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Abstract 

In 2005, Jean Clair curated a grand exhibition dedicated to melancholy. The 
exhibition encompassed an array of the copious representations of melancholy 
through a historical prism, and included various spectacular images of skulls, doleful 
eyes, ticking clocks and ample images of the posture most identified with 
melancholy— figures leaning their heads on their hands. Melancholy is, first and 
foremost, a psychic state. However, the explorations of melancholy in culture 
traverse the confines of the medical field; as philosophy, literature, and visual art 
began to take interest in it. In what sense can we isolate a common melancholic 
essence at the foundation of the various manifestations of this phenomenon? The 
history of art does not examine this question, rather it fashions an iconography of 
melancholy. Can we draw an essential link between art and psychoanalysis through 
the way each practice treats melancholy?  May we extrapolate a structural relation in 
the encounter between melancholy and art? This paper will explore these two 
questions through a Freudian-Lacanian conceptualization of the art of Bas Jan Ader, 
who worked for a short period of time during the 1970s.  
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In 2005, curator Jean Clair showcased a grand exhibition entitled Melancholy: 

Genius and Madness in the Occident (Mélancolie: Genie et folie en Occident). This 

monumental exhibition opened first in Paris and a year later in Berlin. The exhibition 

strived to encompass an array of the copious representations of melancholy in 

culture, through a historical prism—beginning with antiquity through the Middle Ages, 

the Renaissance and up to contemporary culture. It included various spectacular 

images of skulls, bleak landscapes, doleful eyes, ticking clocks, and of course ample 

images of the posture most identified with melancholy in the history of art: figures 

leaning their heads on their hands.1  

Melancholy, a human phenomenon that has existed in culture since antiquity, is first 

and foremost a psychic state.  However, since the Renaissance, at least, the 

explorations of melancholy traversed the confines of the medical field; as philosophy, 

literature, and visual art began to take interest in melancholy and its various 

expression. In what sense, if at all then, can we isolate a common melancholic 

essence at the foundation of the various manifestations of this phenomenon? In 

other words, what is the connection between Hamlet’s haunted spirit, Goya’s famous 

etching The Birth of Reason Produces Monsters and the psychoanalytic 

conceptualization of melancholy? It seems that the history of art, as it is reflected 

 
I would like to thank Dr. Tamar Gerstenhaber for her attentive reading and illuminating insights. 

1 Jean Clair, Mélancolie: Génie et folie en Occident (Paris: Gallimard, 2005). 

Note that the history of art distinguishes between two styles of characters that support their heads, which 

represent two different types: the thinking man (for instance, August Rodin’s famous sculpture) who supports 

his chin with his closed fist, as opposed to the melancholic, who holds his cheek between the palms of his hands 

(for instance, Albrecht Dürer’s engraving Melancholia)  
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back to us through the pages of the exhibition’s voluminous catalogue, does not 

examine this question, rather it turns its gaze to the plethoric manifestations of 

melancholy, thus fashioning an iconography of melancholy: a reservoir of images 

and gestures which, in accordance with agreed convention, represent melancholy. 

This raises several questions: rather than simply examining a psychic phenomenon 

from two different fields, can we draw an essential link between art and 

psychoanalysis through the way they treat melancholy?  Moreover, can the manner 

in which art treats melancholy offer us something beyond the taxonomy of the mere 

representation of the melancholic state of mind? That is, can we extrapolate a 

structural relation in the encounter between melancholy and art? 2 This paper will 

explore these two questions through a Freudian-Lacanian conceptualization of the 

art of Bas Jan Ader, a Dutch-American artist who worked for a short period of time 

during the 1970’s.  

Psychoanalysis has intersected with art since its very first days.  Freud turned to art 

many times and for various reasons. Art, for Freud, offered a way to shed light on 

certain aspects of the human psyche, for instance in his essay on Leonardo da 

Vinci’s memories, he examines the implications of early childhood experiences on 

mature life.3 He also used art as a metaphor for psychic mechanisms such as 

condensation, or simply turned to it from a genuine interest in artistic expression, for 

 
2 Such a structural relation should, of course, also apply to works of literature and film, fields that are beyond 

the scope of this discussion.  

3 Sigmund Freud, "Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood", in The Standard Edition of the 

Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press, Vol. XI, 

1957 [1910]), 63-137. 
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instance, in his exploration of  Michelangelo’s Moses .4  However, despite the many 

intersections between the two discourses, their connection is not self-evident, and 

may even invite quit a few essentially ethical questions, especially when it comes to 

actual artists. The aim of this essay is not to offer a psychoanalytic analysis of Bas 

Jan Ader the subject nor to examine the connection between his art and his 

biography, rather it attempts to explore the objects that he placed within the 

discourse of art, that is, his works of art. The exploration of these works of art will 

make it possible to extrapolate an artistic position which is melancholic by its very 

structure. In other words, it is not my intention to claim that Ader is or is not a 

melancholic subject, but rather I wish to claim that the novelty of his works of art 

stems from their unique artistic position, which is structurally melancholic. 

