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MAKING THE LIBRARY 
THE CENTER OF

SPECIAL COLLECTIONS AND 
DIGITAL HUMANITIES

Kamilla J. Husen*, Jakob P. Holck, Mogens K. Jensen, Anne H. Jespersen and Evgenios Vlachos, Research Librarians, University Library of Southern Denmark

In the summer of 2020, the University Library of Southern Denmark (SDUB) decided to start a Center for Special Collections and Digital Humanities. The aim of the
center is to combine the already well-established body of work done on the rare book collections with a new dedicated effort to support the staff and students
of the University of Southern Denmark (SDU) in their work with digital methods and tools in the humanities. This also includes an enhanced work on digitizing the
special collections at the library including new equipment for digitizing sound and pictures from The Jazz Collections of SDUB. The motivation behind the
foundation of the center is that SDUB is the knot that ties together all the different areas of the university. Due to SDUB’s outreach, affiliations and knowledge of
what is going on in different disciplines and fields of the university, we often find ourselves in the position of a matchmaker connecting researchers with
overlapping interests, as our core group (consisting of research librarians from both the humanities and engineering as well as the natural sciences) covers a lot
of the main interest fields of the center.

We show the organization and the different focus areas of the center, including our collaborators across the university (and outside), and consider some of the
strategic thoughts behind the center. We present bellow some of the ongoing projects in the center illustrating the connections between the library, the
collections and the university.
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Center for 
Special Collections and 

Digital Humanities

The aim of the center is to connect the work with Digital
Humanities and Special Collections at the university library
and promote the overall work in this area at the University
of Southern Denmark. The center is a strategic focus point
for the library in an effort to bring the library even closer to
the researchers and their needs. A main task for the
center is to conserve the collections and make them
available to the public in both physical and digital form,
including dissemination to a larger audience. In addition
to this key responsibility the center also aims to facilitate
researchers’ (and students’) use of digital tools and
methods within the humanities by offering support,
guidance and introductory courses as well as giving the
researchers access to unique datasets, like our collection
of medieval fragments.

Digital Humanities

As a library we cover all areas of SDU’s
subjects, thus we are in a unique position
to connect people across the fields
enabling interdisciplinary collaboration.
We want to strengthen the skills of both
researchers and students in digital
humanities by offering courses,
infrastructure and support, and in
addition work together with the
researchers as a key player in their
research process. The starting point in this
work is the collaboration with the
Pontoppidan Center and the Center for
Medieval Literature at SDU.

Special Collections

The Special Collections unit has gained
experience in facilitating interdisciplinary
projects, bringing together library staff,
university scholars and students, not to
mention cooperating with the Danish
industry and foreign institutions. The aim
has been to shed a light on the library’s
many intriguing materials and make the
cultural heritage available for state-of-
the-art modern analysis. In recent years,
projects of this nature have included x-
ray fluorescence analysis of arsenic-rich
pigments on book bindings (a.k.a.
‘poisonous books’) in cooperation with
CHART, SDU and Smithsonian Libraries;
multi- and hyper-spectral imaging of
hidden medieval manuscript fragments
in cooperation with the Danish company
Newtec Engineering; as well as lending
ten, extremely rare 18th century
Norwegian maps to the Vest-Telemark
Museum. The latter project made it
possible for the extraordinary Telemark
maps to be exhibited and studied at the
very center of the geographical area
they depict.
Last year, the SDU Centre for Medieval
Literature, together with the university
library and SDU Centre for Photonics
Engineering managed to attract funding
for a Carlsberg Infrastructure project –
thus laying the groundwork for future
multi- and hyper-spectral imaging
analyses of selected sources, e.g. the
library’s own medieval manuscript
fragments.

The Jazz Collections
The Jazz Collections have through donations and
acquisitions since 1997 achieved the status of
research archive of specialist jazz studies. The
Danish Jazz Center ceased to exist on the 1st July
1997, and a great deal of the collections were
transferred to SDUB including Timme
Rosenkrantz's Collection, Ben Webster's
Collection, Radio Jazz's Collection and Erik
Lindemann's Collection. The Jazz Collections
have since been enlarged due to purchases and
donations. They consist of more than 6000 reel-to-
reel tapes and a thousand acetate records
containing both published and unpublished
music recordings and interviews, hundreds of
cine film recordings, more than 5000
photographs, AV-materials, books, sheet music,
original handwritten arrangements and
compositions, LP’s, CD’s, DVD’s, and Umatics. The
materials are often on display at exhibitions, in
books, and in documentary movies and series.

A rare copy of a 1569 Danish psalm book.

The ‘poisonous books’ were discovered using x-ray 
fluorescence analysis at CHART, SDU

Web-scraping of websites.

Multi-spectral imaging (in the picture, conducted 
by Newtec Engineering) holds the potential of 

revealing hidden texts. 

In December 1931, jazz musician Louis Armstrong offered free bags of coal to 
citizens of Baltimore in front of the Royal Theatre. Manager Johnny Collins, 

far right, never one to miss a marketing opportunity, used each bag to 
advertise Armstrong’s engagement at the Royal. The Timme Rosenkrantz

Collection, SDUB.
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