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Reflections about the impact of creating identity and the Moravian Archives

Rüdiger Kröger, Herrnhut/Germany

Archives and Documentation

In Germany and in other countries as well we are used to distinguish tree different traditional types of preserving institutions: libraries, museums and archives. The libraries traditionally collect media, especially printed books that exist(ed originally) in multiple copies. The museums were collecting objects of different character, curiosa, cimelia and other relicts of past times. Archives focused on unique written documents, arranged in specific ways by the authorities that produced or received them. This arrangement gives them authenticity, so that it should be respected in archiving them. Things changed a little bit regarding media and profiles; perhaps this sharp division even never existed. Nevertheless archives are in first function no collectors but administrative offices of the certain authorities that are obliged to transfer their already organized records regularly after they are out of use for some time. Archives maintain records for a lot of different reasons, under which scholar research is important but not the only one. Laws and decrees describe in general terms the reasons for preservation and the duties in public and church archives and are also used by private ones. Traditionally archives usually do not act in creating data to preserve information, what I understand, is documenting <here might be a problem in translation; in German we say „Dokumentation“>. In contrast archiving means preservation of recordings that keep information and gathering metadata in cataloging them. Eventually a documentation in the German sense gets part of archives, if the archives is allowed to acquire collections or in case the creating authority is transferring its records to the archives. The ways of cataloguing and researching libraries, archives, museums and documentation differ very much in regard of the followed standards and information given with or gathered on the items they deal with.

Creating Moravian Identity

Herrnhut was founded by only a few people from Moravia who took their exile for religious suppression reasons in 1722 on the estate of Nicolas Louis Count Zinzendorf. They were descendants of the pre-reformed protestant church called „Unitas Fratrum“. In the following years a large number of people not only from the same origin but also from divers religious and geographical or even ethnic background settled their in hope to find there their religious freedom. But the broad diversity took them made them arguing with each other and the Lutherans in their parish to which they were belonging by the place of their settlement. So what did they need? Reconciliation! I suggest that the solution they found for themselves might have enabled them to play the astonishing role in Mission and ecumenical dialogue which many of you have stated. What have been their main issues?

$ 
Keep or get in dialogue to fix rules and find appropriate forms for living together in a brotherly agreement;

$ 
find for themselves and as group freedom to receive God‘s graceful blessings; and last not least

$ 
create and take care of identity while growing in number and in different places.

I can not go into details here. It is the third point I want to focus on, because he is very close related to the meaning of the archives. Three elements can be considered: a) commemorating the history of the church both in general and especially Moravian, b) recognizing living testimonies and c) sharing (religious) experiences in very broad way. Regular meetings were established to share in reading letters and reports, individual and congregation diaries were begun to be kept and read from time to time. Copies of such texts were made to circulate under church members and friends far away. A Bible verse for each day got printed annually in advance to connect and to encourage christian brothers and sisters all over the world and still does in 50 languages. Of special interest are the biographies of Moravian brothers and sisters that were written for special events to serve as examples for the experienced guidance and wonderful preserving by the Lord. Later-one it got a custom beneath the „European“ Moravians to write their autobiography that got and still today get read on his or her funeral.

After Moravian foreign mission started 1732 a more complex information network was build up. And the „native“ christians got part of it. They were made able to share the identity by translations and in much smaller scale contribute to it themselves.

Singing was and still is another way to share experiences and of course to praise the Lord. Old hymns from all times could be sung facing the same experiences; new ones could be express as well the feelings. So Moravians had an enormous output on poems and songs which were sung frequently.