 

Melancholy According to Freud and Lacan 

Freud first introduced a conceptualization of melancholy in his canonical essay 

“Mourning and Melancholy” from 1915.5 In this essay, Freud theorizes melancholy by 

comparing it to mourning as the normal equivalent of a pathological state, just like 

the dream constitutes a “prototype in normal life of narcissistic mental disorders”. 6 In 

the case of mourning, Freud states, the subject faces a significant loss, be it the loss 

of a loved one or of an abstract object. In response to this loss, the subject shifts his 

 
4 Sigmund Freud, "The Moses of Michelangelo", in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works 

of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press, Vol. XI, 1957 [1914]), 211-236.    

5 Sigmund Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia", in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works 

of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey, (London: The Hogarth Press, Vol. XIV, 1957 [1915]), 243-258. 

6 Ibid, 243. 
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focus from the external towards the memory of the lost object while rejecting 

anything that is not related to this loss, including himself. Thus, by devoting himself 

totally to the work of mourning, the subject impoverishes his ego. In psychoanalytic 

terms, Freud explains, in the course of mourning, the reality principle indicates to the 

ego that the object is lost and hence places a demand on the ego to release his 

libidinal hold on this object. This demand clashes with the subject’s intense wish to 

hold onto this very object by investing his libidinal resources to preserve and cathect 

it. In the course of mourning, the subject invests his libido in the lost object, while 

also refusing to accept a reality that demands his separation from that object, even 

though the mourning process is completely conscious. Yet, eventually, continues 

Freud, the reality principle emerges victorious, even if this victory is not 

instantaneous. The work of mourning entails a gradual process of ceding the lost 

object, and when this work is complete the subject returns to his former state. 7 

Though it shares a few aspects with mourning, melancholy is also radically different 

from mourning. While mourning is seen as a natural and understandable state that 

does not require treatment, melancholy, at least from the standpoint of 

psychoanalysis, is a psychic state that requires attention. Its traits resemble those of 

mourning: low spirits, an inability to love, loss of interest in the outside world and an 

impoverishment of the ego. In many cases, melancholy has its roots in causes 

similar to that of mourning, however, the loss implicated in melancholy is often not an 

absolute loss, like death, but rather the loss of an object of love. Yet loss, in the case 

of melancholy, is not as clear as it is in the case of mourning: the subject of 

 
7 Ibid, 243-245. 
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melancholy “knows whom he has lost but not what he has lost in him”8. Freud, 

hence, supposes that unlike mourning, which takes place in the conscious 

apparatus, melancholy involves a loss of an object that is unconscious. Yet, the most 

fundamental difference between mourning and melancholy touches on their relation 

to the ego. While, in the case of mourning, the ego is impoverished because the 

subject invests  an enormous amount of libido in the loss of the object, the 

melancholic suffers from “an extraordinary diminution in his self-regard, an 

impoverishment of his ego on a grand scale”.9 This remark is interesting within the 

context of this essay, since it is commonly believed that artistic creation, even when 

it is rooted in deep pain and hardship, requires the ground of a stable and abundant 

sense of self and hence an impoverished ego offers very poor grounds for the 

creation of the work of art.   

The melancholic reproaches himself and diminishes his value in relation to others, 

regardless of how justified his criticism may be. Moreover, the melancholic also 

suffers from insomnia and a lack of apatite, which Freud states “is psychologically 

very remarkable”, since it constitutes “an overcoming of the instinct which compels 

every living thing to cling to life”10. The impoverishment of the ego, in the case of 

melancholy leads Freud to conclude that although in the light of the comparison with 

mourning there was room to suppose that melancholy rests on a loss of an object, 

the melancholiac’s self-reproaches and humiliations point towards a loss that is 

entrenched in his ego. However, Freud’s observations eventually lead him to 

 
8 Ibid, 245 

9 Ibid, 246 

10 Ibid 
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another, more complex, conclusion. Although the melancholic turns his criticism 

towards himself, the content of this criticism, in most cases, fits in with the love 

object of the melancholic more than the melancholic himself. The melancholic, then, 

turns the reproaches he has against his loved object against himself.11 In 

psychoanalytic terms, Freud explains, while melancholy begins with an injury 

inflicted by the loved person, after a period of mourning, rather than turning towards 

a new object, the libido doubles back to the ego as the subject identifies with the lost 

