Theology after Bas Jan Ader                  Francisco Sousa Lobo                   

In the film I silently elucidate everything concerning falling1. Bas Jan Ader.

There is a simultaneousness between Bas Jan Ader’s works and Simone Weil’s reflections on spiritual physics that I wish to explore in this chapter. Not only does Ader’s interest in simple physical forces echo with Weil’s sense of gravity, but there is a deeper parallel, spiritual in essence, that I wish to bring clarity to. The two main sources for this comparison are Simone Weil’s Gravity and Grace and Bas Jan Ader’s video Fall 1.

All the works of Bas Jan Ader deal either with falling or with self-inflicted crisis, a crisis that enacts a link between meaning and form. Crisis of meaning is made manifest through an emptying of the romantic model, and crisis of form is played out in a similar vein, through a juxtaposition of meaninglessness and spirituality, nihilism and purposeful gestural utterance. Christianity as a reference has been barely explored in Ader’s critical tail, yet the modes and archetypes present in Ader can be seen as equally indebted to romantic models and Christian ones. The sacrificial crisis enacted in Ader is a deeply modern one, though, extracted from the narrative safety of the Passion, and from other forms of socially attributing meaning to suffering. Yet Kierkegaard and Weil seem to speak directly to the tone with which Ader treats sacrifice, a tone that is both desperate and matter of fact, linked both to physicality and to the life of the spirit. 

Ader worked primarily between 1967 and 1975, mostly in Los Angeles, and was lost at sea in 1975 while performing a transatlantic journey on what would have been the smallest boat to ever cross the Atlantic. The piece that took his life was part of a conceptual cycle called In Search of the Miraculous, a cycle that was to include a recorded night walk in LA towards the ocean, a show featuring sea shanties by an amateur choir, an ocean crossing and an exhibition in Amsterdam upon arrival. This last exhibition never took place. His previous work dealt with, in his own words, gravity, but can be seen as a bridge between theological fall and the physical or circumstantial notions of falling. ‘Gravity is the force which above all others draws us from God. It impels each creature to seek everything which can preserve or enlarge it and, as Thucydides says, to exercise all the power of which ii is capable’. In Ader, this notion of gravity is inversed, and the creature submits to a force that can only belittle it. 

Ader’s first video dealing with falling, Fall1 Los Angeles, is perhaps the most potent. Shot in super 8 black-and-white film, it shows a suburban house with a pitched roof and a man, Bas Jan Ader, sitting on a chair at the very top of the roof. He slowly rocks the chair to his right and loses balance, and then tumbles and falls from the rooftop on to a bush. The film ends. It is perhaps the most powerful of his works, together with I'm Too Sad to Tell You (a film in which the artist cries for the camera). The power of Fall 1 perhaps springs from the relation to the burlesque films of Buster Keaton and to popular culture's weekend depiction of accidents and curious events, but also to notions of the artist as sacrificial vessel for society, and to archetypical figures in Western culture such as Ulisses and the difficulties he encountered upon returning home. Fall has therefore a most simple and direct articulation, and is there for us to see. Bas Jan Ader falls on nothing other than himself, he also serves as a bodily sign for fall in its widest sense. Gravity and grace are presented as enmeshed, bound together in the artwork. As fall happens, our attention increases and is driven to a sort of abstract empathy which can be called grace. Bas Jan Ader courted modern mysticism not least in the title of his last piece, In Search of the Miraculous, a title derived from a mystical book by Petyr Demianovich Oopensky2. It can be argued that he stood in relation to Sol LeWitt’s tenets on conceptual art in the same way as modern mysticism stands against scientific rationalism – adopting its basic rules and vocabulary, but rejecting its social form. In this it shares a tone with Gravity and Grace.
Simone Weil’s book Gravity and Grace serves as a powerful tool to investigate the relationships between Bas Jan Ader and a background of Catholicism and Greek Tragedy. 

For Simone Weil, the forces that act upon the soul are gravity and grace, and the soul can either move forward towards necessity or backwards towards the stability of sin3. ‘All sins are attempts to fill voids’4, but the only force that can truly fill the void is grace. Simone Weil establishes a physics of the spirit that is only apparently conservative. She repeatedly stands in open contradiction to the Catholic tradition, for example in situating God decidedly outside creation, in accepting atheism as a positive form of purification, and in rejecting all manner of consolation and social idolatry (for example in the Church’s hierarchy). Bas Jan Ader also ‘openly contradicts’5 his own tradition inside conceptual art, for example in his use of reward, emotion, and critique through representation of the romantic figure of the artist as sacrificial vessel. 

