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Nottingham
Castle Museum
and Art Gallery is
delighted to be
acquiring a group
of works by
international
artist and activist
Conrad Atkinson
for its collection,
thanks to grants
from Art Fund,
the V&A Purchase
Grant Fund and
local donations.

The works comprise: Wordsworth’s Suit and Socks (2003), three Ceramic
Landmines (1996) and a photo collage Sellafield Happens…no danger to the
public (1990) and they will further strengthen the contemporary art
collections at Nottingham City Museums and Galleries.
Conrad Atkinson (b. 1940) is one of the most important international artists of
his generation, noted for his unflinching and often provocative approach to
social and political themes. He has a reputation as an activist, and this has
always informed his work, making it a good fit for Nottingham Castle, which
has its own history of protest and rebellion.

His works will have many applications within temporary displays both at Nottingham Castle and at
sister site Newstead Abbey, home to another radical thinker, the great Romantic poet George
Gordon, the 6th Lord Byron (1788-1824).

For each piece of work, Atkinson selects the materials best suited to express
his ideas at a particular time and so the works acquired by the Castle include
ceramics, photography, collage and textiles. This will provide an overview of
his artistic practice over several decades, and will in particular demonstrate
his thoughts and ideas about nature and landscape.

Atkinson was born in
Cleator Moor, a small
mining village on the
west coast of Cumbria,
which was a centre for
the mining of coal and
iron ore. This was, to
Atkinson, a world
away from the Lake
District of popular
imagination, known
for its connection with
the ‘Romantic’ poets
and landscape artists
of the late 18th and
early 19th centuries.
Since the late 1960s Atkinson’s art has been concerned, therefore, with the
problems and hardships experienced by the people of Cleator Moor, thwarted
by unemployment, depopulation and illnesses arising from working in local
industries such as the iron ore mines.
Councillor Dave Trimble, Portfolio Holder for Leisure and Culture said: “We
are very grateful to Art Fund, along with the Arts Council England/V&A
Purchase Grant Fund and to the generous donations from visitors to the Castle
which have made it possible for us to purchase these important works of art.
These acquisitions will enhance our collections and allow us to explore
contemporary rebellious acts and activities that have taken place.”
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When Margaret Harrison’s first solo show in London was closed by police for indecency in 1971, it
became a pivotal moment for the artist that incited a career filled with activism. It might come as no
surprise, then, that her partner,Conrad Atkinson, has also faced difficulty with censorship, including
having a piece on Northern Ireland’s Troubles rejected by Belfast’s Ulster Museum in 1978. For
decades the pair, who work independently of one another, have used their art as a tool for rabblerousing, highlighting social issues through a blend of conceptual art and controversial subject matter.
Their current side-by-side shows at New York’s Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, “Conrad Atkinson: All
That Glisters” and “Margaret Harrison: On Reflection,” look back at a lifetime of provocation through
a selection of drawings, paintings, and installations dating from the 1980s to the present day.
Among Atkinson’s contributions to the exhibition are his newspaper paintings, sketched or altered
papers—including a partially obscured front page from the New York Times dated September 11,
2001—that serve to highlight the way that the media shapes (or manipulates depending on whom you
ask) the truth. A similar approach is given to the artist’s own U.S. naturalization papers, which he
transforms into a statement on immigration with the childlike insouciance of a student doodling on his
homework.
Ever since that first London show, Harrison’s activism has been more focused on feminism, including
pinup-inspired sketches that placed male figures like Captain America in poses and outfits typically
reserved for consumption by the male gaze. At Ronald Feldman, Harrison’s installation The Last
Gaze injects Tennyson’s “Lady of Shalott”(1832) and the painting of the same name by John William
Waterhousewith the added tension of the awareness of viewing and being viewed, with the addition of
car rear-view mirrors. Other works include delicately rendered paintings that treat potentially
dangerous objects in the style of high-end jewelry advertisements and department store scenes that
updateÉdouard Manet’s A Bar of the Folies Bergère (1881-82) with modern examples of working
women on display.