object: “Thus the shadow of the object fell upon the ego, and the latter could 

henceforth be judged by a special agency, as though it were an object, the forsaken 

object. In this way an object-loss was transformed into an ego-loss and the conflict 

between the ego and the loved person into a cleavage between the critical activity of 

the ego and the ego as altered by identification”. 12 That is, the melancholic, who 

identifies with the object of his disappointment, turns his back on his own ego, which 

he will henceforth never cease to judge and criticize with extreme severity. In this 

sense, it seems that melancholy is like an inverse mirror image of narcissism, in 

which the subject’s self-love is transformed into a profound reproach. This mirroring 

inversion between narcissism and melancholy can even explain why, unlike 

mourning, in the case of melancholy, the subject does not return to life once the 

mourning period has ended. The narcissist and the melancholic are both fixed unto 

their physical and metaphorical mirror image, on the two sides of the spectrum of 

self-love and self-loathing.  And indeed, Freud argues that the melancholic choses 

his object in accordance with the narcissistic model. Regarding melancholy as an 

 
11 Ibid, 248. 

12 Ibid, 249. 
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inverted mirror image of narcissism is immensely significant for the purposes of this 

discussion, since narcissism, unlike melancholy, is linked with the work of art, as we 

can see, for instance, in the ubiquitous practices of self-portraiture in all their copious 

iterations. That is, while the melancholic subject and his impoverished ego and low 

activity seems deeply remote from any artistic creation, the affinity between 

melancholy and narcissism may shed light on the proximity of melancholy to the 

production of art. 

In his seminal essay on narcissism Freud distinguishes between two models that 

dictate the subject’s choice of his love object: the anaclitic model and the narcissistic 

one. in the anaclitic model, the subject identifies with the person who took care of 

him, while in the narcissistic model, the subject identifies with himself as he was 

reflected through the loving eyes of the very same caring person.13 Melancholy, from 

this vantage point, stems from the subject’s inability to cede the lost object, and this 

love can transform into a narcissistic identification. The ego, in this case, is turned 

into a substitute for the love object to which the subject directs his intense hatred. 

This hatred, in turn, provides him with a sadistic form of satisfaction: “The self-

tormenting in melancholia, is without doubt enjoyable”.14 After all, as he showed in 

 
13 Sigmund Freud, "On Narcissism: An Introduction", in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 

Works of Sigmund Freud. Edited by James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press, Vol. XIV, 1957 [1914]),  

87-88. 

Freud calls the first model anaclitic (leaning on) or attachment because, in this case, the sexual drives lean on 

the ego drives. Hence the choice of a caring and nurturing figure. Freud’s essay on Leonardo da Vinci’s 

childhood memories could, of course, in this context, constitute an example for the narcissistic model of love. 

See above remark 2.  

14 Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia", 251. 
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his essay on drives and their vicissitudes, which was written the same year as 

“Mourning and Melancholia”, sadism and masochism, like voyeurism and 

exhibitionism, are expressions of the vicissitudes of the drive, as nothing but two 

transformations of the very same drive. 15 Moreover, towards the end of his essay on 

the drives, Freud discusses the relation between the pair of opposites love and 

hate16. Freud argues that love, in its primordial form, springs from the ability of the 

ego to draw satisfaction from its auto-erotic drives. Love then, is, in its foundation 

narcissistic and only later is it directed towards pleasurable external objects. In its 

primal stage, love towards the object strives to introject the object and take it over, to 

consume it, in a similar fashion to what we know of hatred.17   

  In what follows, Freud shows the devastating effect of the melancholiac’s relation to 

the object:  

The analysis of melancholia now shows that the ego can kill itself only if, owing to 

the return of the object-cathexis, it can treat itself as an object—if it is able to direct 

against itself the hostility which relates to an object and which represents the ego's 

original reaction to objects in the external world. Thus, in regression from narcissistic 

object-choice the object has, it is true, been got rid of, but it has nevertheless proved 

more powerful than the ego itself. In the two opposed situations of being most 

 
15 Sigmund Freud, "Instincts and their Vicissitudes", in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 

Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press, Vol. XIV, 1957 [1915]), 117-140. 

16 Ibid, 136-139. 

17 Ibid, 138. 
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intensely in love and of suicide the ego is overwhelmed by the object, though in 

totally different ways.18 

In melancholy, “the object overwhelms the ego” like a gaping hole with an immense 

and carnivorous power. As Freud states: “the complex of melancholia behaves like 

an open wound, drawing to itself cathectic energies . . . from all directions, and 

emptying the ego until it is totally impoverished”. 19 

While in his essay Freud does not connect melancholy to art and creativity, Jacques 

Lacan points, even if not directly, to the complex relation between melancholy and 

representation, and hence, in fact, also to the work of art. Following Freud, Lacan 

also distinguishes between melancholy and mourning in their relation to the object. 

