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[THE LIBRARY AS PERCEIVED BY THE CONTEMPORARY ARTIST]

Contemporary art is fascinated and in awe by the library-as-a-shrine, as a mausoleum.
Stefaan Van Biesens installation ‘SKIN’ incorporates this form of watching. The piece
consists out of a reconstruction of an imaginary library, like the one shown in ‘San Giro-
lamo nello studio’ (ca. 1474), a painting by Antonello da Messina, guarded in the Nation-
al Gallery, London.
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The hermit in the painting reads a book from his private library, a wooden construction,
platform-like, in a Gothic space. There are a few eyeholes exposing a serene landscape.
The reader is unaware of the setting. Birds wait on the doorstep of the building and sing
in an unintelligible language. Van Biesen made a reconstruction of this library, purpose-
ly putting the imaginary library into an actual one. A transit space, an open library
where one can walk through without entering. A void space in and out of the world. At
the same time, it is also a precise reconstruction of the painting’s library. The artist
makes it literally accessible.
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VOLUNTARY SECLUSION

Antonello da Messina pictures the recluse in his study, an open construction in which
the church father withdraws. This wooden construction is part of a bigger picture, an
imaginary, gothic room which could refer to a church as well as to a palazzo. Slender
pillars and vistas with a view on the landscape, only meant for the viewer, not for the
character who has withdrawn in that space. He has retired voluntarily in a firmly struc-
tured studio with only walls. The studio is somewhat elevated above the world, it is like
a stage.

The learned church father is reading a book and is surrounded by several objects. He
observes the world through educational material, not through direct observation. He
observes the world in which he has retired. Let’s not forget that the man is a monk and a
scholar who is responsible for the Latin standard version of the bible, the Vulgate. His
cardinalate was assigned posthumously, therefore the red mantle and cardinal’s hat,
attributes with which he is mostly represented.
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Jardim Botanico, Brasilia Brazil 2011.
Curator Geert Vermeire
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[THE LIBRARY OF WALKS|]
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‘Letters to a tree’ by Stefaan Van Biesen (1996-1997) puts fundamental questions about
communication and language into words. Experiencing nature cannot be expressed. Van
Biesen’s 38 letters constitute an intimate, vulnerable library, safely put and closed away
in a case, a shrine. Only the image remains. What comprises the existence of language
then? In these pieces the public is depraved of the certainty of text, they are drawn to
themselves with the question ‘Who am I without language? What does a wordless world
mean to me?’ The pieces of Van Biesen are libraries of the imagination. They put vulner-
able words in a shrine. They take words for butterflies, strong in their flight, fragile in
their rest.

GEERT VERMEIRE [Bibliotheek- & Archiefgids, nr. 4, August 2003.]




[LETTERS TO A TREE]
Corresp" dence 1996 ~1997.

A B 0 UTM ELANCHOL Y] De Campagne Drongen Belgium 2004.
Cm‘ator Filip Van de Velde
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[THE MARKED TIME]
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[BUITEN GEWOON]CCHeusden-Zolder Belgium 1997.
Curator: Cathy Pelgrims.







[THE ARCHIVE]

365 WORDS TO DEFINE HUMAN NATURE.
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