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 Adkins grew up in segregated Virginia, where music was a part of his home life and his 
education. Church was a big part of Adkins’ life as well; religious music shows up in many of his 
installations. Adkins attended Fisk University in Nashville for undergraduate school, he also 
went on to attend Illinois State University and University of Kentucky. In 1982 Adkins 
participated in the Studio Museum’s Artist-in-Residence program where he met many New York 
artists and musicians, and later taught at the University of Pennsylvania School of Design. In 
1986 Adkins founded the Lone Wolf Recital Corps, a collaborative performance group that 
brings his installations to life.  

Adkins’ work is comprised of sculpture, live and recorded music, spoken language, and 
video. He was interested in abstraction and modernism, history and mysticism, as well as music 
from the American South. Adkins is best known for his sculptural and installation works, but 
was also interested in printmaking, especially in college.  Many of his early sculptures were 
abstract, made out of found objects, and alluded to musical instruments or musicians. Adkins’ 
goal was to show the hidden forces and energy that existed in found materials, and to show his 
frustration with the conventions and commercialism of the gallery system. Later, Adkins started 
creating his installation pieces and recitals, which often referenced well-known people who had 
passed; he referred to this as his “ancestral family”. Some people from his ancestral family 
included Romare Bearden, Martin Luther King Jr., and Jacob Lawrence, as well as other famous 
African American musicians, writers, and revolutionaries.  

Adkin’s was interested in combining materials that did not typically go together, for 
example iron and glass or rope and concrete, with music he combined African instruments with 
electronic music. This tied in with how he combined many different mediums and art forms, like 
sculpture and installation with music and performance, he believed that the music and the 
objects played off of each other to create a new spirit. Adkins focused on each formal aspect 
when creating his sculptures; the shape, surface, edge, material, and color, and made sure that 
they complimented the music and made it seem like a concrete object.  

Although Adkins was an African American artist and had studied African sculpture, he 
did not want to focus on racial identity in his work; he believed it was too confining. Adkins 
claimed that he created art to show his desire for an irrepressible, unconfinable esthetic 
abundance. A few examples of Adkins’ works are Native Son (Circus) (1); an example of how 
music plays a large role in his work, Bona Fide (2); a wood piece, and Sanctuary (3); a site 
specific piece that was accompanied by music.   
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