In the case of mourning, Lacan states, the object receives an imaginary attire, onto 

which the subject projects favorable attributes. In the process of mourning, the 

subject slowly strips this object of the imaginary attires that made it such a favorable 

object for him. In the end of the mourning process, after shedding all of its attires, the 

object is left in its fundamental form; and without all the noble attributes that were 

projected unto it, it suddenly seems quite banal. The work of shedding the attires of 

the object makes it possible to preserve the subject’s relation with the object that 

was veiled by all the imaginary attires. What is left after this process is an object 

Lacan calls object cause of desire, Object a, an object of lack, whose absence drives 

the subject’s desire. The mourner, hence, preserves his desire and is able, in the 

end of the process of mourning, to find a substitutive object, another imaginary cover 

 
18 Sigmund Freud, "Mourning and Melancholia", in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works 

of Sigmund Freud, ed. James Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press, Vol. XIV, 1957 [1915]), 252. 

19 Ibid, 253.  
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with favorable attributes, and life retunes to its course. Lacan uses the famous 

example from Alain Resnais’s film that was based of Marguerite Duras’s novel 

Hiroshima mon amour, in which he states, the heroine finds a substitute to her 

irreplaceable German lover in the first Japanese man she comes across. 20 

Things are very different in the case of the melancholic. The effects of melancholy, 

Lacan states, are so devastating that they “go so far as to dry up what Freud calls 

the most fundamental Trieb, the one that makes you want to go on living”21. The life 

drive is dried to such a degree that the subject loses interest in his mirror image:  

he criticizes in himself ‘I am nothing. I am nothing but rubbish’. Observe that his 

specular image is never involved in his self-criticism. The melancholic never tells you 

that he looks bad, that his face is the worst…. Instead he tells you that he is the 

lowest of the low, that he brings on one catastrophe after another 22. 

 The imaginary specular dimension of semblances, in melancholy, functions on very 

low degree, and so the melancholic is not interested in his external appearance. 

Since specular dimension is not operative, the object of the melancholic is much 

harder to grasp. The object is present not through representations but rather as real. 

That is, for the mourner, who has access to all the spectacular traits that 

characterize the image of the object he has lost, this bright and shining object is 

represented over and over again in his imagination. The melancholic does not have 

 
20 Jacques Lacan, Seminar X: Anxiety, trans. A. R. Price (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004[1962-1963]), 335. 

21 Jacques Lacan, Seminar VIII: Transference, trans. Bruce Fink (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015 [1960-1961]), 

396. 

22 Ibid 
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such an object image, and in fact, his own reflection does not function for him as a 

support for his ego.  

The melancholic traverses his own image, in a kind of attack on the imaginary 

register, so that he may reach this object cause of desire that is located beyond this 

image. Yet, at the same time, he does not possess any control over this object, 

which does not function for him as an imaginary support. Thus, the collapse of the 

imaginary object brings about the melancholiac’s demise.23 This is why Lacan 

argues that in the case of the melancholic, the object wins.  

Thus, Lacan states that it is no coincidence that, on many occasions, when the 

melancholic commits suicide, he does so by jumping out of a window. This leap 

constitutes, in fact, an exit from the picture – a picture that in theory of art, from its 

famous formalizations of the Renaissance, is conceived as a window to a fictional 

reality.24 For Lacan, this suicidal leap constitutes nothing other than the collapse of 

phantasm – of the fictional script through which the subject gives sense to his 

psychic reality. Thus, by jumping out the window, the melancholic, who refuses the 

comforting semblance of the image and representation, tears his phantasm, the 

worldview that was supposed to frame sense for him. He moves beyond this frame, 

beyond representation – towards an impossible real which is nothing but his own 

demise.  

 
23 Jacques Lacan, Seminar X: Anxiety, trans. A. R. Price (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004[1962-1963]), 335. 

24 Leon Baptista Alberti, On Painting, trans. John R. Spencer (New Haven: Yale University Press,  

1966 [1435-1436]), 56. 
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Lacan’s conceptualization sheds light on the complex relation between art and 

melancholy in psychoanalysis. Visual art, after all, which is founded on images and 

their representations, and not on tearing them down, seems to be inherently 

incompatible with melancholy. In this prism, the supporting hand gestures or grey 

landscapes, as beautiful as they may be, manifest a plethora of imaginary covers for 

melancholy, various ways to represent the state of melancholy, which according to 

Lacan inherently resists the world of representation.  

However, in art, the very difficulties and impossibilities invite fascinating initiatives. 

Such an intriguing initiative can be found in the art of Dutch American artist Bas Jan 

Ader. Ader’s case is extraordinary not because his art represents melancholy, but 

rather because it works in a melancholic fashion. In a strange manner, the refusal to 

representation that Lacan speaks of, turns, in Ader’s works of art, into fertile soil for 

art. Note that I do not wish to claim that Ader is melancholic. This essay does not 

analyze a melancholic subject but rather explores melancholic art or art that 

operates within a melancholic structure, that is, art with a fundamentally melancholic 

artistic position.  

The term “artistic position” relates to the standpoint from which the artist works; that 

is, it relates to his worldview as it is manifested in his works of art, to the 

constellation of suppositions that we may extrapolate from these works. The history 

of art presents numerous iterations of such artistic positions. We can, for instance, 

observe one such iteration in Svetlana Alpers’s argument regarding Dutch still-life 

paintings, made by artists whose painterly position was to gain knowledge through 
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an attentive eye, depicting every minute detail in order to explore the object.25 A 

completely different artistic position emerges, according to traditional history of art at 

least, in neoclassical artists, such as Jacques-Louis David, Ingres and Canova, 

whose position sanctified classical art and called to restore art to its glorious past. In 

a somewhat similar vein, twentieth century movements such as the Dada and 

Surrealism articulated a position that undermined rational thought and sought, in the 

former case the accidental, and in the latter, imagination and the unconscious. 

Although each of the above positions is deeply connected with ideologies, beliefs, or 

cultural and artistic conventions, and although historical reasonings are often 

attributed to such positions, in each one of them, the artist himself chooses to adhere 

with a given framework to which he accommodates his own oeuvre.   

What is the significance of thinking about melancholy as an artistic position?  It 

would seem, as we can gather from Freud, that melancholy, which is marked by 

introspection and a reduction of the ego has less resources left for the creation of art. 

However, Ader’s art presents a unique case in which the vigorous action against the 

ego, in the form of introspection and reduction, constitutes the very foundation of art 

making. Ader’s art is thus an extraordinary case, which refuses to sink into oblivion 

decades after the death of the artist, who worked in the world of art for only a few 

years and yet continues to be present in it to this very day.  

 

Melancholia as an Artistic Position 

 
25 Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1983.  
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Artist Bas Jan Ader was born in 1942 in the Netherlands and worked for several 

years mostly in the United States, until his disappearance in 1975. As one of his 

classmates recalls, when he was a young art student at the Rietveld Academy in 

Amsterdam, Ader would draw over and over on the same piece of paper; he 

continuingly erased the drawings during a whole semester, until the sheet of paper 

became translucent from the enormous repetitive 

work.26 According to this classmate, this was the reason for his failure in Rietveld. 

When he was nineteen, Ader joined a journey on a yacht that sailed to the United 

States; there, he began to study art and philosophy. He created most of his works of 

art during the seventies— mostly black and white films in which he played the main 

and only character, and which lasted no more than a few minutes. Even though he 

only worked for a very brief space of time and did not leave behind many works, Bas 

Jan Ader is still considered an acclaimed and influential artist. Every few years, a 

prominent museum holds exhibition of his works, he is represented in an active 

website, many books and essays have been written about him, his work and life 

were the subject of a documentary film, and he continues to constitute a source of 

inspirations for many artists and curators. 27 

Bas Jan Ader’s films are short, each only a few minutes long. Each film documents a 

single performative act, rooted in the discourse of conceptual art that began to 

flourish in the 1960s. As such, these films document performances (although without 

the presence of an audience) in which the artist, dressed in black, performs one 

 
26 Rene Daalder, Here is always somewhere else, (78”, 2007).  

27 http://www.basjanader.com/ 
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simple action with his slender body. His body drops, falls, it is subjected to the 

gravitational pull, merges with the background or sinks into a ditch. Most of Ader’s 

films show no trace of the artist’s facial expressions, nor offer their viewer any 

narratological hint that would give this act sense: a reason or an explanation of its 

implications. The spectators are left with a single action whose consequences are 

known in advance. The indifference to sense is exacerbated in the fact that the falls 

themselves, as unpleasant as they may be, do not pose any actual risk to the life of 

the artist. The titles of the works are as laconic as the works, for instance, Fall. In this 

video, Ader sits on a chair that is placed on a slanted roof; as the chair begins to 

wobble Ader loses his balance, rolls down the roof and falls into the bushes that 

surround the house.  In Fall II  

 

 

Bas Jan Ader, Fall II, 1970 
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Ader rides his bicycle along the banks of the canal in Amsterdam. He pedals with 

speed and sinks into the water. In Broken Fall (Organic) Ader holds onto a thin 

branch of a tall tree, his body swings for several minutes until he loosens his grip and 

falls into a stream that runs below the tree. In Fall (Geometric), Ader stands for a few 

minutes next to a sawhorse, then sways to the side of the sawhorse while trying to 

stand still until he eventually falls. In every one of these works, Ader’s slim black 

silhouette is reduced to almost a single line, a black brush stroke. This silhouette 

cultivates a sharp transition from a visible vertical position to a horizontal position, as 

if the whole gesture was meant to erase its own visibility.  

