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Art is a lie that tells the truth.
	 pablo picasso, 1923 

in each of lisa adams’ paintings a cinematic narrative draws 
the viewer close and holds our attention. Her scenes open 
to the imagination, directed but never constrained. In these 
epics, the world looks naturalistic, yet an apocryphal fable 
unfolds. There is a difficult truth represented in each of these 
realist paintings that simmers with an emotional intensity 
magnified by their forensically-detailed construction. In this 
exhibition, Adams’ narratives seem even bigger and more 
epic than previously, although my perception may be skewed 
by the endurance test that covid-19 is proving (even for 
those of us in Queensland). The frustration in the events of 
this year only continues to build, with uncertainty taut. 

The painting in this exhibition which reaches toward the 
pandemic conceptually is the most recent, Deluge. In this 
darkening scene, black swans approach. Their lake could be 
anywhere in the south-east Queensland bush and, in the 
foreground, the water shows small areas of turbulence, as 
though the frontrunner vanishes as it nears the edge. The 
swans refer to a ‘black swan event’, a low probability/high 
impact occurrence, evoking the way that the pandemic, no 
matter how ‘expected’,  takes us by surprise, changing 
perceptions absolutely, blindsiding belief. The scene is 
tranquil as swans keep coming, lemming-like, oblivious to 
what their future may be.  

In Blizzard we peer over the shoulder of the surgeon in 
an operating theatre into the X-ray of a female patient. The 
cavity of her chest contains a snowstorm, in a landscape that 

is dark, windy, and cold, taking us into the unknown and 
unknowable. The biting chaos of human love, a mesmerising 
inability to predict our emotional, physical or spiritual 
futures, is evoked here. Like the surgeon, we can’t look away 
from this catastrophic event. 

Sacred Heart is a self-portrait that is an expression of 
vulnerability, yet reaches into art history, Christianity and 
the Western canon. While it is titled after a Catholic devotion 
(the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus), it describes the artist’s 
process, “forging the glowing beating heart of a new idea 
from the furnace of honesty and authenticity … a quest for 
archetypal truth”. The portrait reflects her single-minded 
processes, working alone in her home studio/sanctuary, to 
develop the ideas that carry these canvases during the months 
of their making. The vulnerability inherent in releasing them 
to be viewed by others, their ruthless necessity, with barriers 
erected to be pulled away, are an intriguing insight into this 
artist’s remarkably consistent working life over more than 
three decades. 

Since her last commercial exhibition in 2014, Adams has 
won the Glencore Percival Portrait Painting Prize (2016) and 
been included in ‘Divided Worlds’, the Adelaide Biennial of 
Contemporary Art (2018). This level of recognition notes her 
ability to take us on journeys that no one else could conduct. 
Adams has a sense of urgency and need to communicate, 
crystallised within her chosen medium, “the slowest and most 
physically demanding” means of delivery. The truths that 
emerge from the lie of her art (and its artifice) endure.

louise martin-chew, 2020
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cover: 5. Sacred Heart 2019 
oil on canvas 61.5 x 80 cm

4. Deluge 2020 
oil on canvas 66 x 100 cm
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8. Albatross 2019 
oil on canvas 52.5 x 80.5 cm
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7. Cupid and Psyche 2019 
oil on canvas 53 x 80.5 cm



6

9. Blizzard 2020 
oil on canvas 53.5 x 75.5 cm

opposite: 2. Urgent message 2018 
oil on canvas 75 x 110 cm
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opposite: 1. Storm damage (kintsugi) 2018 
oil on canvas 83 x 110 cm

3. The beekeepers 2017 
oil on canvas 70.5 x 97 cm
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 10. Revelation 2015  oil on canvas 47 x 70 cm
collection: Perc Tucker Regional Gallery, Townsville
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12. Study for ‘Sacred Heart’ 2019 
oil on canvas 50 x 35.5 cm

11. Study for ‘The beekeepers’ 2017 
oil on canvas 54 x 39 cm
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6. Inquisition 2016  oil on canvas 54.5 x 80.5 cm
collection: Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide


