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Bear in Mind:  
Hilja Keading’s Boundary-Crossing Installation, The Bonkers Devotional 
By Holly Willis 
 
For nearly 20 years, Los Angeles-based video artist Hilja Keading has traced the boundary between the 
real and the fabricated, and between some unattainable time and place prior to culture and what we have 
now, here, with our words and our images that, despite our best attempts, never quite say what we mean 
or show what we sense. In a body of work that spans single channel videos, multi-channel video 
installation, drawing and even billboards, the award-winning artist has parsed many of the central issues 
of our time, pondering the role of video as a mode for delineating contemporary subjectivity and the 
performance of self, and excavating the haptics of moving image artworks through considerations of the 
textures that characterize cinematic and electronic expression; the role of the body in installation work; 
embodied responses to image size and placement; and the manifold connotations of projection, especially 
with regard to psychology.  
 
All of these elements are evident in her newest work, The Bonkers Devotional (2007), a five-channel video 
installation that eloquently stages the conflict between notions of nature and culture, undermining 
simplistic binaries, not in order to offer a way around dueling opposites but instead, to open up a 
contemplative space in which we can at once enjoy the play of fairytale and a fantasy of intuitive 
connection and at the same time experience the pathos of what we’ve lost in our transition from a vaguely 
remembered moment of plentitude into a lifetime of civilized experience. 

In all of her work, Keading plays with some sense of our place in a world of rules and regulations, 
sometimes by considering experiences in her own life. “At an early age I sensed that there was a 
discrepancy between the public version and the private experiences of my life,” she has said in the past. “I 
learned to perform to receive attention, and I was acutely aware of my body; during my adult life, I 
realized that I did not know the person underneath the performing character.”  

Many of Keading’s projects incorporate the artist into the work itself as a means for understanding this 
division between public persona and private life. She also often uses humor, frequently combining 
psychological investigation with comedic principals. In the three-channel projection piece titled Dangler 
(1995-1999), for example, video images show Keading wearing a carrot suit and swinging from a circus 
trapeze while singing the children’s song “If You’re Happy and You Know it Clap Your Hands.” Two 
superimposed projections show this footage on one wall (with one projection right side up and the other 
upside down), suggesting the beliefs and desires that are the foundation for one’s actions. Meanwhile, 
snippets of text roll across the floor, gradually piling up until it is impossible to read. “I want/ an 
explanation/ a connection / as much as I can handle / my childhood back / the phone call / to levitate…” 
This text offers another layer of information, and of confusion. The piece suggests the difficult act of 
functioning with a degree of integrity in a cultural context of mediation and fragmentation. A similar 
theme appears in her 1997 piece Goodbye Illusion, in which Keading considers ideological conditioning 
overtly as she unveils the secrets behind several tricks, ostensibly saying “goodbye” to the illusions of 
childhood while at the same time entering into the illusions of adulthood.  

In other pieces, Keading considers being itself as performance, a behavior that’s learned through 
encounters with authority. In a piece titled Both Sides Now (2003), Keading installed two projections 
under a stairwell, requiring that viewers either crouch down or sit on a file cabinet in order to see both 
screens. One projection shows a small girl in a medium shot as she smiles gap-toothed into the camera. 
Taken from found film footage, then projected and reshot in digital video, the footage at first glance 
seems relatively innocuous, a home movie shot by a family from an earlier decade. As it progresses, 
however, subtle jump cuts and shifts in color begin to question the status of the image even as the 
portrait gains a new kind of beauty in the gradual degradation of the footage and the resulting rough 
texture.  Over and over the girl smiles broadly until finally the repetition suggests that she doesn’t smile 
of her own accord. The repeated gestures defamiliarize the familiar, allowing us to consider the alternation 
between our concepts of authenticity and performance. The second projection is smaller and located at 
the viewer's feet on an adjacent wall. Using a similar aesthetic of film re-recorded in video, the images 
show a very young boy, his arm in a sling, waving. But he is half hidden, occasionally enveloped by a 
shadow caused by Keading’s hand cupped around the camera lens. The piece makes palpable the tension 
of performance – the child learning the proper way to behave. Keading says that these pieces, like much 
of her work, explore how adults hold children responsible for their own fantasies. Together, the looped 
video projections showcase a subtlety and anger, and a consideration of the fictional lives of families and 
the continued expectation of children to perform that fiction.  
 
