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The Camden Arts Centre, in collaboration with Museum Boijmans van 
Beuningen in Rotterdam, has organised the first UK retrospective of Dutch artist 
Bas Jan Ader. Using all available gallery space All is falling brings together a 
large selection of the artist's relatively small oeuvre including performances, 
photographs and films created between the years 1969 and 1975.
Ader mysteriously disappeared while sailing alone across the Atlantic on a 
voyage meant to become part of his work in search of the miraculous and which 
also was an attempt to set world record crossing the Atlantic in the smallest 
boat.

While most of Aders films are silent , an audio installation, which forms part of in 
search for the miraculous (1975) consists of 80 slides and a sound recording. 
Displayed together with facsimile copies of the lyrics performed this work is 
creating a drone like effect spreading through the entire galleries. Installed in a 
small space usually used as reading room, the setting evokes the transcendent 
feel of a chapel with a red brick arch under which still shots of a choir 
accompanied by a grey haired lady seen only from the back playing the piano 
are projected.

In his work, Ader often appears as a handsome artist dressed in existentialist 
manner, unfolding a narrative but never telling what the story is about. In the 
performance documentary primary time (1974) the artist is arranging a bouquet 
of red, yellow and blue carnations accompanied by 21 photographs of the 
action. Corresponding in the same gallery The boy who fell over Niagara falls 
(1971), is a black and white 16 minute performance showing the artist in an 
armchair reading from an article in Readers digest about a boy who fell over the 
stream slope in Canada.

Most significantly however the exhibition is bringing together Ader's falling short 
films on 16mm. Using his medium of choice – gravity – the films are perhaps 
reminiscent of Yves Klein's famous Leap into the void (1960). Exposing himself 
letting loose for a fragment of a second Ader consequently triggers an action in 
turn evoking the sensation of melancholic comedy. Thus the documentaries of 
his performances see him falling off the roof of his single storey house in Los 
Angeles, deliberately failing to control his bicycle and heading into a gracht 
river in Amsterdam, throwing heavy paving slabs while extinguishing two 
illuminated light bulbs on the floor, falling off a tree branch into a river, or like in 
Broken fall (geometric) Westkapelle, (1971) being blown over by the wind 
sideways, presumably in the dunes, not resisting the gravity too strongly.



In some of the films the skinny Ader becomes part of the scenery, for example a 
branch of the tree he climbed only to leave it like a falling autumn leave. Many 
artists work is informed by the passionate Ader, but like the English artist Tacita 
Dean wrote, Ader was not a man of stunt, he was making art, though his art was 
not to disappear. After Ader disappeared on sea the account The Strange last 
voyage of Donald Crowhurst was found in the artists locker.
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