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The Scottish Gallery is delighted to present 21 paintings, drawings and prints 
from the Jankel Adler estate. These works all date from the 1940’s, when the 
artist lived in Britain. The Master follows our recent Golden Years exhibition of 
Robert Colquhoun and Robert MacBryde, whose work is currently the subject of 
a centenary exhibition The Roberts at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern 
Art, Edinburgh. 

Jankel Adler was a Polish painter and printmaker, originally from Lodz. He 
had shared a studio with Paul Klee in Dusseldorf in the early 1930’s and was 
a wellknown figure in artistic circles across Europe. With the Nazi rise to 
power, Adler fled the country in 1933. In Germany, his work became labelled 
‘degenerate’, a term used to describe modern art. When war broke out in 1939, 
he volunteered for the Polish Army in France and in 1940 he was evacuated to 
Scotland.

He first came into contact with The Roberts in Glasgow after being discharged 
from the army in 1941. In 1943 he took a studio in the same apartment block 
as The Roberts at Bedford Gardens in London. Adler was an artist who was 
taxed with standing midway between Picasso and Klee; ‘a very good place to 
be’. The Roberts admired Adler and his work; he was a sophisticated painter 
with a direct link to European art. They often referred to him as ‘the master’, 
in his work they recognised a compassionate painter who created a form of 
expression that was both intensely human and universal.

The Scottish Gallery would like to thank the Aukin family, Goldmark Art and 
Davy Brown for their help and contribution towards this exhibition.
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Jankel Adler, c.1948
Photograph courtesy of the Aukin family
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I first became aware of Jankel Adler through my art teacher, John McKissock, at 
Kilmarnock Academy in the 1960’s. McKissock had studied at Glasgow School 
of Art in the 1930’s, and had been acquainted with the two Roberts, Colquhoun 
and MacBryde. He spoke with a certain bitterness about how the Scottish 
Art Schools had refused Adler employment after his demobilisation from the 
Polish army in 1941. He had been evacuated from Dunkirk in May 1940, and 
subsequently posted to Glasgow, where he became an integral part of David 
Archer’s Art Centre in Scott Street, just off Sauchiehall Street.

A letter to Leo Smith sent from Adlers Studio in Beford Gardens on 28th February 1947. Private 
Collection



Adler had been born into a Jewish family in 1895 in the Polish city of Lodz. While 
a young man still in his twenties, he had settled in Germany and become a 
close friend of Otto Dix, and later was befriended by Paul Klee at the Dusseldorf 
Academy of Modern Art. However, banished by the Nazis in 1933 as “racially 
inferior” and his work “degenerate”, he relocated to Paris, moving between 
there and Poland till the outbreak of war. It was in Paris that he became 
acquainted with Picasso, and worked in Hayter’s famous “Atelier 17”.It was after 
leaving Glasgow in 1943 that Adler moved to London, settling in a studio above 
Colquhoun and MacBryde at 77 Bedford Gardens, near Nottinghill Gate.

Adler was a charismatic figure who made a deep impression on all who knew 
him. His spiritual presence and his mystical, philosophical and intellectual 
approach to painting had a far-reaching effect on many of the younger artists in 
war-torn London and beyond. His influence can clearly be seen in the early work 
of the Modern St. Ives Movement. But it is in the work of the two Scots, Robert 
Colquhoun and Robert MacBryde, where Adler’s influence is most obvious. 
He had brought with him to Scotland an understanding of the innovations of 
Picasso, and a professionalism in the craft of painting which was until then 
lacking in Glasgow. He encouraged Colquhoun to dispense with the model, to 
apply his imagination, and to look to his Celtic roots for inspiration. In many 
ways, they were a captive audience, given that they considered themselves 
to be part of a broader movement of Modern European Art, rather than the 
parochial approach of the so-called Neo-Romantics in whose company Adler 
found himself on his arrival in London.

c. 1947, Adler far right, Robert MacBryde left and Robert Colquhoun beside.  Private collection



In Adler’s great paintings from the early forties, it is easy to detect the influence 
that he exerted on his younger protégés. (“Woman with Still Life”, “The Irish 
Girl”, “Seated Woman”, “The Mutilated” and “Girl with Cat”, as well as the ever-
recurring themes of cats, birds, bird cages, and figures seated behind upturned 
tables).

