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Records of Devotion
Saralyn Cruickshank

Orsolya Mednyánszky had crisscrossed 
the globe, traveling to more than 25 
libraries in Europe and the U.S. to con-
duct research for her dissertation on a 
collection of 12 medieval texts contain-
ing stories of the life of Jesus. But 
there was one book the Johns Hopkins 
doctoral candidate didn’t think she’d 
have the opportunity to study: a 15th-
century Roman Catholic processional 

“Being able to bring in power 
sources by sea to storm-ravaged 
regions is a distinct advantage,” Korde 
says. “These devices could greatly 
relieve the burden on damaged road-
ways, batteries, emergency diesel  
generators, and limited supplies of 
generator fuel.”

Next, Korde is eager to prove  
wave converters’ capabilities for  
uses such as self-powering ocean 
buoys, which currently use batteries, 
wind turbines, or solar panels. 
Oceanographers and climate scientists 
often rely on these small buoys to 
provide continuous direct measure-
ments of ocean properties such as 
water temperature, density, salinity, 
and plankton levels. 

The National Science Foundation 
recently awarded Korde’s team a 
two-year, $300,000 grant to test 
whether ocean-sensing buoys can 
successfully rely on wave power.  
The researchers will test a new 
technique to control the buoys’ 
rocking back and forth as they’re  
hit by waves, allowing them to  
convert energy amounts that would 
otherwise require inconveniently  
large devices. “It’s encouraging to see 
the Department of Energy and our 
national labs continue to expand  
their leadership in this area, as  
more commercial entities and 
developers join the quest to bring 
wave energy into the mainstream,”  
he says.
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containing music and instructions for 
worship. This unique manuscript had 
been sold in the mid-1900s, trading 
hands between private collectors and 
out of reach for scholars of early mod-
ern religion like Mednyánszky. Until, 
miraculously, it wasn’t.

“It popped up in a private collection 
at Sotheby’s in London last year,” says 
Mednyánszky, a scholar in the Depart-
ment of the History of Art. She recog-
nized it immediately from its descrip-
tion because the book has a unique 
provenance: It was a gift from a monk 
to his sister, a nun who resided in Lich-
tenthal Abbey in southwest Germany. 
An inscription in the book dated the 

manuscript to 1460. Mednyánszky says 
she paid little attention to the book’s 
sale at the time, assuming it would be 
purchased by another collector.

But last spring, while auditing a 
class taught by Johns Hopkins 
Professor Earle Havens, Mednyánszky 
listened with interest while Havens 
described a rare book the university 
had recently acquired. He retrieved it 
from the stacks in the Milton S. 
Eisenhower Library and presented it 
to the class. It was pocket-sized but 
several inches thick and bound in 
brown animal hide with elaborate 
floral tooling. Inside, it contained 
medieval musical notation and, there 

in the book’s colophon, a handwritten 
dedication from Brother Wilhelm 
Kecheller to his sister Dorothea. It was 
the book from Lichtenthal Abbey.

“It was kind of surreal—a-once-in- 
a-lifetime chance to encounter a book 
that had been lost for so long,” 
Mednyánszky says.

The manuscript is the oldest in the 
Sheridan Libraries’ Women of the 
Book collection, which contains more 
than 425 books, manuscripts, and 
other printed ephemera produced 
between 1460 and 1800. Acquired by 
the university in 2017, the collection 
centers on the lives of nuns and holy 
women in Europe and parts of South 
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The diary of nun Metilde Benvenuti is a testament to her faith. Its title page contains illustrations that reference her devotion to Jesus and Mary.
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Smart Moves
Katie Pearce

Last year had been a fragile time for 
Ashley and her 5-year-old daughter, 
drifting without income through 
shelters and temporary homes around 
Seattle, when the word arrived: They 
were off the waitlist for a housing 
choice voucher.

