”
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The choice of the crimson queen is a significant one. A dwarf variety, more closely related to
the azalea than the maple, it is bred to be a tame, somewhat cursory version of true tree.
Pondick’s adaptation of it is an even more elaborte fiction, further pruned and reshaped to
meet her own aesthetic and practical concerns. While resolving most of the technical
problems with the imposing Crimson Queen, Pondick also began work on several more
diminutive sculptures based on bonsai specimens. Part botany, part aesthetics, bonsai is an
ancient horticultural practice of miniaturization. The endeavor requires painstaking pruning
and nurturing over decades, simultaneously coaxing and stunting growth to hold a species in



stasis. In Zen philosophy, the tree and container represent sky and earth, shaped into a
harmonic equilibrium. An extreme domestication of wilderness, bonsai cultivation proves
that the urge to reinvent nature is not only a modern conceit, but one that dates back
centuries.
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This elaborate, pre-digital manipulation of the natural world is a perfect match for Pondick’s
interpretation. The themes of transformation and proliferation embodied by Pussy Willow
Tree and Crimson Queen Maple are condensed with jewel-like precision in works like Chinese
Elm (2002-2003) and Fukien Tea (2002-2003), two related works featuring golden heads on
ash white trunks. The animated Fukien lurches sideways from its black pot, as though fleeing
the shallow confines on its dense tangle of roots. Such anthropomorphism is emphasized in
a series of white azalea shrub bonsais that sprout tiny gold hands at the tip of each
attenuated limb. This human character is further evoked by the botanical name of the azalea
sculpture titled Helen Curtis (2005-2006). The gilt-edged plant seems uncannily alive,
begging our attention with outstretched palms, her hundreds of delicate fingers grasping
outwards to return our touch.
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At less than two feet in height, Pondick’s bonsais demand a different level and speed of
attention, inviting an intimate and contemplative viewing experience that is heighted by the
drama of bonsai’s innate theatricalituy. The exquisite finishes and minuscule features of
works like Pyracantha (2005-2006) lure us to within a breath’s distance to appreciate its
finely articulated organic structures, a delicacy tempered by its steely sheen and dangerous,
spear-like shoots. Like the living bonsai on which they are modeled, Pondick’s unnatural
wonders are a precarious balance of vulnerability and resilience. Firethorn (2005-2006) is a
particularly thorny specimen potted in a stainless steel bowl. The chrome-like finish of the
entire ensemble offers a stark, post-industrial image of nature. Like all of her bonsais,



Firethorn is a fabrication based on a fantasy. In relatively short order, given the contingencies
of casting and fabrication, Pondick produced more than a dozen bonsai sculptures over a
five-year period, while continuing with ever more incongrous human/animal hybrids like Cat
(2002-2005), a creature with a ponderously outsized human hand growing from its tiny
torso. Her interspecial menagerie was evolving into exponentially more malleable and exotic
forms.
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Just as her work was gaining new momentum, Pondick suffered a setback when she lost
feeling in her right arm and leg. Delicate surgery was required to stave off paralysis, followed
by months of recuperation. When she finally returned to the studio, she began giving shape
to some of the inexplicable images that had surfaced and steeped during her convalescence.
After completing Gillie (2007), a remarkably expressive bronze bonsai struggling to escape its
gilded tray, she tackled her largest sculpture in several years, Head in Tree (2006-2008).
Standing nine feet tall, the frail tree holds in its branches the life-size head of the artist.
Polished on the back and sides to a mirror-like finish, the stainless steel head looks much like
a wayward balloon entagled in its boughs, but head on, we come face to face again with
Pondick’s own features, naturalistically textured down to their very pores. Three branches
pierce through the skull, pinning it in place with its growing shoots. It’s a dreamlike image
from an anxious and fevered imagination, worthy of a Symbolist like Odilon Redon, whom
Pondicl admires. What may be taken for a violent image on the surface reveals itself in time



to be an image of resignation and fulfillment, manifesting a return to origins.
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fig. 52

Fragmentation and separation, previous leitmotifs of Pondick’s work, have now given way to
reconciliation and reclamation in Head in Tree. While her face has tended to be used as a
surrogate for the proverbial “everyone,” it’s difficult not to imagine this latest sculpture as a
true self-portrait, particularly in light of her recent health crisis. After all, the tree is the
inverted image of the forked ganglia of the central nervous system, struggling to balance its
dangerously unwieldly load. Head in Tree is arguably among her most personal works to
date. Yet, tapping into a preconscious desire to belong, it is also among her most universal —
a strangely comforting incantation, its polished steel surface mirroring, quite literally, our
own vulnerable and rootless image.
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