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Fifty years ago, the Hill Museum and Manuscript

Library started as an idea, a camera and some

microfilm.

More than 145,000 manuscripts later, HMML

celebrated its semi centennial anniversary this

week, with campus-wide events it hopes will

reintroduce HMML to the campus community.

“This is a great opportunity for us to expose

more students to our mission, and the work

we’re doing here,” Director of Development Erin

Lonergan said.

Events included Sunday’s post-mass receptions at CSB and SJU and Monday’s behind-the-scenes vault tours of the St. John’s Bible.

The celebrations will conclude Friday with a movie showing of “The Book Thief” in collaboration with the Joint Events Council.

Situated in the basement of Alcuin Library, HMML is hidden from view for most students. A renovation last year opened up the space, with the intent of making it

more user and student-friendly.

HMML’s rare manuscript and printed book collection at SJU is notable nationally for a particularly famous book: The St. John’s Bible, copies of which were recently

presented to both Pope Francis and the Library of Congress. The modern, handwritten Bible was commissioned by St. John’s University and the St. John’s Abbey

in 1996.

But the bulk of HMML’s work is off-campus.

With a mission “to identify, digitally photograph, catalog, and archive the contents of endangered manuscripts belonging to threatened communities,” the library is

active in Europe, Africa, the Middle East and India.

“The person who does the actual photography is someone from that community that the community trusts. So that way, the control of the project stays in their

hands,” curator Matt Heintzelman said. “We provide the funding, we provide the equipment and we provide training.”

With the advent of the digital age, the physicality of the work has changed from microfilm to digital. But through that, HMML says its goal of preserving and

photographing historical manuscripts has persisted.

When HMML began in the 1960s, an era of postwar tensions, scholars worried about the safety of Benedictine manuscripts.

“This was not long after World War Two; they knew a lot had been destroyed in World War One and Two,” Heintzelman said. “And there was also concern because

it was the period of the Cold War. Things could be lost suddenly if there were another big war.”

The solution, some St. John’s monks hoped, was microfilm photography.

“Fr. Oliver [Kapsner] went to Europe with the idea of photographing Benedictine manuscripts,” Heintzelman said. “And shortly after he got there, he went to Austria,

and very quickly found support there.”

Soon, the project took off, expanding to other religious orders, then state and university libraries. By 1973, HMML’s work had expanded from Austria to Malta,

Ethiopia and Spain.

Though World War Two and the Cold War have long passed, new wars and tensions across the world continue to threaten ancient manuscripts in places where

HMML is at work, like Iraq and Syria.

“We went into Syria not thinking there was any chance that it was going to turn into what happened today, which is really a conflict where no one is really sure who

is who anymore, who to trust and who not to trust,” Heintzelman said. “It’s a very difficult situation there. When we went in there 10 years ago, it was considered a

very stable country, that nothing was endangered, and today we know that almost everything is endangered there.”

When a violent situation pauses their progress for safety reasons, workers focus on cataloguing and making available work they started before the violence.

Ultimately, the goal is to continue to preserve and make as much material readily available for scholars as possible.

“Our work is still very important, even more so today than it was 50 years ago,” Lonergan said. “And it’s exciting to be part of something that has such lasting
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value.”

That commitment to handwritten history has gotten HMML noticed on an international scale.

The St. John’s Bible

“Another group that was very interested in our work was the calligraphers, people who did very beautiful handwriting,” Heintzelman said. “Because we were

providing a photographic record of handwriting from different places, from different times.”

That interest was instrumental in attracting the talent for the St. John’s Bible. Two of this week’s events featured St. John’s Bible Artist and Calligrapher Diane Von

Arx.

Von Arx says that being asked to create the St. John’s Bible was an honor in itself. Artist work was invitation-only.

“What’s special for me is that I was invited to be a part of it. That really says it all,” Von Arx said. “That Donald Jackson, who is the art director, trusted me. Because

the artists are working at their own homes. He’s in Wales, and I’m in Minneapolis. There’s a great deal of trust in all that.”

Creating a handwritten book requires persistence, patience and some would say perfectionism.

Heintzelman says that the St. John’s Bible follows HMML’s mission of handwritten preservation.

“What the St. John’s Bible is is an opportunity for someone to do something new with traditional materials, with traditional techniques, but to do something new, for

the future,” Heintzelman said.

Looking ahead

HMML is looking to expand their work in the future to help more areas of the globe.

“We’re, I think, coming to the realization that the need is great all over the world,” Heintzelman said. “And we’re not the only ones doing it, but we need to make

sure that someone doesn’t get left out.”

He emphasizes that the work overseas is translatable to the CSB/SJU campus communities.

“What we do is not just work overseas, we bring these things back here,” Heintzelman said. “We want students and faculty and the greater Minnesota community to

know that we are a resource for everyone.”
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