In another work from the Falls series (Night Fall), Ader is dressed in black and 

stands over two lightbulbs lying on the floor, that light his image from below. A large 

rock is placed at Ader’s feet. Ader stands still for a few minutes and then, with great 

effort, lifts the rock over his shoulder. After a few minutes of strenuously gripping the 

heavy rock, his grip falters and the rock falls from his hands and smashes one of the 

lightbulbs. Ader then picks up the rock again and repeats this action until the second 

lightbulb smashes and darkness fills the screen. Like his other works, the viewers do 

not see what the character is experiencing, there is no mark of the immense effort it 

would take to lift such a heavy rock, except that the body that buckles under its 

weight. In this work as well, there is no narrative or reason for this act. And like the 

other works, the inevitable result is known in advance. This time, though, the 

transition is not from vertical to horizontal but from light to darkness. The result is the 

same, the figure disappears.  

Returning to Lacan’s conceptualization reveals, in the most concrete fashion, the 

manner in which these works challenge or undermine their representational 
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dimension, even though they may appear to operate within the field of 

representation. By turning the artist’s body into drawing material, like a line or a stain 

which, towards the end, merges into the background, the works strive to avoid 

representation or to reduce it to its bare minimum, thereby giving center stage to 

their tangible and concrete aspect. The body disappears into the background 

through formal means, like darkening the background or falling from the center of the 

frame to its bottom, as an outcome of a simple physical act. Thus, the works do not 

represent disappearance, rather, disappearance is the inevitable result of the 

documented action.  

 

 

Bas Jan Ader, I’m too sad to tell you, 1970 

 

In I’m Too Sad to Tell You, one of his major works, Ader sent postcards bearing this 

message to his acquaintances. In addition to the postcards, Ader created another 

film that closes up on his weeping face. Ader is on the brink of crying until the tears 

finally flood down his face, and he bursts out crying in front of the camera. It seems 

as though this is a fundamentally different work. The film is longer than the Falls 



 
 

 31 

series and this is the first time Ader depicts the famous melancholic gesture, the 

palm supporting the cheek, a gesture that probably escaped the attention of the 

curator of the exhibition that was discussed in the beginning of this essay. However, 

the main deviation from his previous films is the focus on the artist’s face, which in 

this instance, fills the entire frame. The address to the other in I’m Too Sad to Tell 

You and the immense sadness that turns to weeping seem, at first, to hint at a story 

that would generate meaning. But what is this story if not a story that cannot be told, 

a story that cannot be turned into words? In his book about Ader, dedicated mostly to 

his last work, art critic Jan Verwoert attempts to delineate the ties between the 

conceptual and the existential as manifested in Ader’s oeuvre.28 He claims that in I’m 

Too Sad to Tell You Ader unfolds a typology of the facial expressions of grief, 

showing “what sadness characteristically looks like”. 29  

It seems as if Ader indeed presents for the spectator the act of crying in all of its 

manifestations and expressions: the weeping grimace and its features such as: 

twisted, gaping mouth and the weeping eyes filling with tears. However, Ader 

presents the act of crying and not the actual cry. Although the act of crying is 

presented to the spectator as an expression of an intense emotion, it is devoid of any 

reason or cause, hence the weight is placed entirely on the action, and its physical 

characteristics. Thus, Ader underscores the concreteness of this act and not its 

representational status as a psychic state.  The work’s real dimension (in the 

Lacanian sense of the term) is enhanced by the effect of anxiety on the spectator, 

who, for three and a half long minutes gazes at facial gestures that build up to crying. 

 
28 Jan Verwoert, Bas Jan Ader: In Search of the Miraculous (London: Afterall, 2006), 9. 

29 Ibid, 18. 
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This act of crying, without any supportive narrative or explanation is present only in 

its material aspects such as: tears, twisted face, and protruding tongue. Thus, in this 

work as well, the subject is reduced to a material presence, which, in this case, does 

not fall or disappear into the darkness, but rather dissolves and falls apart.  

