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Claire Van Vliet, founder and owner of the Janus Press in Newark, Vermont, has made 
fine press and artists’ books since 1955.  The name Janus refers to a Roman god with two 
faces and expresses the philosophy with which Van Vliet approaches her work: a balance 
between looking back to the historic craft of fine printing and forward to innovations in 
book structures and formats.  Although she works in a wide variety of styles, Van Vliet 
maintains an emphasis on the visual qualities of the book as an object.  Her books have 
ranged from traditional fine-press editions of contemporary poetry to whimsical 
interpretations of the classics. 
 
The pop-up images in this book illustrate selected hymns from the Symphonia armonie 
celestium revelationum (Symphony of the Harmony of Celestial Revelations) written by 
Hildegard von Bingen.  Hildegard was a twelfth-century nun and mystic whose writings 
included records of religious visions, works on popular medicine, hymns and chants to be 
used in worship, and liturgical plays.  Donated by her parents to the church at birth, 
Hildegard became the leader of a monastic community near Rupertsberg in Germany and 
was known for her Scivias, a collection of writings that record her visions and interpret 
them as the revealed word of God.  Her hymns and other religious works are infused with 
a strong visual element that may be related to her mystical revelations. 
 
In this work, the Latin text of Hildegard’s hymns is printed below the images.  From left 
to right, the subjects of the illustrations include wisdom, which Hildegard envisioned 
with three wings; God the gardener in the vineyard of the righteous; the sun and light, 
symbols of God’s perfection; the fountain of living water; the evergreen as a metaphor of 
virtue; the fire as a symbol of the soul’s struggle with evil; and the rose, a reminder of the 
blood of Christ and the martyrs.  The sculptural quality of the pop-up pictures, combined 
with the fluid structure of the accordion binding, creates a sense of immediacy reflective 
of Hildegard’s visionary experience. 
 
Claire Van Vliet often collaborates with other artists, such as papermakers, printmakers 
and binders, in order to create innovative works of book art.  In this work, made in 
commemoration of Hildegard’s nine-hundredth birthday, Van Vliet worked with paper 
artist Katie MacGregor to produce colored pulp paintings.  This technique involves 
applying dyed paper pulps of different colors to a damp sheet of paper, creating a design 
that becomes part of the paper’s surface.  Other associates on this project included 
Audrey Holden, who created the pop-up images, and Judi Conant and Mary Richardson, 
who made the chemise and slipcase.  The book is accompanied by a CD of Hildegard’s 
music as performed by the group Anima. 
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