Weil advocates a sense of perpetual crisis in the service of necessity, and this connects to Ader’s particular use of crisis in the service of determination, for example in Fall 1 Los Angeles. Weil has generally a negative view on falling – ‘one does not fall into good’6 – yet it can be argued that her discourse on necessity and gravity leaves a space for a flat metaphysics, a view that suffering can have spiritual significance and use. Weil uses grace as her central theme, and posits the loss of self as the way towards good and clarification; Bas Jan Ader extracts the sublime from its romantic surroundings, exposing its innate grotesqueness, and uses the loss of self as the very subject of his art. Simone Weil argues that one must become the subject of necessity, and that happy decisions come about in a physical way, obeying a simple force; Bas Jan Ader pushes things towards a tipping point, where he lets, in his own words, gravity act upon him. Crisis is the moment of decision, the particular moment where the subject surrenders to gravity, grace or necessity, and this is true both for Ader and Weil. Yet for Weil, one can only trip or fall into sin – walking towards necessity involves purposefulness. For Ader, fall and rise fold on themselves – through watching him fall from a rooftop, attention and empathy rise. One can also find similarities between Simone Weil and Bas Jan Ader in the way they stood against social prescription. Weil stood against all forms of ‘social idolatry’7, an expression that included all manner of political submission and also discourses that used the social as a foremost value. Ader stood against the social validity of the very romantic model he extracted from its context, and he also stood against the formal and purist dictates of conceptual art. In Simone Weil, theology is released from the political constraints of Catholicism; in Ader, the sacrificial role of the artist is set free from the romantic belief system. ‘Suffering without sense’8 is perhaps the very core of tragedy, and it is also at the core of Weil’s amateur theology and Ader’s amateur performances. For Weil, one of the central wisdoms of Christianity is to recognize suffering as a tool with a ‘supernatural use’9; for Ader, suffering is most clearly seen and thought about when it is extracted from tragic or romantic uses, until it becomes a thing in itself. The question of how to deal with the image of suffering affects both Weil’s thought and Bas Jan Ader’s works. For Weil, one must be cautious when dealing with the imaginary, lest one falls under the spell of idolatry. For Ader, idolatry can be transformed and emptied of its common use in tragedy, religion, romanticism and popular culture – it can become pragmatic. In Weil’s writings, the search for equilibrium is bad because it is imaginary – this also resonates with Ader’s own search for imbalance, risk, and fall, a search that is both fictional and absolutely real. Learning to fall is perhaps the very subject of art for Ader, as learning to die is the subject of philosophy for Weil. The theme of the destruction of the ‘I’ in Simone Weil also has a parallel in Bas Jan Ader’s films and performances – Ader finds that there is no other way to tackle the social expectations surrounding the role of the artist except through a direct contact with the romantic cliché, and this also has to do with the destruction of the subject. Humility and frailty also unite the two – for Weil, ‘humility consists in knowing that there is no source within ourselves by which we can rise’10, whereas for Ader frailty and concept feed each other. Simone Weil praised the status of the intermediary – she wrote that one should be a simple intermediary between ‘the data of a problem and its solution’11. Bas Jan Ader took conceptual art’s notions of taking a concept to its inevitable and logic conclusion and put his body as intermediary between concept and act.

It is easy to mythologize Bas Jan Ader, and project onto his accidental death a sort of retrospective sacred glow, a glow that warps all his works with tragic tones. Yet this glow can obscure the very fact that Ader’s work was not only an extraction of the romantic model, but also a critique of the same model. This happened because his last work was ‘about the idea of the tragic and became itself a tragedy’12. Ader’s work used risk and falling as ways to reflect on our primal relationship with nature and thought; it was not merely a stunt, nor a flirting with suicide. Simone Weil understood that ‘suicide was probably never anything else but imaginary’13, by which she might have meant that it is a disease of an imagination trapped in itself. Bas Jan Ader reduced the imaginary until it became necessity, as a way to connect concept and emotion, and his work is not about giving yourself over to death, but more to do with a sort of intermediary notion of being. For Weil, necessity is a stranger to the imaginary. For Ader, the two can be conflated and enacted in their purest form, to elucidate everything concerning falling.

One other question that can link Weil and Ader is a preoccupation with the beautiful in modernity. Weil has a more or less traditional approach to the beautiful – for her, ‘the beautiful is the experimental proof that the incarnation is possible’14, and that all art of the highest order can be seen as religious in nature. For Ader, it is the art of the lowest order that can be the key to a contained sense of the beautiful. In slapstick, melodrama, farce and popular music, Ader finds the sublime enclosed in pre-existing structures, and extracts it from these contexts to reflect on our enduring longing for the miraculous.

In Fall 1 Los Angeles, falling is extracted from political, theological and symbolic orders. Fall is locked in itself as a tragic act without context, hence without the didactics of tragedy that were so criticized by Brecht. Conceptual romanticism thus becomes also a way out of the prescriptive, medium-specific and formal dictates set out in the beginnings of conceptual art by Sol LeWitt15.

