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In his longest and most complex film to date, 
Luke Fowler returns to the life and thought of 
R.D. Laing (1927–1989), the visionary Glaswegian 
psychiatrist whose belief that mental illness was 
caused less by individual psychoses than social 
alienation and interfamilial trauma challenged 
the dogmas of contemporary psychiatry, and 
whose interest in associative thinking and 
empathetic, redemptive therapy informs the 
shape and content of Fowler’s work. From What 
You See Is Where You’re At, his 2001 study of 
Kingsley Hall, a Laingian residence facility at 
which psychotic reactions were treated as valid 
lived experiences, to Bogman Palmjaguar (2008), 
a meditation on one man’s failing efforts to quash 
a diagnosis of mental illness, Fowler has probed 
the tension between society and the ’misfit’, 
querying the ethics behind the marginalisation 
effected by so-called progressive Western 
societies on the economically, socially and 
mentally disadvantaged.  

These tensions are again the crux of All 
Divided Selves. Here, as in his other films, loops 
through archival footage culled from 
documentaries and interviews present a 
collagelike portrait – a structure reflecting Laing’s 
belief that the disturbed were in fact ’”hyper-
sane” travelers conducting an inner voyage 
through aeonic time‘ – of a postwar Britain 
debilitated by urban rot, economic exigency and 
sexual puritanism. That these pressures spawned 
a plague of depression and schizophrenia, and a 
consequent reliance on mind-numbing drugs — 
clinical and recreational — seems obvious and 
tragic. As the latter failed to address the roots of 
both the psychic and social discontent, the 
growing sense of societal chaos made repressive 
power seem justified.

But despite graphic footage of fetid 
tenements and scenes of psychiatrists callously 
hectoring their spiritually bruised patients, Fowler 
tags no one as wholly good or evil. Rather, he 
implies, especially given the work’s title, that all 
people are haunted by self-destructive tendencies 
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and feelings of social inadequacy. The exemplar 
here is Laing himself, whose bouts of mental 
illness and, as he aged, predilection for drugs 
and the composition of offbeat ditties clouded 
his earlier eloquence and rendered his ideas 
suspect. 

If the counterculture figures and unstable 
individuals in Fowler’s earlier films have often 
seemed a world apart, All Divided Selves strongly 
implicates its viewers as both agents and objects 
of the judgements and pressures that underlie 
such marginalisation. Several scenes of squalid 
windowsills and kitchens in treatment facilities, 
for example, force us to confront our natural 
propensity for disgust while also evoking the 
oppressive reality of deprivation. In analysing 
such emotional dichotomies, and in following 
the film’s looping structure, viewers become like 
the medical students who, in several clips, listen 
as psychiatrists interview patients. Asked to 
respond to what they have heard, these interns 
seem torn between the detached conclusions of 
the attendant experts and the empathy they 
clearly feel for the desperately needy. If we choose 
judgement over empathy, Fowler implies, we 
marginalise aspects of ourselves in favour of 
social conformity we cannot control.
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GUILLAUME BIJL
„Guillaume is an artists’s artist,“ gallerist Hubert Winter said to 
me softly at the opening of Guillaume Bijl’s solo exhibition in 
Vienna. Indeed, the Belgian installation artist walking (almost 
lumbering) through his own show that night seemed bemu-
sed by his audience. Viewers – including some local eminen-
ces, among them one of the guys from Gelitin – watched him 
watching them and turned back to the art, creating a gamelike 
circle of bemusement, before everyone, artist included, started 
talking about what they were seeing. 
	 And a mind game this show is, of sorts. Along the 
side walls of the elongated storefront gallery are Bijl’s wacky 
assemblages of objects – some that the artist titles Compositions 
Trouvées (‘sketches‘ or ‘archaeological still lifes‘); others from 
his Sorry work series (in the words of the artist, “absurd exten-
sions of my oeuvre“). Compositions Trouvée (2011), a lifesize 
horse covered in taped cardboard, is grouped with a suited male 
mannequin, an Iconic column and oversize letters on the wall 
spelling PAARD (‘Prada‘, transposed). Twelve LP records, all 
displaying eye-popping photographic images – a tigers’s face, a 
tropical sunset, a disco ball, a puppy – are made into clocks sho-
wing different times in a 3 x 4 grid affixed to a wall (Composition 
Trouvée, 2012). A female mannequin covered in tiny stickers 
and dressed as a dominatrix stands over several headless black 
torsos under a sign indicating, in French, that the carpet fair is 
on the fourth floor (Composition Trouvée, 2008). Strangest of all 
is Sorry (2010), the head of a white bison mounted on the wall, 
under a photograph of a mountain range and above a broom 
and dustpan. The bison’s head hangs like a hunter’s trophy, yet its 
features are sinister, a little human, and very artificial. 
The absurdities culminate in the Transformation Installation in 
the gallery’s rear alcove (Bijl began ‘transforming‘ spaces in the 

1980s, installing, for example, a space resembling a lamp store 
in an Art Basel booth or, in 2003, a fake supermarket at Tate 
Liverpool). Here, behind a velvet curtain separating it from the 
rest of the exhibition, is a small ‘museum‘ entitled Die Geschichte 
der Erotik (1996–2012), tracing the history of eroticism, with 
completely fictitious explanatory texts and sexy artefacts (such 
as rather unappetising fake body parts) displayed in vitrines on 
deep-green walls.
	 All of this ‘tragicomic‘ use of everyday objects should 
be terribly and perhaps repellently kitschy, but it somehow 
isn‘t. It rather evokes old-school Surrealism and a little Dada; 
the junkyard readymades arc back, of course, to Duchamp and 
other forebears. At the same time one sees that this artist‘s artist 
has clearly influenced, cross-influenced or inspired contem-
poraries and successors, like Maurizio Cattelan, Fischli/Weiss 
and Elmgreen & Dragset (who curated Bijl into the Danish and 
Nordic pavilions via their work The Collectors at the 2009 Venice 
Biennale).
	 Winter worked with Bijl once before, in 1991, when the 
artist created a death chamber for composer Johannes Vogl in 
Winter’s former gallery. Bijl fooled people not only into thinking 
it was a real memorial (and not just an installation) but also that 
this composer had existed (he hadn‘t). The artist‘s long career 
of thought-provoking leg-pulling, as well as his intermittent 
appearances in high-profile shows, make me wonder why the 
Antwerp native hasn‘t found broader acceptance. Now that Cat-
telan has ‘retired‘, maybe it‘s Bijl‘s turn to take a bit more credit 
as a contemporary joker, one who, for the past 40 years – and 
unlike Cattelan – has refreshingly steered clear of careerism and 
followed his own path. 
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