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The Library’s fi rst major international exhibition, 
The Medieval Imagination: Illuminated Manuscripts 
from Cambridge, Australia and New Zealand was 
opened by the Premier, the Hon. John Brumby, MP 
on 27 March. Open daily until 15 June, this was 
the largest exhibition of its kind ever to be held 
in Australia. A total of 110,212 visitors saw exquisite 
manuscripts drawn from four collections at the 
University of Cambridge, and 14 other collections 
in Australia and New Zealand, as well as books 
from the Library’s own collection.
 Emeritus Professor Margaret Manion AO, 
a foremost authority in the area and curator of 
the exhibition, brought together books from the 
eighth to the 16th centuries, many of them never 
before seen in Australia. The Northumbrian 
Gospels, on loan from Corpus Christi College in 
Cambridge and made by Irish monks around the 
year 720, was the oldest book on display and 
the oldest European book ever to visit Australia.
 The exhibition was presented by the State 
Library of Victoria Foundation, with signifi cant 
assistance from 21 sponsors and supporters. 
The largest number of sponsors ever achieved by 
the Library, they made it possible for the exhibition 
to be presented free of charge, and to have an 
extensive and far-reaching publicity campaign.
 The exhibition experience was enhanced 
by with a fully stocked bookshop in the Library 
foyer, featuring a beautiful full-colour catalogue 
with entries from 26 scholars from around the 
world. The catalogue went to a second print run 
and completely sold out on the fi nal day of the 
exhibition.
 Twenty events were held over the duration 
of the exhibition and all were fully subscribed, 
with a total attendance of 5054. These included 
a music series, led by Professor John Griffi ths 
from the University of Melbourne, and lectures by 
many experts on aspects of medieval life, culture 
and books – a unique sharing of scholarship 
to a wide and appreciative audience. On Sunday 
20 April, the Library forecourt came to life with 
a Medieval Faire attended by a delighted crowd 
of over 10,000, including many community 
and reenactment groups.
 An international conference entitled 
Imagination, Books and Community in Medieval 
Europe was held between 29 and 31 May, with the 
keynote public lecture delivered by Professor 
Jeffrey Hamburger from Harvard University, 
to an audience of 550 at RMIT’s Storey Hall.
 School students participated in 246 
separate sessions, with a total of 6634 young 
people learning about the books and the 
medieval milieu in which they were created. This 
included supported programs for disadvantaged 
schools, giving 1080 students access to the 
exhibition, as well as transport to and from the 
Library. In addition, two professional-development 
evenings were held for teachers, with a total 
attendance of 170.

The exhibition gained sustained and widespread 
media coverage. A steady stream of newspaper 
articles and national radio interviews began 
appearing 12 months before the exhibition was 
launched, and during the exhibition, coverage 
became more frequent and substantial. There 
were national feature stories on Channel Nine’s 
Sunday program, ABC TV’s Sunday Arts program, 
several stories and interviews on ABC Radio 
National, feature articles in the Herald Sun, The 
Age, The Australian and Sydney Morning Herald 
and coverage in the Weekly Times. Articles 
in suburban media and on local radio ensured 
coverage at the most local levels, and specialist 
media such as religious press and medievalist 
publications carried articles on the exhibition, 
which reached highly motivated audiences. 
 Exit interviews conducted throughout the 
exhibition saw 92 per cent of those interviewed 
rating The Medieval Imagination as either excellent 
or very good. Thirty-six per cent of visitors were 
from inner Melbourne, with 24 per cent from 
the outer suburbs, and 14 per cent from country 
Victoria; 25 per cent of visitors were from 
interstate or overseas. A factor for many 
was the free entry, thus making ancient books 
accessible to so many people. In the words of 
one visitor: ‘I really love the exhibition as it gives 
the ordinary person a chance to see rare and 
precious books, which are, after all, a part of 
everyone’s history, not just the people with the 
privilege of looking after them, and of those who 
are lucky enough to study them. Most of us never 
have a chance to see such wonderful books.’

Thank you to all of our sponsors:
State Library of Victoria Foundation 
AAMI 
Agnes Robertson Trust 
Allan Myers AO and Maria Myers AO 
K.W. Doggett Fine Paper 
Patrick and Kathy Moore 
Qantas 
The City of Melbourne 
The Salteri Family 
The Sebel Melbourne 





‘I really love the 
 exhibition as 
 it gives the ordinary 
 person a chance 
 to see rare and 
 precious books!‘ 

Image 
Historiated initial from a Gradual. Italy, Venice, c. 1420. 
Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, Marlay Cutting It. 18. 
Reproduction by permission of the Syndics of the 
Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge




