
1

lisa adams
 

4 0  y e a r s 1 9 7 4 – 2 0 1 4



2

A voice in me was whispering, ‘Take me with you,  
into that other world where you are going…’

from Cara by Jena Woodhouse 
(Mascara Literary Review, http://mascarareview.com/jena-woodhouse/)

if our lives undergo a dramatic shift when we are at 
an impressionable age, do we stay suspended, searching 
for the reality of what we lost? Or do we grow toward 
the promise of the future? It is my sense that there is a 
personal projection in the paintings of Lisa Adams — and 
most of the solitary figures in these works are identifiably 
autobiographical. Her approach, work habit and the 
imaginary dreamscape scenarios she creates, describe the 
elemental journey of an individual. 

In Gravity (2012), apples rain down from a tree under 
a portentously dark sky within an otherwise unremarkable 
landscape. This painstakingly realist image speaks to Isaac 
Newton’s discovery, a feast of fruit celebrating the ‘Aha!’ 
moment, evoking the sensory overload that accompanies 
significant breakthroughs. However, the apple may be 
equally a signifier of the loss of innocence, with the rider 
that, no matter the achievement, the internally driven 
work must continue apace. Sharpshooter (2013) sees the 
young woman patrolling her back, the employment of 
a mirror, unerring precision and detail to render the 

impossible (unsighted shot) possible. Slow (2013) sees 
her dwarfed by, yet pushing, a giant snail toward the 
troubled weather of a blackened sky, with persistence 
and determination non-negotiable. The snail’s spiral shell 
is a symbolic reference to evolution, to the necessity 
of progression that notes that the alternative is almost 
inevitably stagnation. 

These images are crafted slowly, meditatively, 
with attention to the smallest detail to render their 
improbable scenes impossibly real, drawing the viewer 
into their internal narrative. Their enigmas remain in 
our imagination, working away to unpack what it is that 
disturbs us and is central to their meaning. Lisa Adams’ 
paintings have a literary sensibility, the kernel of their 
stories explored in a multiplicity of scenarios. They offer 
an escape similar to the narrative of fiction or film, and 
their ability to move us into their journey is testimony 
to their power.

Many of the paintings of recent years explore the 
gritty reality of the life of the painter — the necessity 
of persistence — and the long, slow hours that are 
required. A bout of painting-induced rsi  in 2009 
forced a fundamental review of Adams’ practice, and a 
recommitment to both the means and method of her 
approach. She has learnt to pace herself, to rest when 
she begins to hurt, and to take enforced breaks from 
the repetitive tiny brushstrokes that have the potential 
to damage muscles and create significant pain. The 
alternative — a change of style or method — was untenable.
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you are invited to the exhibition opening
and drinks with the artist 6–8pm friday, 28th november 2014

cover: 3. Sharpshooter 2013 
oil on canvas 81.5 x 66.5 cm

above: 2. Mirage  2011 
oil on canvas 59.5 x 100.5 cm
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Adams has a profile that belies her exhibiting history, 
necessarily tied to the time it takes to produce such 
detailed realist paintings. This exhibition is only her fourth 
commercial show after some twenty years of practice. Yet 
the potency of the paintings, and the darkness of the most 
recent work, speaks to personal and professional upheaval. 

As an artist she is self-taught, but it is a vocation for 
Adams. She left her family home aged 17 and was without 
the support to invest in a formal art education, but continued 
to paint, learning what she needed along the way. “I felt 
compelled within myself. It was a need.” 

“I write my ideas into a notebook, the same one since 
I started. Some ideas I had ten, fifteen years ago but a 
new idea may see them all click into place. I like to know 
that there is something to move on to. As I am working 
on one painting, the next one is unfolding in my head. 
Just to be able to work is the thing.”

Recent reconciliation with her father (from whom 
she had been estranged since her family split when 
she was six years old) has had its difficulties but been 
ultimately positive. “Another piece of the puzzle is back”, 
she suggested.

Icebreaker (2014) shows a white swan ploughing 
through the frozen water, white snowy skies above. While 
this may evoke recent climate science and change to 
the nature of the polar icecaps, it speaks fundamentally 
to the power of quiet persistence, with the gentle 
nature of the swan not to be denied. Adams suggested, 

“In my life journey, I feel like I’m always trying to push 

through. I can’t stand boredom, a focus on the everyday.” 
Similarly, Heavy fog (2014) may reflect the changes she 
has experienced in recent years — the peaceful dove is 
difficult to see in the whiteness of the fog, even as it 
seeks to be visible.

In Dig (2011) she lays out her ultimate challenge — 
sitting with a skeleton in an archaeological dig (another 
environment where slow, painstaking work is essential) 
and touching her brush to that of the skeleton. Her own 
history intersects with art history, and both are dealt with 
in the way she has always progressed — with paintbrush 
and canvas. “I’ve always lived a simple life, free of clutter. 
My whole life has been about image-making. I’ve needed 
space and time to think and little outside distraction.”

It is fitting that this final exhibition in Philip Bacon’s 
40th anniversary year acknowledges an important painter 
with an unerring eye and an arsenal of narrative. Her 
paintings intersect with cultural tradition in her own way, 
allowing individuality and vision to prevail. She suggested, 

“I feel like my practice has ripened — everything I do 
I want to be my best. I do paint my dark side, but I am 
exactly where I want to be. I want the best shot at this 
[painting] existence.”

Louise Martin-Chew, October 2014

opposite: 1. Dig 2011 
oil on canvas 68 x 100.5 cm





6
12. Win and lose 2011 
oil on canvas 46.5 x 84.5 cm



5. Heavy fog 2014 
oil on canvas 84.5 x 63.5 cm
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13. Backlash 2012 
oil on canvas 50.5 x 70.5 cm
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6. Avalanche 2010 
oil on canvas 59.5 x 80.5 cm
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16. The bullring 2014 
oil on canvas 33.5 x 70.5 cm
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7. On the scent 2011 
oil on canvas 54 x 87 cm
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opposite: 4. Slow 2013 
oil on canvas 66.5 x 81 cm

above: 8. Pursuit 2013 
oil on canvas 46 x 100.5 cm
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9. Howl 2012 
oil on canvas 53.5 x 80.5 cm
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11. Gravity 2012 
oil on canvas 52.5 x 75.5 cm
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17. Sharpshooter (Study) 2013 
oil on canvas 55 x 30 cm
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10. Icebreaker 2014 
oil on canvas 49.5 x 83.5 cm
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15. Full moon 2012 
oil on canvas 39.5 x 63.5 cm



exhibition current: 25 november to 20 december, 2014

2 arthur st, fortitude valley, brisbane  10am to 5pm, tue to sat  ph 07 3358 3555 fax 07 3254 1412  
email: artenquiries @ philipbacongalleries.com.au   www.philipbacongalleries.com.au
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14. Wind shift 2013 
oil on canvas 30.5 x 100.5 cm