How may we interpret this trajectory? And what is its relation to art as a melancholic 

position? According to Verwoert, the absence of reason for the sadness could be 

read as an allegory of melancholy, in its cultural manifestations, as related to the 

modern subject yearning for the sublime.30 However, he claims, “Ader boils the 

representation of the grand emotion down to its most basic form”. 31 Yet, turning to 

Freud’s conceptualization of melancholia reveals something different. Ader 

embodies what Freud calls “impoverishment of [the] ego on a grand scale” and 

literalizes this impoverishment in its most explicit sense. Ader weeps; yet he does 

not weep over a certain loss as one does when mourning, rather his act of weeping 

reduces the ego into a weeping being and nothing else. This is precisely the work’s 

melancholic position. This position is underscored in the manner in which Ader 

challenges the representation of his character—he erases his own visible presence 

by drowning, collapsing, darkening the background, or dismantling this presence into 

uncontrollable spasms. Ader does not completely annihilate the work of 

representation that constitutes the bedrock of every work of art, rather, he diminishes 

it and in many ways even debases it  -- in the very end of the process the subject is 

completely erased or  represented as a falling pile.  As Lacan states, “his specular 

image is never involved in his self-criticism. The melancholic never tells you that he 

 
30 Ibid, 17. 

31 Ibid, 18. 
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looks bad…. Instead he tells you that he is the lowest of the low, that he brings on 

one catastrophe after another… he is broke”32. Yet, Ader transposes this breaking 

point to the work of art.  

Of course, this is not to claim that all of Ader’s works lightly skip over the hurdle of 

representation – which he only does in his last piece. However, the starting point of 

these works is precisely the encounter with this hurdle and the attempt to surpass it, 

to traverse the image and grasp what lies beyond it. Ader’s case is unique since he 

makes the locus beyond representation into a work of art that is not idiosyncratic and 

opaque; on the contrary – Ader places this work within the social bond of the 

discourse on art which widely embraces it.  

 

Ader and the Aesthetics of Narcissism  

Indeed, the exceptional quality of Ader’s artworks did not prevent these works from 

becoming a significant chapter in the avantgarde art of the second half of the 

twentieth century. Ader’s work is rooted within several traditions of late modern art: 

first, making use of the artist’s own body while filming it, similar to what Rosalind 

Krauss coined as the aesthetics of narcissism33; second, executing an artistic act 

according to a predetermined set of rules, third, working within the framework of 

conceptual art. Yet, Ader uses conceptual reduction to empty the image of its 

imaginary aspects; and it is precisely here that the innovative, unique core of his art 

 
32 Jacques Lacan, Seminar VIII: Transference, trans. Bruce Fink (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015 [1960-1961]), 

396. 

33 Rosalind Krauss, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism”, in October, Vol. 1. (Spring, 1976), 50-64. 
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lies. Krauss’s conceptualization of the medium of video art can shed more light on 

the particularity of Ader’s art.   

Approximately at the same time when Ader filmed his short videos, Krauss wrote her 

groundbreaking essay on video art, as this new medium was taking its very first 

steps. Krauss argues that despite what we may expect, video as an artistic medium 

is not close to film or photography, rather, the medium of this art form is the psychic 

state of narcissism. Krauss begins her investigation with Centers (1971) an early 

video work of the American artist Vito Acconci. Acconci films himself standing in front 

of the camera trying to point towards the center of the frame that is exhibited on the 

monitor. This work, Krauss claims, is a closed circuit in which the monitor functions 

for Acconci as a mirror image towards which he points and through which he locates 

his finger, so that the end result is a “sustained tautology”34. Another striking 

example of this state of affairs is Richard Serra’s video, in which he equips artist 

Nancy Holt with a technician’s headset.  Holt hears through the headset her own 

words, with a delay of a few seconds. Holt describes the situation she is in while 

listening through her headset to a recording of her speech repeated back to her. Holt 

speaks of the acute sense of estrangement of listening to her own words return to 

her from the outside with no possibility of escape.35 Krauss interprets this closed 

circuit in light of Lacan description the subject in the clinical situation. In his essay 

“The Language of the Self”, Lacan states the analysand can hear his own discourse 

in the backdrop of the silence of the analyst.  After speaking for a certain amount of 

time, the analysand experiences a deep sense of frustration in the face of his ego, 

 
34 Ibid, 50. 

35 Ibid, 52-53. 
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which, once stripped of its imaginary attires, is perceived as an uncertain construct 

that is addressed to the other. Unlike the hermetically closed loop of video art, in 

which the subject is trapped in his mirror image, Krauss claims, the psychoanalytic 

situations aspires to shatter the entrapping mirror, “to see the distinction between his 

[the analysand’s] lived subjectivity and the fantasy projections of himself as object”.36 

