Adams: A Pathfinder to the soul of art
If there is any justice in the extravagant amounts of money that the rich spend on some
artworks – like 57 million USD on a work from 1982 by Jean-Michel Basquiat at last week’s
Christie’s auction in New York –one can only wonder at the worth of this gripping exhibition.
In an era where some much art has promised its soul to the art-market (even artists fresh
out of art-school think that artistic merit is measured in monetary worth), the late Albert
Adams is a leading example of how the soul blossoms in the creative process.
The fact that the art of Adams, who died in 2007 at the age of 77, hasn’t become a big-ticket
item on auction (such as Robert Hodgins and Stanley Pinker among others), possibly says
more about the unsettling emotional power of his work than its artistic merit.
Because Adams was a typical artists artist: his visual understanding followed the currents of
his time (it is for example enriching to draw the parallels between this body work and artists
like Bacon and Aurerbach, the Germans of the era) but with more of a moral leaning. In
addition he continually honed and developed his technique and media, even though line and
gesture was his instrument.
Faithful to the classical expressionistic maxims of art as an expression of social
consciousness, each artwork is almost a moral question.
Again and again, over the many decades that this retrospective covers, the curators Marilyn
Martin and Joe Dolby revisit the same themes. It is almost exclusively the ‘human condition’,
anxious and unsure, that he addressed through his work. Portraits (self-portraits that record
his development over the years) place the person, the character fully in the foreground. In
other instances, apes and the circus serve as the metaphors.
The series and depictions relating to the Cape Minstrels, like the Celebration Series,
embodies the social irony of a festival of atrocities as a relentless presence depicted in
flamboyant costume. Excellent paintings. (But do the art auctions have the nerves for this?)
It is almost as if the viewer can read the passion in Adams’ work - feel the force of his
argument and the uncertainty of discontent in the painterly marks. The viewer is
simultaneously aware of his careful composition and mastery of many mediums – paint,
charcoal or etching - through his self-assured mark making.
In 1982, he produced The Captive, a clever composition where the paradoxes of authority,
bureaucracy and violence are depicted. This was the same year that the 22 year old
Basquiat, who died 6 years later, painted his ‘wild’ work that was sold for an absurd price.
For us people of the Cape, this retrospective of Adams work, is an unmissable chance to
experience a glimpse at the soul of art.
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