In The Bonkers Devotional, Keading is once again present, this time in a nuanced installation that 
interrogates our desire to use nature as a repository for our deepest hopes. The piece incorporates five 
screens, three of which are exterior projections and two of which are interior. On the three exterior 
screens, we see the yellow leaves of large Aspens quaking in the wind, and we hear the rustle of branches 
as the trees shake and shudder. On the two other screens, set apart from each other by a distance of 
several feet, we see fragmented images of a bear and a woman (Keading) as they share the confined 
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space of a sparsely furnished and brightly painted cabin. Sunlight shines through one window, and a door 
stands open to the woods outside. Some of the images show the bear lolling on the floor, sleepily 
scratching his belly and soaking up the warm sunlight. Others show the woman, who is wearing a colorful 
dress and sitting on a bed, staring into space pensively. Keading has edited the footage and orchestrated 
the dual projections such that the bear and the woman become interchangeable, as if they are aspects of 
each other. Toward the end of the piece, the images show the bear and the woman together, sitting 
quietly side by side, the bear’s enormous paws encasing the woman’s slight hand, or the bear’s large 
black nose sniffing the woman’s hair. And at other times, the bear grows impatient, slapping at the 
woman and pushing her away, suddenly and without warning quite menacing.  
 
At 15 minutes in length, the piece invites several stages of thought. Initially, the animal is adorable, and 
conjures fairytale images of playful bears. The bear also seems almost human, and it’s easy to identify 
with his desire to lounge quietly in the sun. We want the bear and the woman to connect, to 
communicate, to share some bridge across the divide between nature and culture. At a certain point, 
however, it becomes clear that communication is impossible. The bear is inexplicable, a beast completely 
outside any human attempt to form a bond. But even this realization begins to shift, the divide between 
nature and culture begins to blur. The bear becomes an emblem instead of the dark places inside of us 
that are unknowable, and that the woman is indeed confronting within herself.  
 
Keading underscores this reading by fragmenting the bodies of both the bear and the woman such that 
two forms almost begin to meld. We also begin to lose track of the physical dimensions of the space, and 
to confuse the interior and exterior, body and psyche. The bear becomes an archetype in the Jungian 
sense, representing what Jung called the “shadow aspect” of the mind, namely instinct and the 
irrationality. The woman must divest control and allow for the assimilation of the shadow as a step in the 
process of achieving a true sense of self, one free from delusion. Similarly, we are invited to relinquish our 
sense of the differences between the two figures, and to understand the bear and the woman as aspects 
of an always mutable sense of self. 
 
Over the course of the project’s creation, Keading read extensively, and spent a good amount of time 
studying fairytales, theories of consciousness and myths. In discussing the piece, she references the work 
of Joseph Campbell and his ideas regarding the ego. “This consciousness [the ego] thinks it’s running the 
shop,” he writes. “It is a secondary organ of a human being and must not put itself in control. It must 
submit and serve the humanity of the body.” This relationship, with the body, not the mind, in charge 
upends the rational Cartesian consciousness of Western thinking, an idea made manifest by the Bonkers 
bear, who literally upends the order of the room he occupies and more metaphorically, suggests those 
qualities and aspects of consciousness that we need to reconsider. 
 
Viewers may wonder what the title for Keading’s latest work means. “Bonkers” is in fact the name of the 
bear who appears in the video, but the word and its connotations of craziness also forms a fortuitous 
connection with notions of what we, both as individuals and as a culture, fear and repress. By adding the 
term “devotional,” Keading honors the process of facing and then integrating that dark side of our selves, 
and indeed, the piece becomes if not holy, at least suggestive of the divine importance of integration and 
acceptance, both internally, on the level of the psyche, and externally, within a world deeply out of 
balance. 
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