Krauss argues that the manner in which the subject in psychoanalytic treatment 

restores his true history instead of his imaginary reflections is isomorphic to the 

manner in which modernism “understood that the artist locates his own 

expressiveness through a discovery of the objective conditions of his medium and 

their history”.37 Video-art, by contrast, is completely immersed in a double 

repression, which erases the separation between subject and object while also 

suspending temporal order. 38  

Krauss’s analysis of the medium of video art makes it possible to shed light on the 

extraordinary aspect of Ader’s works. If, as Krauss claims, the medium of the early 

video works of art, of artists such as Acconci or Serra, is narcissism, then we can 

argue that in Ader’s case, the medium of his works is melancholy, narcissism’s 

inverse mirror image. Acconci points to the center of the frame in which his image is 

reflected thereby creating a closed circuit with no possibility of escape. Serra, 

through Nancy Holt, may manifest the gap between the subject and his speech, but 

he does so through an action that is also inherently hermetic. Ader presents an 

entirely different state of affairs. Even though, like Acconi and Serra, Ader also uses 

 
36 Ibid, 58. 

37 Ibid, 58. 

38 Ibid, 59. 
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his own body to perform one simple action, and like them his work also participates 

in the discourse of conceptual art, Ader, unlike the other artists of his time, shifts the 

entirety of the weight into destroying the image, completely erasing it, or letting the 

body of the artist turn into a leftover that drops from the scene.  

 

In Search of the Miraculous   

Yet the melancholic position goes beyond the attempt to reduce the representational 

aspect; it constitutes at attempt to traverse representation, to refuse the imaginary as 

the coherent and comforting semblance. And it seems that this is exactly what takes 

place in Ader’s last work from 1975, the trilogy In Search of the Miraculous. The first 

of the three parts of this work was exhibited at the Claire Copley Gallery in Los 

Angeles. The exhibition consisted of eighteen black and white photographs, which 

depict the artist from the back, as he walks from the Hollywood hills at sunset to the 

ocean shores at dawn.  Ader inscribed one line from a pop song Searchin’ on each 

photograph. Like his previous works, Ader’s photographed image contains no trace 

of his identity.  Ader is dressed in his usual black clothes, and all the viewers can see 

is his elongated silhouette, which sometimes disappears into the darkness or the 

distance. The song lyrics, inscribed in the artist’s handwriting at the bottom of each 

photograph, do not add any unique or identifying marker. This is a banal song, filled 

with the usual repetitions, about a man searching for his lover, proclaiming that he 

will find her even if he has to swim across the ocean. For the opening night, Ader 

invited his students to sing sailor songs accompanied by a piano. The documentation 

of this occasion and the lyrics of the songs were later incorporated into the exhibition 

and showcased side by side the walking series.  
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The main part of the project was planned to be the artist’s journey sailing from Cape 

Cod to the Netherlands on a thirteen-foot boat – the smallest sea vessel to ever 

cross the ocean. The third part, which was never carried out, was supposed to be a 

Dutch version of the exhibition in Los Angeles, and showcase a second nighttime 

walk, this time in Amsterdam. Six months after setting sail in what was supposed to 

constitute the second part of his project, Ader’s boat was found half sunk in the 

waters near the coasts of Ireland. Ader was never found.  

 

Bas Jan Ader, In Search of the Miraculous, 1975 

 

The history of art is filled with stories of artists who died before their time, but these 

stories are not part of the actual works of art. This case is different. In Rene 

Daalder’s documentary that was discussed in the beginning of this essay, Daalder 

states that Ader’s never really knew his father. Ader’s father was murdered by the 

Nazis when Ader was a baby, after helping a group of persecuted Jews. When he 

was younger, Ader’s father also embarked on a bicycle journey from Amsterdam to 
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Jerusalem and back. Despite the obvious pitfalls of a biographical interpretation, it is 

tempting to read Ader’s last work as a son’s horrific and inevitable repetition of his 

father’s death. However, the context of this essay leads to a different interpretation of 

Ader’s last voyage: a pure work of art utterly immersed in the shades of melancholy. 

As Verwoert states, In search of the Miraculous “testifies to a fundamental 

dissatisfaction with reality and the need for something that is more than real, that is 

in fact miraculous”.39 The need for that “something that is more than real”, can be 

seen from a psychoanalytic perspective, as nothing other than the traversal of 

representation.  If, throughout most of his career, Ader’s melancholic position made it 

possible for him to fashion a framework for his art within the sequence of his life, in 

his last project this framework was shattered.  Lacan argues that the melancholiac’s 

act of suicide, that is, leaping out of a window, is a metaphor that is turned real, 

which hence brings about destruction on the subject. Ader’s case presents a similar 

movement, however this movement is entrenched within the discourse of art. 

Paradoxically, the act leaping beyond representation and shattering the phantasm 

may have ended Ader’s life but it also kept him alive and present within the 

discourse of art.  

 

 

 
39 Verwoert, Bas Jan Ader: In Search of the Miraculous, 48-49. 


