
Adams: Most relevant  

Cape Times 
18 August 1980 

It's a tight-rope that the artist walks, says Albert Adams, as he tries to maintain a balance 
between the emotions which direct his creative urge and the objectivity needed to control the 
development of a work of art. In his exhibition of drawings at Gallery International, Adams 
successfully performs this feat with confidence and ability. 
 
His subject matter falls broadly into two categories - men and animals. But since he chooses to 
stress certain general rather than specific characteristics, his subjects appear to represent far 
more than meets the eye. 

Caged animals 

At Regent's Park Zoo near his home in London, he closely observed the behaviour of caged 
animals. Later, drawing in his studio, Adams discovered that exploratory lines were beginning to 
resemble aspects of zoo animals. He pursued this direction realizing that the dog image provided 
a most appropriate vehicle to carry the content of his work. 

A strong sense of alienation comes across from these most disturbing studies - particularly with 
the dogs and hyenas. For these animals removed from their natural environment, escape seems 
as impossible as adaptation. Confined in narrow alleys or cornered in dark empty rooms, 
frustrated, alone and desperate, they turn inwards on themselves or aggressively outwards to the 
world. Twisting, leaping, running - there is no rest for these homeless creatures. 

A more refined torture is implied in two other disquieting images depicting dogs that seem only 
distantly related to their snapping, snarling cousins. Sleek, well-fed and cared for, they appear 
alert and stable - but their heads are muffled in canvas or leather masks which not only inhibit 
their natural instincts, but also suggest a selective filtering of outside information to the animals 
senses. 

Headless 

Figure studies represent another point of view. These are treated in a more abstract manner, 
some with flat vertically striped areas suggesting a suit front. The figures are headless - 
obliterated by some explosive force (from within?), replaced-by a puff of smoke, or cancelled 
out with violent gestural marks. 

Adams uses a graphite stick to achieve a range of tones from deepest black to a luminous white, 
Whether rubbed into solid satiny masses, smudged to blur areas, or used sharp-edged to produce 
aggressive gestural lines, the graphite sensitively reflects the artist's ruling emotions, while 
control is evident in the distribution of tonal areas on the surface. 



Like Francis Bacon with whom Adams has an affinity, tensions are set up between the implicitly 
violent images and the sensitivity of media handling. 

In the context of art in our time and place, this is probably the most relevant show to have been 
mounted by a South African-born artist in recent years. Albert Adams has done his job well. 
 
Benita Munitz 
Cape Times 
18 August 1980 



Anger revealed artworks by Albert Adams at the Irma Stern Museum to April 
25 
Cape Times 
16 April 1994 

The centenary of the birth of Irma Stern provides an excellent excuse to exhibit the work of 
former South African artist Albert Adams - an expressionist of a different kind. 
 
Not since 1980 has Albert Adams exhibited in South Africa. But while based far from his 
homeland (he has lived and worked in London since 1960) and while working in a style you 
could loosely call "international", his art still reveals scars of formative years in this country. 
 
Artworks on show include examples from 1960 as well as recent work. Surfaces have been 
stitched, zipped and stuck, painted and drawn on. Apart from their consistent two-
dimensionality, what many relate is a sense of frustration and a vision of violence barely 
restrained. 
 
Pictorial space becomes a metaphor for real space as shapes take on recognisable attributes of 
humans, animals and reptiles, Within this claustrophobic arena sinister forces operate to oppress 
the vulnerable - and to threaten viewers in Kafkaesque fashion. 
 
In early works violence is implicit and contained within fairly static compositions. Over time 
aggression and the sense of power-play develops, promoted by the use of dynamic diagonals and 
strong contrasting colours. Restless surfaces often suggest rapid, violent or restrained movement 
as in figures assaulting, fleeing, disintegrating, waiting. 
 
Over the years many influences have left residual marks on Adams' surfaces, Still identifiable 
are elements borrowed from artists such as Jim Dine, Allen Jones and Ron Kitaj -- hardly 
surprising when you consider that Adams entered London's artworld during the 1960s - an 
exciting and productive period for British and American art. Pop art was "in" and manifesting 
itself in a number of ways. 
 
Kokoschka and Francis Bacon have also contributed to the success of Adams' eclectic approach 
- Kokoschka evident in viscous sparkling surfaces of some years back and Bacon in "rushes" of 
paint-blurred movement, the sense of claustrophobic confinement and the use of savage animals 
that express fury more openly than humans. 
 
Eclectic, most certainly. But even through periods when a personal style has been overwhelmed 
by environmental influences, Adams has consistently maintained a central theme -the sense of 
undefined and barely restrained rage suffered by both aggressors and victims - as relevant a 
theme now as ever. 
 
Benita Munitz 
Cape Times 
16 April 1994 

http://sites.google.com/site/adamsalbertartist/oskar-kokoschka


Paintings By Albert Adams 
Irma Stem Museum, University of Cape Town  

Albert Adams left South Africa for London in the 1950s because he had no alternative - barred 
by apartheid structures from attending the same art school as his white counterparts. He ended up 
at the Slade. Later, he spent a year studying under Oskar Kokoschka in Salzburg. 
 
As a brief retrospective, the exhibition at the Irma Stem Museum offers a fascinating Insight into 
how Adams responded to forced upheavals, new situations and influences. 
 
His earlier work, particularly Cape Town Docks (1959) and Self-Portrait with Gold Fish (1960). 
is strongly influenced by Kokoschka, though his vibrant colours are distinctly African. Far more 
bleak, yet equally impressive, Resurrection (1960) looks like a sinister and slippery fusion of 
Goya and Auerbach. 
 
His work from the 1980s begins to point in a number of different directions. Pieces such as 
Cyclist with Monkey (1983), Figure with White Dog (1983) and Untitled (a canvas collage from 
1984) display the influence of artists such as Bacon, Kitaj and Hockney respectively. 
 
His more recent work, such as The Monkey and the Signal Box (1994), while playful and 
humorous, lacks the formal dexterity and perseverance which make earlier pieces so compelling. 
Even so. Adams has shown that he is an artist of considerable range and skill. He last exhibited 
In Cape Town In 1980. Let's hope it won't be another 14 years until we see more. 
 
James Gamer 
Weekly Mail 
8-14 April 1994 
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