Falling is what is expected from a spectacle, secretly – the performer can trip, the tragic figure can have a real breakdown, the funambulist can fall from his rope. In slapstick and circus acts these potentialities become central, evident; in melodrama, the breakdown becomes a point from which everything irradiates. Bas Jan Ader chose these central acts and put them at the service of concepts. These concepts were simple orders – ‘a man falls from the rooftop’, ‘a man cries in close-up for the camera’, ‘a man crosses the Atlantic ocean’, ‘a man falls from a tree’, yet their enactment, devoid of context, becomes something odd and beautiful, an emotional concept. All falling is present in that man that falls from the rooftop, falling becomes a figure both for necessity and grace, passiveness and action, fear and fearlessness. 
It is the notion of necessity that seems highly pertinent to performance as it has been understood in romantic conceptualism, and especially in the work of Bas Jan Ader. It is a form of necessity that is both personal and universal, artistic and beyond the conscripts of conceptualism, physical and spiritual, heroic and fragile, self-inflicted and general in its ramifications, performative and absolutely real (the man actually falls). One should then expect that falling, for Ader, was bound both to necessity and to a sense of grace, a sense of grace that can be described as secularized transcendence. In this it echoes with Simone Weil's version of theology, a theology written after God ceased to be philosophically mentionable. Weil's writing recuperates fall through gravity and blessedness through grace. It is also a potent framework through which to analyse performative fall in the case of Bas Jan Ader.
The notions of crisis of meaning and crisis of form seem also to link Simone Weil’s fragmentary work with Bas Jan Ader’s conceptual gestures. For Weil, meaning seems to be extracted from meaninglessness, or as she puts it, the void16. In Ader, meaning and form are superimposed in a careful and distant consideration of modernistic tropes. In Gravity and Grace, idolatry is considered a vital necessity ‘in the cave’17, a statement that links Plato’s image from the Republic with notions of idolatry which are definitively Judeo-Christian. Idolatry, the worshipping of images rather than ideals, connects to Ader’s flat metaphysics, and to his determination in using sources from popular culture. The cave is re-enacted, as a means to reflect on its specificities and contingencies. Meaning is at the same time absent and overly familiar in its presentation. In Simone Weil, meaning is a careful extraction from the void, and has to be put to the test of its own crisis, much like faith has to be purged through atheism18. The virtues of weak faith are presented in both cases as instruments towards clarification.

Pathos in Bas Jan Ader has been extensively studied, but, as we mentioned before, not in its relation to the Passion or to sacrifice. Both Adorno and Bataille point out the artistic locus as one of sacrifice, both as the sacrifice of enlightenment and the sacrifice of sacrifice itself. In Ader, the usually hidden status of sacrifice (the need of its hidden status has been pointed out by Girard) is reversed, and sacrifice loses its power as knot of being. Sacrifice becomes its own justification, not in the classical sense pointed out by Girard, but in the sense that Bataille gives it, as energy expended without profit19. The profitless nature of sacrifice is explored to its ultimate consequences, not in the sense of a masculine radicalism as in Chris Burden, but in a problematical masculinity that has, in Christ, a reference to deny or play with. In Simone Weil’s life and work, the notions of suffering and sacrifice verge sometimes on the pathological, without losing their power of dissolution into clarity and purpose. Here again, we can make a link between purposefulness and purposelessness or the status of sacrifice in Weil and Ader.

Christ is no romantic hero, as has been thoroughly explored by Kierkegaard20, but a companion or complement to that hero. In this sense, Christ is an absolute tragic archetype that eludes tragedy, because the knot of his sacrifice still lasts as long as Christianity lasts too. In this sense, Christ is nor Dionysus nor the pathetic hero in Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling. Christ is still beyond representation, in some sense, yet in Bas Jan Ader, he is present as an archetype of the lonely Man of Sorrows, but also as the figure that, while going into the desert, exposes himself to an artificial challenge that precipitates a crisis where grace and gravity play a central role. Christ can be viewed as a serial crisis producer, someone who, in every situation, provokes a moment of truth or lie. The fabric of this crisis production can best be described as antisocial. As Simone Weil points out, he didn’t pray for the world21 (although he also advocated collective prayer, even in secret). His antisocial stance resounds with Ader’s take on the romantic hero, in that Christ, if viewed as a human as in Russell22, is utterly detached from conversation, argument, or reasoning. He spoke in parables.

It is a particularity of Bas Jan Ader, the fact that he was little known in the two decades that followed his death at sea. He has been recently recuperated and shown in important retrospectives, and is now recognized as someone who infused conceptual art with a sort of energy that refuses to die out.

It is also a particularity of Simone Weil, the fact that, although she is a major thinker who converted to Catholicism, she is almost unknown in Catholic circles.

The two were concerned with gravity, risk, falling and frailty, and there seems to be a returning interest in these issues in contemporary art and performance. Their works still talk to each other, and to other past, present and future works.
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