Another major characteristic of Adler’s work, and indeed his teaching, was his 
mastery of technique, to which Colquhoun in particular was highly receptive. It 
fitted easily into the Celtic preoccupation with the manner in which a work of 
art is presented. Adler was continually trying to improve and perfect the quality 
of his pigment, and as well as sand, he mixed materials such as wax, chalk 
and lime with his paint, and used tempera and oil simultaneously. Adler’s work 
may appear to be superficially decorative or overly stylised, but underpinning 
it all is an intensely organised structure and a carefully composed response to 
the turmoil of his time and the cultural heritage to which he belonged. Adler’s 
most far-reaching, and most easily accessible influence, was his teaching of the 
monoprint, and in particular, the carbon-transfer, or offset drawing, whereby 
a preparatory drawing is traced onto another sheet, with an intermediary 
sheet between, which has been covered with printer’s ink or oil paint (hence 
the term “carbon transfer drawing”). The image is drawn with a sharp scriber, 
and the resultant drawing is enriched by a certain “fuzziness” inherent in the 
tracing process, as well as tonal areas picked up by the pressure of the hand. 
Wilhelmina Barns-Graham once demonstrated to me how to manufacture such 
a scriber using a cut safety pin embedded in the handle of a paint brush. When 
I asked where she learned this, she replied “Robert Colquhoun”. He, of course, 
had learned it from Adler.

Jankel Adler, “The Master”, or “The Wise Old Man” to his younger followers, 
was a quiet genius, whose work has been disgracefully neglected by the English 
art establishment, in much the same way as has that of the Two Roberts, until 
recently, by their Scottish counterparts. There was never a comprehensive 
exhibition of his work in Britain during his lifetime. At the time of his death in 
1949, he had never received British citizenship. He retained his Polish identity 
to the end.



William Crosbie
Jankel Adler Talking with Friends in Crosbie’s Studio, 1941
ink & watercolour
POA

It is entirely fitting that Adler’s work should be shown in Scotland, while the 
Centenary Exhibition of his greatest protégés, Colquhoun and MacBryde, is 
being staged at The Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art in Edinburgh.

The Scottish Gallery is to be admired and congratulated on mounting this 
small but important collection of work by this major 20th Century European 
Master. 

Davy Brown
January 2015





1Bird and Cage, c.1948
oil on canvas

91 x 69.5 cms
£75,000

Exhibited
Robert Colquhoun & Robert MacBryde, Golden Years, 

The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh, 2014 

Illustrated
Patrick Elliott with Adrian Clark & Davy Brown, The Two Roberts, Robert Colquhoun

& Robert MacBryde, National Galleries of Scotland, Edinburgh, 2014, p.29

“Speaking with Malraux, Picasso was once to say that style was an 
archenemy of painters.  “Is it also an enemy of painting?”, Malraux 
wanted to know. To which Picasso answered: “When a painter dies, his 
painting recovers its own style.  And it always wins.”  

Adler was never guilty of stylistic petrification.  He even seemed too eager 
to embrace every method that came his way.  But his straightforward 
and unceremonious, sometimes jocular, manner of probing the spiritual 
content of the world and of man’s existence always remains unchanged.  
He embraced all sorts of means and methods to examine the mysterious 
and noble bonds between men, animals and objects, viewing their mutual 
relations in the light of religion in which he was born, and in the light of 
philosophy which he made his own.  

And when the time of annihilation came, he didn’t lack courage or 
energy to smash an old form and out of its broken pieces to reconstruct 
a purified, new form of equal power.  A world was wiped out.  And it was 
resuscitated.  In accordance with Picasso’s prediction about an ultimate 
victory of art.”

Joanna Pollakowna, A resusciated world - Reflections on Jankel Adler’s World, 
Jankel Adler, 

Dumont Buchverlag Koln, 
1985, p255 - 256 



Still Life Abstract, 1940s
oil on canvas
76 x 63 cms
£55,000
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Adler is not a gentle artist.  He does not make access to his pictures 
easy for the viewer, but anyone who has once learned to read the 
strange language of these works will remain for a long time under the 
spell of their compulsive and mighty melody.

Lou Ernst, 
Jankel Adler, Dumont Buchverlag Koln, 
1985. p.69





Girl’s Head, 1940s
oil on canvas
64.5 x 49 cms
£60,000
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Humanity and the human spirit were all important to him.  ‘When a 
painter comes to a foreign country’ he wrote in Scotland, ‘the first thing 
he does is to lift his eyes to the sky.  He sees it is a sky with clouds.  People 
pass him and they have faces and eyes, the women have breasts and hips.  
The painter says: I am at home.  Curiosity’ he goes on, ‘is the dynamic 
force of every creature worker.  The child conintues in the man.  The 
painter is curious to know what goes on behind the eyes of those people, 
what is behind the thoughts they have.’  It was largely this effort to bring 
the human figure within a post cubist, post-expressionist framework, that 
proved so fruitful to a younger generation of British painters cut off by 

the war.