With that approval came another 
offer. The housing authorities of Seattle 
and King County, Washington, were car-
rying out a pilot program to help 
voucher recipients with the legwork of 
finding new homes. Creating Moves to 
Opportunity, developed by a team of 
researchers including Johns Hopkins 
sociologist Stefanie DeLuca, would pro-
vide counseling and financial assistance 
through all stages of the housing search. 
Working directly with Ashley, a family 
navigator would research and suggest 
neighborhoods that could point her 
daughter toward better opportunities.

For Ashley (a pseudonym for the 
35-year-old mom), CMTO’s services 
meant the difference between shame 
and dignity in her rental process. She 
had a smear on her record that might 
have hurt her prospects—a past 
landlord claiming money was still 
owed—but her family navigator helped 
resolve the situation in court.

Ashley was among a group of  
420 who participated in the pilot 
program between spring 2018 and 
spring 2019. Most were single parents, 
with household incomes averaging 
below $20,000.

Many families, researchers found, 
started CMTO interested in moving to 
a better neighborhood but pessimistic 
about their chances. “There’s a lot of 
discrimination against voucher 
holders, even though it’s illegal, and 
most families have pretty spotty credit 
history, which becomes a deal 
breaker,” DeLuca says.

CMTO was envisioned as an inter-
vention of sorts to the federal housing 
choice voucher program, which the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development funds and local agencies 
administer. The Seattle experiment 
intends to tackle an unintended failure 
of that program: its persistent segrega-
tion of poverty. Though recipients of the 
so-called Section 8 voucher can use it 

America. It includes details of their 
daily devotions, records of their 
entrances into convents and religious 
orders, mystical accounts of their 
encounters with saints and angels, 
and even public announcements of 
their symbolic marriages with Christ. 
Through their association with the 
church, these nuns were granted 
access to tools of the printed word 
that would enable them to preserve 
their histories. Collectively, Women of 
the Book offers a rare look into the 
lives of early modern women.

“These nuns occupied an interest-
ing creative space that wasn’t generally 
available to most women in the pre-
dominantly patriarchal early modern 
period in Europe,” says Havens, the 
curator of rare books and manuscripts 
for the Sheridan Libraries and the 
director of the Virginia Fox Stern Cen-
ter for the History of the Book in the 
Renaissance. “In a sense, exploring a 
collection like this presents the only 
way to dig broadly and deeply into what 
it was like to be a woman at that time.”

In the handwritten diary of Metilde 
Benvenuti, an 18th-century nun from 
San Giuliano, Italy, detailed notes 
describe the convent’s crèche, or nativ-
ity scene, and the extravagant sculp-
tures, clothing, and livestock used in 
the tableau. The pride Benvenuti took 
in her role as the keeper of the crèche 
is evident in the ornamentation she 
added to her notes: The diary’s title 
page is emblazoned with a red heart 
flanked by gilt illustrations represent-
ing Jesus and Mary, framed in a zigzag-
ging pattern with scarlet diamonds. 
“It’s actually quite moving,” Havens 
says. “She designed this elaborate 
crèche, whose centerpiece is a new-
born child, though her vow of celibacy 
meant that she could not have chil-
dren herself. In 1750, she dedicated the 
book to the glory of Jesus, Mary, and 
Joseph, the holy family—her family.”

The collection, which debuted in 
September during a conference for 
medieval and Renaissance scholars, is 
already enriching the studies of Johns 
Hopkins students and researchers. 
During the conference, researchers 
from across North America and 
Europe convened at Johns Hopkins to 
learn about the collection and see it 
up close. Erin Rowe, a professor in  
the Department of History and 
co-organizer of the conference, says 
she’s already taken students into the 
stacks to see the books.

“Even if they come from different 
centuries or different places, these 
books reveal the scope and variety of 
experiences these women had that you 
might not have expected,” Rowe says. 
“You come away with a different 
understanding of them when you see 
them in relationship to each other.”

Havens agrees, saying the histori-
cal insights the collection provides  
are priceless. 

“Before, it wasn’t practical for 
scholars to conduct this type of 
research because the material is so 
scattered,” he says. “But we can do it 
here at Hopkins, now. And that’s the 
power of the research collection—it 
brings the world to it.”