Harrison has noted that in the decades since their debut, the controversial images from her first show
have come to represent more the broadened options for self-expression available today than the radical
statements on gender they once were. Likewise, the works by both artists in this exhibition serve to
show how activism can more things forward, in art and beyond.
—Heather Corcoran
“Conrad Atkinson: All That Glisters” and “Margaret Harrison: On Reflection” are on view at Ronald
Feldman Fine Arts, New York, Jan. 10–Feb. 7, 2015.
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National Portrait Gallery brings us face to face with Gerry
Adams
The London gallery, by purchasing Conrad Atkinson's painting of the Sinn Féin leader, has made an
interesting move at a tricky time for Northern Irish reconciliation

Troubles ahead? … Gerry Adams by Conrad Atkinson has been bought by the National Portrait Gallery. Click for the full image. Photograph: Conrad
Atkinson

Gerry Adams was once a hate figure on the British mainland. The leader of Sinn Féin was in his day as reviled as Abu
Qatada is today. In 1988 Margaret Thatcher, then prime minister, banned his voice from being broadcast, to "starve the
terrorist and the hijacker of the oxygen of publicity on which they depend"; yet nearly a quarter of a century on, this former
bogeyman is to receive a striking artistic accolade from the British establishment.
A portrait of Gerry Adams by Conrad Atkinson has been bought by the National Portrait Gallery. Is anyone shocked that
such a controversial politician is to be honoured in its central London galleries alongside such national heroes
as Churchill and Nelson?
The Daily Mail is, a little bit. Mail Online reports pointedly that public money has been used to buy the portrait and is
particularly troubled that Atkinson includes quotations from the writings of IRA hunger strikerBobby Sands within
his painting. Gerry Adams forcefully denies that he was ever in the IRA. But Atkinson's painting gets the terrorist
organisation into the National Portrait Gallery nevertheless, bypreserving the words of Bobby Sands.
So what? The National Portrait Gallery is a hall of fame, but it's one of infamy too. It exhibits the conflicts as well as
triumphs of British history. In its 17th-century galleries you can see both Charles I and Oliver Cromwell, enemies in the
civil war. They can't both have been right. Cromwell may be a hero to some on the British left, but not if you're an Irish
Catholic.
However, I think the Mail is right to make something of this. Historical amnesia has its limits. There's something a bit
pointless and glib about the NPG buying a portrait of Gerry Adams if no one bats an eyelid. I suspect the artist
himself would like his painting to stir debate.
The case for Gerry Adams to be in the National Portrait Gallery is clearly that he has been pivotal in the peace
process in Northern Ireland. It is surely impossible to conceive of that peace without him. On those grounds he is a
modern hero – like it or not. But the NPG purchase comes at a time when some say the history books need setting
straight, the crimes of the Troubles need clearing up, and Northern Ireland needs truth as well as reconciliation.
This is live and dangerous, raw stuff. Last month the Guardian reported that the Police Service of Northern Ireland is
demanding that the Sunday Telegraph and CBS hand over interview material from a report on "an IRA bomber's claim
that Gerry Adams ordered one of the most notorious murders of the Troubles". As the article continues:

"The Guardian has learned that the PSNI is seeking to obtain notes and video footage from the paper and the
New York-based television station in relation to Dolours Price's allegation that the Sinn Féin president was in
charge of a specialist IRA unit that 'disappeared' and killed mother of 10 Jean McConville."
The article in question in the Telegraph, published in September, also says that Dolours Price claims Adams was her
commander in the bombing of the Old Bailey in London in 1972. It quotes a total denial by a Sinn Féin spokesman of all
the claims attributed to Price:
"The allegations purportedly made by Dolours Price are not new and have been vehemently denied by Mr Adams
before. Mr Adams entirely rejects these unsubstantiated allegations."
This report is connected to an ongoing attempt by the PSNI to force Boston College in the US to hand over testimony it
recorded by Dolours Price as part of a history project on the Troubles.
All this is in play, contested, the outcome unknown. The National Portrait Gallery has picked an interesting moment to
bring us face to face with Gerry Adams.