Michael Middleton, Memorial Exhibition of the Works of Jankel Adler, 1895-1949, 
Arts Council 1951, p.8 





Composition, 1940s 
oil on canvas 
88 x 142 cms
£150,000
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Composition with Fish, 1940s
oil on canvas
63 x 75.5 cms
£65,000
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‘Abstract painting’ he wrote to another artist, ‘can very easily 
become ornamental.  So it is always a good thing to have in 
mind a realistic point de depart.  I believe that every painter, 
when he paints, believes that what he does is reality.  I hope 
you understand what I mean by that.  This reality is a guide by 
which the painter may avoid losing himself in ornamental play.’

Michael Middleton, Memorial Exhibition of the Works of Jankel Adler, 
1895-1949, Arts Council 1951, p.6 



Composition with Fish, 1940s
oil on canvas
63 x 75.5 cms
£65,000



Figure with Table, 1940s
watercolour
49.5 x 37 cms
£12,000
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Blue Interior, 1946
gouache
44.5 x 29 cms
£12,000
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Still Life, 1940s
watercolour

43.5 x 35 cms
£6,000
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Girl with Still Life - In Commemoration of the Polish Dead III, 1947
gouache
47.5 x 35 cms
£10,000

9

Dailectically Adler is following motives of his own that may be presumed 
behind the works: displacement and rootlessness, the experience of 
horror and destruction are the basis for the collective seriousness 
of the figures.  But uncertainty and fear are absorbed in the peaceful 
monumentality, the sense of loss and loneliness in the intimate proximity 
of the figures to the viewer.  

Ulrich Krempel, From Expressivity towards Constructivity, from Objectivism 
towards Abstract Symbolism, Jankel Adler, Dumont Buchverlag Koln, 
1985. p.182





Seated Woman, 1940s
charcoal drawing
67.5 x 47.5 cms
£7,500
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‘When Adler reached Glasgow in January 1941, Britain was culturally 
isolated from the Continent because of WWII.  Adler and his friend, Josef 
Herman, who had preceded him to Glasgow at the end of 1940, brought 
with them from Europe an expressionist approach tinged with an Eastern 
European, or Jewish, tendency for melancholy.  Their impact, especially 
Adler’s, on the local art scene was immediate.  Adler brought with him an 
understanding of Picasso’s innovations and a professionalism in the craft 
of painting that were hitherto lacking in Glasgow.  He served as a catalyst 
and inspiration for a local group of artists who had recently founded the 
New Art Club. 

Under his influence, these artists began to reveal an affinity for Central 
European art manifested through expressionism fused with mystery and 
an understanding of rhythm.  Two of them, Robert Colquhoun (1914-1962) 
and Robert MacBryde (1913-1966), were particularly given to Adler’s 
unique and personal modernism, in the spirit of Picasso’s work.’ 

Nehama Guralnik, Jankel Adler: European Artist in Quest of a Jewish Style, 
Jankel Adler, Dumont Buchverlag Koln, 

1985. p.211 - 212



Lady Seated, 1940s
 ink drawing 
52 x 29.5 cms
£4,000
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Adler always came back to the figures of the Polish Jewish world, and it 
would appear that with the horror that descended on Europe in the forties 
he felt that strength and comfort would have to come mainly from the 
beauty and the dignity of his figures.  The portraits of women in his last 
years emanate beauty, grace and dignity.

Ulrich Krempel, From Expressivity towards Constructivity, from Objectivism towards 
Abstract Symbolism, Jankel Adler, 

Dumont Buchverlag Koln, 
1985. p.199







Woman with Folded Arms, 1940s
charcoal drawing

61.5 x 48.5 cms
£7,500
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Girl Seated, 1940s
 ink monoprint
40.5 x 25.5 cms
£2,750
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Nude Resting, 1940s
ink drawing
29 x 32 cms
£3,000
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Woman in Profile, 1940s
pen & ink drawing

33 x 22.5 cms
£1,750
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Woman Thinking, 1940s
ink drawing
36 x 27.5 cms
£5,000
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Seated Nude with Raised Arm, 1940s,
pencil drawing
27.5 x 17 cms
£2,450
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Calf Suckling, 1940s
pencil drawing
19.5 x 33.5 cms
£1,750
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Rabbi Blessing, 1940s
ink drawing

23.5 x 13.5 cms
£2,750
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Boy with Hands Raised, 1940s
ink drawing
16.5 x 20.5 cms
£2,250
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Child Running, 1940s, 
pen drawing 

15 x 18.5 cms
£1,750
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