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Based in Cornwall,
United Kingdom, Abigail
Reynolds studied
English Literature at
Oudord University before
pursuing Fine Art at
Goldsmiths University.
Her interest in books
and libraries prompts
her collages and sculp-
tures that are often
composed of found
photographs spliced 1o
create fresh narmatives
She has exhibited at

art Institutions and gal-
leries in London, Vienna,
Los Angeles, Seattle,
Berlin, and Eindhoven
She Is represented by
Rokeby, London
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Lost Libraries of the Sllk.Roa n
Abigail Reynolds, the third recipient of the

BMW Art Journey, talks to Andras Sgantg
about her journey to document lost libraries,
interweaving religious and secular narra-
tives of Europe and Asia. Equippeq with

a 16mm camera and travel memonsf by |
Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta, her project is
a physical experience through landscape
as she visits 16 cities along the Silk Road.

ANDRAS s2ANT6  Books figure promi-
nently in vour work. How so exactly?

asiGAILReyNoLDS | often work with
books that have some sort of objec-
tive view—a guide to England, an
overview of a time period. Such books
channel a sort of wider sense that is
held by a community that the writer
belongs to, rather than a very individ-
ualized reaction or rescarch. I am
also interested in structures. I often
work with images of architecture.
The architectures I am drawn to are
colleges, motorways, theaters, and
libraries rather than private houses.
In such buildings, society takes form.

I see books as individual voices meaning has been voided. I am visit-
in the manner of a choir: you are not ing 16 sites of libraries lost to politi
so aware of the specific quality of the cal conflicts, natural catastrophes,
voice of the individual singer, but you | and war. Their tragedices date from as
arc aware of the harmony of voices. recently as 2011 all the way back to 291

That is how I approach the books [am | BC. The journey takes me along the
drawn to in my work. With such books, trajectory of the ancient Silk Road in
I can allow myself a personal voice, China, Uzbekistan, Turkey, Iran, Italy,
because I am not overriding the voice | and Egypt, which I am approaching in
of anothc? individual too strongly, EWo stages, starting from the Eastern
Authorship is quite weak or wide in and the Western end poines, then
these books. It is pretty much the same traveling inward as far as todav’s con
with my subjects: I am often working flict zones allow. So far, I have been
with images showing groups of pcople | to ancient libraries in Y‘inchum and
who are gathered together in a land- Xi'An, to the famous Library Cayes
Scape to protest or celebrate some- in Dunhuang (all in China) and to
thing—the shape of a group identity, Tashkent and Kokand in l."r.hckiatan
on a first trip.

Libraries point to our ambition
to encompass all knowledge. Of

As When you conceived of your jour-
ney, you decided to research “lost
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civilizations, built libraries for centy-
rics and through all these actemprs
we have been groping to find meaning
Different civilizations have scarchcd&
f‘nr 1jnc:--.1ning and categorized learning
in different ways. So, in one sense
the order libraries have imposed u‘n
the world is a symbol of our desire to
master chaos. It is about our aspiration
to slow time. And also to commune
with the dead—after all, writers’ books
survive past their lifetimes. Now, li
the library is symbolic of these desires
then a lost library is even more sym- i
bolic of those impossibilities.

AS That tells us why you find librar-
ics compelling. But why lost libraries?

ar I feel intuitively that even an
empty site retains a residue of its
former life.

I am not overly concerned if I
find nothing obvious at these sites.
There will be something about the
library that it is still there. It may be
just the shapes left in the ground. In
some cascs, books may still be there,
but they may be, as at the Villa of the
Papyri, in Herculaneum, carbonized,
no longer legible, but for the pains-
taking cfforts of science.

For all these reasons, thisis a
journcy into darkness or void. The
center of the Silk Road is closed
to me because of current conflict.

I can’t do anything to change that.
The conflicts that have destroyed
many libraries over time still con-
tinue today, and this just happens

to be smack in the middle of my jour-
ney. There will be a beginning and
an end, but no middle. Libraries are
being destroyed right now. The line
of the Silk Road is broken, but then
the whole of my journey is about things
that are broken.

as Why focus your rescarch about
libraries specifically along the Silk
Road?

ar  In my work, I am always looking
for lines, formal lines. The Silk Road
is among the most ancient of lines
we have. It is an invisible line across
the landscape. I knew that ancient
library sites would be dotted along 1t
because books have always been a
precious commodity. Therefore, they
would be traded and they would
travel up and down the most import-
ant trade routes. The Silk Road 15
the most ancient and celebrated route.
I was aware that paper and books
originate in China and came to Europe
via the Middle East. So any thought
about the materiality of books would
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draw me toward China. I also knew
that the most famous lost library, at
least for the European reader, is in
Alexandria, Egypt, and that this was
destroyed by Julius Caesar, when it
was taken by the Roman Empire. The
Roman Empire traded with the other
extremely wealthy empire of the
Chinese dynasties. Each lost library is
part of a longer narrative of Empire,
structures of power. Recently, China
has been talking about reopening the
Silk Road as a gesture to its past as
an empire that was open to trade.
There is also a reciprocity between
the symbolism of the idea of lost
libraries and the symbolism of the
Silk Road. The Silk Road is a concept.
It exists in the imagination today
as an exotic image, not as a material
fact. It’s dematerialized and exists
culturally as an idea. I am making a
journey along a path that exists as an
idea to libraries that now exist as ideas.

| do not want to embark on

a history lesson, but on a
philosophical journey. It will
bring me to question what

we understand as knowledge.
—Abigail Reynolds

as  What is the artistic process you
envisage that will transform these
vivid experiences into artworks?

ar I don’t generally make my own
images. I work with existing images.
Partly because I am parsimonious—
the world is stuffed with images
already. Why make new images when
someone has already made them?
However, this time I am journeying
to these blanks where there may be
no preexisting images to usc. Sol
need to somehow record this. And

I want to align the sites. They will

be connected by my physical pres-
ence, and I will gather together the
craces of my journey at the end of the
whole process in the book—another
one—we will make together. It will
be extremely enjoyable to me in this
book to interrogate the conventions
of travel memoirs and how to docu-
ment what has been lost and what

I have actually been able to discover.
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