At last I would like to mention that Moravians in 18th cent. used painting for this purpose to. It is amazing to see how Moravian Mission‘s self-understanding got visualized on a couple of paintings in the archives‘ collection but hang formerly at prominent placed in joint church rooms. Nicolas Louis count of Zinzendorf, the leader, sponsor and  promoter of the Moravians was familiar with the idea of mission when he was only a child and it became his main task for life to helping spread Gods kingdom on earth. He saw himself in the role of John the evangelist propagating Jesus Christ and sharing the gospel. We have an oil painting <1.1> showing Moravian sisters taking the Lord from the cross and Zinzendorf standing beside them pointing on the Lord like usually John does. Zinzendorf used the name of „Johanan“ in Pennsylvania (1742) when he was with the American natives. Another painting <1.2> is showing Zinzendorf as „teacher of the peoples“, talking to a group of members of  different nations, age and sex, some of them in Moravian dress. But - in his sense - he does not want to teach his own doctrine but God‘s who died for all people on the cross. On a further painting <1.3> the resurrected Christ figures to Moravian sisters as well European and converts from other nations. No difference is made between them; they are (brotherly or) sisterly united in following Christ and serve him as (servant and) maiden of the Lam. By the way, you can find their names - Europeans and converts - as well in printed lists („Dyptichon“) from the 1740ies.

It was the missionaries duty to lead the „heathen“, men and women, to the Savior individually. There has never been the idea of mass conversion by the Moravians, but to convert „first fruits“ to be seed on the acre of the nations and they were confident, that with God‘s grace new branches of his unique church would grow. (Nobody gets baptized without a remarkable understanding of christian religion.) This idea was painted several times too <1.4; 1.5>. One copy is hanging in the reading room of the Archives in Herrnhut: we see Christ on top of the center surrounded by about twenty first fruits, that already have died. For the missionaries the close contact to the (possible) first fruits was very important in two ways: first of all they studied the foreign languages with them often to be able to spread the gospel in the language of the „heathen“ people and they shared their knowledge about culture, religion and nature  what was necessary to survive in a foreign country. Secondly indigent Christians have other opportunities to talk to the „heathen“; so they were used in missionary service as „national helpers“ as they were called in Moravian terminology (see for example the two paintings of Jephta the Arawak <1.6; 1.7>). First ordinations of national helpers took place only in the second half of 19th cent. of course.

In 18th cent. Moravian Church some specific kinds of recordings have been produced, non of them really invented by the Moravians but adapted in typical way to serve in creating Moravian worldwide identity. All of them found their place in daily live of the church. They have not been brought form outside with scientific interest but in creating the history of God‘s children on earth, giving testimony of his graceful love and blessing to his church (including other denominations) in tradition of the apostolic writings.

Looking on the form of many of these recordings they could be seen as documentation like many of you would like to do in or have already done.  Regarding the function they are integer parts of the archives and indeed the unique „Periodical Accounts“ (different german titles!), a weekly organized handwritten periodical containing extracts of diaries, preaches, biographies, letters, minutes of the synods etc. were called „Archives“ by Zinzendorf himself.

The Moravian Archives in Herrnhut and Mission Studies

How did the Moravians acted in the question of documenting their history. They established 1764 - what means very early - the Moravian Archives. Five men have been gathering and cataloguing different kinds of records and recordings for fife years and later-on it was decided what to preserve. Some very sensitive ones have been destroyed to protect people from disadvantages if the recordings got into the wrong hands. As we may presume also records got lost, that allowed non-conform insights, especially after „official“ histories of the church and missions and a biography of Zinzendorf were published.

19th and 20th cent. unprofessional archivists treated the archives as to be a collection of single documents, they have been splitting entities, forming new ones, changing the order as often as the interest, lets say currently felt needs for their researches have changed. No real standards for cataloguing have been introduced until end of 20th century. Most parts of the records were brought into a formal order either by form reasons nor by changing subject categories, but regularly inconsequently. It would be a great challenge to reconstruct and re-catalogue the archives of more than a decade of years hard work. We do not have the power to solve this problem and it is a major problem for the conversion of the aged finding aids into computer accessible data too. However, the whole archives have been preserved through the times and most of the highly admirable records older than 60 years have been catalogued. 

The Moravian Archives have no direct link to a research center or a teaching institution. The Moravian Mission Societies got independent associations that should care about their archives as well as most of the former mission fields received their independence. So the archives are cut off the mission since long time. Sometimes I feel researchers get easer and  better information than the archives. Sharing knowledge and archival resources has this way round an reversal if the church‘s common identity should not get lost.

The number of researchers in the Moravian Archives is not very high, only 200 per year and not all of them are interested in mission. A short bibliography on publications on mission using the records of the archives and send to the Moravian Archives in the last 5 years contains about 40 titles, one third in English and a few in other languages such as polish, danish and Inuktutuk. Some projects are of course still in progress. Mission and mission studies is only one branch of research in the Moravian Archives and so more researchers have visited the archives and published for special interests of different sciences but using the records of the mission like meteorology, architecture, music, genealogy, archeology, arts ...

The permanent staff comprises three full-time equivalents, four halftime workers (1 for the library, 2 for the reading room, 1 for the technic and reproductions) and myself as director. The staff and the maintenance of the two buildings is payed by the worldwide Moravian Church and the European Continental Province - one of its 20 independent churches - because it serves the world wide church als well as the province as principle archives. There is free public access to all records older than 50 years for everyone fife days a week.

Projects

In 2005 we finished a project of cataloguing our collection of maps, plans and views from all over the (Moravian) world. 7,500 entries in the database were created and thousands of low-resolution scans and photographs were made and connected with the database. Than the catalogue was converted for internet research and is accessible and to be browsed on the archives homepage <archiv.ebu.de or unitaetsarchiv.de>. Meanwhile more than 50,000 analogue finding aid entries have been transferred to the database. But because of the problems of standardization they can not be presented on internet yet.

Since 2006 we provide on our homepage the library catalogue too. All books catalogued (in scientific standard) in the past 7 years are to be found including all new acquisitions and some parts of the older ones. In total the library may have 50,000 to 100,000 volumes catalogued on cards in three different standards; the online catalogue counts already about 10,000 entries. So there is still a lot of work to do.

In the Moravian Archives a huge collection of photographs has been preserved. At least 50,000 objects originate from the mission. The very first were taken in the late 1850s already.  20 years later the missionaries started themselves taking photographs. Some of the future missionaries got a special training in photography at the mission school. Later-on they sent regularly photographs to the mission school were the collection was gathered and used for mission propaganda and illustrations of Moravian publications. Most of the photographs are not catalogued and badly documented. Some of them have been part of two projects, one of the University of Newfoundland and Labrador in St. Johns and the second is the IMPA via Adam Jones in Leipzig. Last year I prepared a traveling exposition in co-operation with the ethnographic museum in Herrnhut on Moravian mission photography in 19th century based on 150 photographs. All pictures and texts got printed in a nice catalogue. I hope that the exposition will increase the interest on the collection, because the archives need support for cataloguing and maintenance of the collection. It is planned to build a special climate controlled storage for the collection. First money already has been donated.

An other project what meets the interest of our conference very well and connects with the yesterdays presentation of Jean-Paul Wiest on collecting recordings. It is the idea of a publication of so-called „ego-documents“ from the mission what means recordings directly written by or in wider sense out of the view of the missioned people. I started to collect letters, diaries and memoirs from the Nyassa area in Tanzania from the beginning of the Moravian mission there in the 1890s to independence of the Moravian church in Tanzania in the 1950s. I included the biographies written by the missionaries. At this time I am not quiet sure which text I should edit if so. Many but not all texts are available only in German translation. The African language texts are written in different languages or dialects and with different rules of transcriptions (based on German or English spelling). Should there be an English or Kiswahili translation? We heart some general opinions to similar questions yesterday.

Conclusion

I tried to show that documenting church history in a process of some kind of suppression, reconciliation or changing identity is not a modern problem and probably visible early in christianity  for example in canonizing the Bible. In transferring at least some parts of culture with the gospel it seems to lead to a specific kind of recordings being created, but the recordings may function very different. One is inspired by a scientific interest, the other by social sharing. Of course the idealistic few on the brotherly relation between mission and christian natives is theory and not really an both side exchange in giving and taking. And its in inside relation without reference to probably hostile „heathen“.

The resulting problems two hundred years ago as well as today for and in the archives are not really different.

